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     I was having some work done on my car recently and while I was waiting I noticed this big sign hanging in the 

front window that read, “Call for service and an associate will come out and greet you at your vehicle.”  This 

reminded me of the days when gas stations used to be “full-service.”  I’m sure many of you remember those days 

when you would drive up to the pump and someone would come out and fill up your car with regular or unleaded 

gasoline.  They would then offer to check your oil and tire pressure on your car; and if your car was a little low on 

washer fluid, they would usually fill it up at no extra cost.  Workers at gas stations would often do these things 

without ever being asked or expecting anything in return.  It was just part of their service to customers. 

     We also had a new Publix grocery store open in Clayton this past week and there was a big advertisement in 

the newspaper that read, “Our doors are open!  Friendly associates are ready to help you.”  And when I saw that 

ad I immediately remembered how the grocery store workers where I grew up not only rang up your groceries 

and bagged them for you, but they would also carry them out to the car for you or you could drive your car up 

to the front and they would bring your groceries out and put them in the car for you without expecting any kind 

of tip, as they were simply doing what was expected of them.  Sadly, many of those “full service” businesses 

have given way to “self-service” over the years in order to make more money and stay competitive. 

     Sometimes the church is considered to be a place where people expect to be served.  We want to hear an 

inspiring message, sing some favorite songs/hymns, we want our children to be taught, and we are anxious for 

this pandemic to end so we can have refreshments  and family night once again.  Many times when people 

move to an area, they will go “church shopping,” where they will have a list of “full service” expectations that 

they are hoping to find in a church.  And if the church doesn’t have what they are looking for – such as 

cushioned seats, stained glass windows, programs for the children, or live streaming of their worship services, 

then they will go looking for another church that will meet their needs. 

     I think God intends for Holy Cross and all churches to be “full-service,” that is equipped and committed to 

serving the needs of the community.  And being workers or followers of Jesus at a full service church is what 

our Gospel lesson is all about today.  However, it’s very important for us to understand that our service to God 

and to others will not earn us a special place in heaven.  In fact, our deeds of service – no matter how great or 

wonderful they may be – will not even get us into heaven, because heaven is a free gift that God gives us.  So 

feeding the hungry, clothing the poor, welcoming strangers, or caring for the sick are not acts of service that 

will move God to give us extra blessings. 

     You will notice early on in this text from Matthew 25 that the sheep and the goats are separated before any 

deeds of service are mentioned.  The sheep are placed at Christ’s right hand, because of who they are, they are 

righteous – not because of what they have done.  The righteous are those who through faith believe that Jesus 

has opened the door of heaven to them through His death and resurrection, not through their own service or 

good deeds.  That’s why they are surprised and ask in verses 37-39, “Lord, when did we feed you, or clothe 

you, or welcome, or visit you?”  They didn’t keep track of their good deeds.  It is the unrighteous who keep 

track of their service, hoping that God is impressed and remembers their good deeds. 

     An example of this attitude is seen in the familiar parable of the Prodigal Son.  When the younger son comes 

home after blowing his father’s inheritance on wild living, instead of being punished or turned away by his 

father, the younger son is welcomed with open arms by his dad and is given a party because he is home.  The 

older brother, though, is furious, telling his father, “All these years I have been slaving for you and I never 

disobeyed your orders.  Yet have you given me anything so I could celebrate with my friends?  But now this 

wicked son of yours comes home and you give him a party?”  The older son was quick to mention all of the 

deeds he had performed for his father, suggesting that if anyone deserved a party it was him.  That parable 

marks the difference in attitude between the believers (the sheep) and unbelievers (the goats) towards their 

works.  The one group, whose deeds are accepted, doesn’t think that they did anything worth mentioning; while 

the other group, whose deeds are not accepted, doesn’t think they were negligent with their works in any way. 

     In verse 34, Jesus says that the righteous receive heaven as an inheritance, and like any inheritance, it is not 

something earned, but something received simply as a gift on account of the death of another – in this case the 

death of Jesus Himself.   



     In other words, we are not saved by/because of our good deeds, but we are saved for good deeds.  Or as 

someone once told me, “We are saved by faith alone, but faith is never alone.”  True faith will always produce 

good deeds.  You could say faith is like calories.  You can’t see calories, but you can sure see their results.  

Likewise, you cannot see faith, but you can see its results in deeds of compassion and service to others. 

     So how does God want us to put our faith into action?  He says in this text to simply love our neighbors by 

feeding the hungry, welcoming strangers, clothing the naked, caring for the sick, and praying for each other.  

Now these are not big miracles, but simple acts of kindness and love that almost anyone is capable of doing.  

The problem is that while it sounds so simple, it is not easy.  Why?  Because sometimes people reject our 

efforts.  We didn’t help them in the way they wanted or we were not fast enough or we did not do enough and 

we get criticized.  Other times people may take advantage of us, and it is very tempting at those moments to 

throw up our arms and say, “Oh, forget it.” 

     But praise be to God that so many of you put your faith into action by caring for your neighbors by checking in 

on them during this pandemic or by filling shoe boxes for Samaritan’s Purse, or by taking a tag from our angel 

tree to help families through the Salvation Army, or by simply giving your offerings here at Holy Cross where a 

portion of our offerings throughout the year go to organizations like Lutheran World Relief where they not only 

feed the hungry, but they also teach the hungry how to fish or how to plant in order to provide for themselves in 

their communities. 

     It’s an amazing thing when we show mercy to others, because not only do they become Christ to us, but we 

become Christ to them.  Not only do we serve Christ by ministering to others, but they see Christ in us, and 

Christ works through us to them.  There’s a story about a little boy who wanted to meet God.  He knew it would 

be a long trip to where God lived, so he filled his backpack with snacks and cans of root beer and set off on his 

journey.  He had gone only a few blocks when he passed an old man sitting on a park bench by himself.  The 

man looked sad and lonely, so the boy went over and sat down next to him, opened up his backpack, took out 

some snacks and some root beers and offered them to him.  The old man was very grateful as he accepted the 

snacks and the root beer, and smiled at him.  The boy was very happy and the two of them sat there all 

afternoon, eating snacks and drinking root beers, without saying much to each other.  Finally, the boy realized 

that he needed to get home, but before he left he thanked the old man for sitting with him and he hugged him, 

and that put a huge smile on the man’s face.  When the boy got home, his mother noticed how happy he 

appeared and asked him what he had done all day.  He said, “I ate snacks with God in the park and I think it 

made him happy.”  Meanwhile the old man returned to his home and his neighbor noticed how happy he looked 

and so he asked him what made him so happy today.  The old man said, “I sat in the park and ate snacks with 

God; he’s much younger than I expected.”  What does God look like?  Who does He resemble?  We are the 

hands, the feet, and the face of God to many people, so let us always serve others through simple acts of love so 

they may see God in all of us.   


