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THY KINGDOM COME: 

THE MESSIANIC KINGDOM REALIZED THROUGH JUDGMENT BY THE SON OF MAN 

 

 

Introduction 

Matthew’s Gospel is an epic story, its real beauty lies in the fact that it is true, and its 

main character is real. He came onto the scene rather unremarkable, and then in veiled 

commentary to the unsuspecting onlooker, brought to fruition the hope of mankind ever since 

God promised to bruise the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). Within the book, the reader will 

quickly sense a progressive tempo that points forward toward a definite climax in Matthew’s 

account of Jesus’ life and ministry on earth, the moment where the final destructive blow to the 

evil one will be dealt. As the reader progresses, he is instructed in truth and witnesses mercy, 

compassion, love, obedience, and compassion (Matt 5-7) along with awe inspiring miracles 

evidencing the extraordinary power of this seemingly ordinary man, Jesus (Matt 14-15). As 

Matthew began to reveal more and more of what the future holds (Matt 20-25), and moving 

toward the crescendo of Jesus’ life and ministry (Matt 26-27), we see a pattern of humble 

service, teaching, and subversive activities that seem to quell any surface level inclination that he 

is indeed the promised Messiah (Matt 27:54). Moreover, everything recorded about his life in 

this gospel from the perspective of the Jewish onlooker appeared to be antithetical to this 

promised Danielic King, who would radiate in glory and majesty.
1
But that all changed in 

Matthew 25:31-46.  
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  The observations above in the Gospel of Matthew and the record of the life of Jesus 

Christ therein, are central to understanding the author’s intended message in Matthew 25. The 

reader reaches the dénouement, which is purposely foreshadowed by several other teachings and 

parables within the Olivet Discourse, and revealed before all of the requisite tasks and prophesy 

fulfillments have taken place within the narrative storyline in Matthew.     

Matthew intends his readers to perceive a message of triumph and hope from the Final 

Judgment pericope in Matthew chapter 25 verses 31 through 46; to be wise to the fulfillment of a 

promise of God, which is, the fullness of the Messianic Kingdom of God will be realized through 

judgment of all peoples by the Danielic Son of Man, who is Jesus Christ
2
. Jesus Christ will judge 

the righteous, which by faith and repentance reveal their relationship with Christ. They forsake 

their lives to embody the humble servanthood and the way of Jesus Christ, specifically in selfless 

deeds towards those who proclaim the inaugurated Kingdom of God. The faithful are not 

surprised at the judgment that they indeed served the lowly, but are surprised that they are judged 

as if they had served Jesus himself. The wicked will be judged and condemned for rejecting 

Jesus Christ, evidenced by showing no concern for the lowly, lame and imprisoned.  It appears, 

to read Matthew correctly, one should notice the pattern of inter-textual references within his 

gospel, and thus this passage should be considered along with and never apart from the Great 

Commission passage, particularly the closing promise. Matthew 25:31-46 along with Matthew 

28:16-20 demonstrates the convergence of Christology and Eschatology, it completes our 

understanding of the entire messianic task and offers a message of hope that the Messiah has 

come and conquered, and to endure by The Spirit until he returns with the only remaining task, 
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which is to claim his covenant bride forever
3
. 

The Returning Son of Man Brings the Fullness of God’s Promised Kingdom 

The ESV renders Matthew 25 verse 31, “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, 

and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne.” What is apparent in this 

verse is the declaration that future event brings with it significant Old Testament allusions and 

fulfillment. 

The Son of Man is a self-designation that Jesus assigned to himself throughout 

Matthew’s gospel. Ladd has persuasively argued that the Jewish leadership of the day had an 

inadequate view of The Messiah. Contrary to Jewish belief, to be the literal son of David was not 

enough to be conquering king of the true Israel, but it was also necessary to be the son of God.
4
 

Skarsaune concurs with Ladd in his observations that Jews, seen in correspondence with Trypho, 

considering all that was promised in Daniel 7:9-28, and their apparent preoccupation on the 

promise of a Messiah adorned in earthly honor and glory, they could not appear to move beyond 

the apparent worthlessness to society, and his suffering the scorn and shame of the cross
5
.    

Danielic Son of Man Fulfilled 

Scholars generally agree that the first verse in the final judgment passage is an allusion 

to Daniel chapter 7 13-14. Blomberg seems to say that it should be read as direct fulfillment of 
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Danielic prophecy on the basis that nothing in history remotely resembles the Son of Man 

coming in the clouds with angels in glory
6
. Son of Man is the conquering king who will return. 

Given the context of Matthew, Son of Man is further understood to be a Messianic title. The 

authors of the gospels and specifically Matthew wrote their accounts this side of the cross, thus 

have received revelation and information about future events even as they write the gospels as 

chronological accounts. Any attempt to interpret Old Testament prophesy that should be fulfilled 

in the eschatological future, must consider all that we know to have occurred in Scripture
7
. It 

would be hermeneutically and exegetically deficient to attempt to conclude the fullness of the 

meaning of Jesus’ warning of Final Judgment without consideration of his entire ministry lead up 

to and concluding on the cross, his resurrection and ascension. So, in order to properly 

understand that Jesus Christ is in fact the Danielic Son of Man who returns in clouds in honor 

and glory for his gathered people, without consideration of him as the crucified and risen 

Messiah, 
8
functionally removes his authority given from the Ancient of Days, The Father, 

therefore leaving the Messianic work incomplete
9
. 

The opening of this passage must be read within the context of Matthew’s entire 

gospel. Matthew shows us the Danielic Son of Man is affirmed as Jesus, when Jesus Christ 

receives all authority in heaven and on earth from the Father, the Ancient of Days, and when 

announcing the inauguration of the Kingdom of God in Heaven and Earth in the Great 
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Commission passage in Matthew 28
10

. Therefore, the covenant Kingdom of God will be fully 

realized at the Parousia of Jesus Christ in Matthew 25:31 and bring an end to the current epoch 

of sojourning. Dale Allison has said it well when he compared the promise to fulfillment in these 

words. ” Although the consummation lies ahead, although this age is full of tribulation, the 

Christian casts his hope upon the future coming of the Son of Man…the Parousia, which will 

coincide with “the end of the age (Matt 28:20), will only make manifest on earth a fact already 

established in Heaven
11

.” 

Multiple Dimensions of Son of Man 

 As stated before, Jewish culture was wrongly fixated on certain characteristics of the 

Messianic promise, and apparently ignorant of others
12

. With the Jewish expectations of the 

Davidic King only as a conquering king within the gospel of Matthew, then we must consider 

what the passage reveals given the whole context about the title Son of Man and the implication 

it had to the original reader.  

 Many Jews of the day were expecting several common characteristics to be fulfilled in 

the promised Danielic king
13

. They expected earthly power and dominion, perhaps with military 

might and the ability to drive out evil and deliver the Jews from bondage and exile. However as 

we observe the events of Jesus, he certainly did not enter the scene in this manner. Matthew 

seems to be critiquing the common Jewish expectation for God’s coming kingdom, by focusing 
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on the life and teaching of Jesus Christ as the model of Messianic expectation that challenged the 

Jewish expectation of imperial conquering king.
14

   

Completed Messianic Work 

The Son of Man returning in all of his glory and power completes all of the Messianic 

work through judgment. Matthew intends for his reader to connect two terms within the pericope 

to illuminate the complete meaning of Son of Man. There is an apparent juxtaposition which 

reveals the full definition of the Son of Man.  In Matthew 25 verse 31 we see the Danielic Son of 

Man from chapter Daniel 7:13-14 with all of the glory and power as conquering king, and then in 

verse 32 we see Jesus separating the flock as a shepherd.  In verse 31 we see him crowned as 

King, and in 32 we see Son of Man as the true shepherd of Daniel 9 and Jeremiah 23:1-6,
15

 

which we know was influential on Daniel’s prophesy, 
16

and this shows us to all the dimensions 

of the Son of Man title that Matthew is communicating in this passage: Jesus the Son of Man as 

the conquering king, and Jesus the Son of man as suffering servant.  

The Son of Man is not only a divine being, given power and authority by the Ancient 

of Days; he appears in weakness and humility as a man among men to fulfill a destiny of 

suffering and death
17

. In other words, Jesus himself connected the suffering servant to the kingly 

Son of Man concept, by saying “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 

serve, and to give his life for as ransom for many.” (Matthew 10:45), Jesus himself connects the 
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meaning of the King into the Son of Man who in Daniel 7:14 said “…that all peoples, nations 

and men of every language might serve Him” by identifying himself with the suffering of the 

saints in Daniel 7:15-27 and a vicarious pattern further defined in Isaiah 53. By connecting the 

two sides of the Son of Man identity through the life, death and resurrection of Christ, we see 

that Jesus has already served, and saved. His life, death, and resurrection already marked the 

beginning of the messianic Kingdom of God which will be fully revealed when he returns as 

promised
18

. The Son of Man, upon his return, completes the messianic work. He brings with him 

the fullness, glory, power and majesty of the already inaugurated Kingdom of God began 

through Jesus’s life, death, resurrection, commission, ascension, and gift of the Holy Spirit
19

. 

The Righteous Will Inherit the Covenant Kingdom  

Matthew means for his readers to receive an answer to a historic problem, that is, will 

God fulfill his promise of an eternal Kingdom for his covenant people. Who the Son of Man is 

has already been answered. The next question is who is set apart as the covenant bride of the Son 

of Man. Only the Son of Man will be able to discern, through judgment, which are the sheep of 

the Great Shepherd. 

Matthew’s use of a simile in the judgment of sheep and goats is intended, I propose, to 

differentiate from within all the gathered peoples, those blessed in covenant relationship with 

Christ
20

, who serve brothers and sisters in Christ in their mission to proclaim the Kingdom of 
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God, therefore exposing their with relationship with him as the Sovereign Lord, and thereby the 

promise of a blessing relationship with the Father. The clarification between the term simile and 

parable is called out to draw closer attention to the emphasis Matthew puts on the reality of this 

event that will occur, and not simply a teaching parable meant to illustrate a point as seen in the 

parables within the same discourse. The final judgment passage emphasizes through parabolic 

imagery an imminent reality
21

. 

Commission, Relationship and Promise in The Final Judgment 

Good works are not the criterion for acceptance, but relationship with the Shepherd
22

 

marked by acts of mercy and compassion towards those sent under the Great Commission of 

Matthew chapter 28. There has been wide discussion over history about the meaning of “all the 

nations” and who are “the least of these”. It appears, generally, that conservative evangelical 

scholars
23

 agree that” all of the nations” are individuals, not nations, of all ethnic groups in the 

world, and “the least of these” are in fact the neediest of the disciples of Jesus Christ
24

. These 

acts of good will are not seen as qualifications for entry into the kingdom, but the outworking of 

the compassionate concern for the lowly, despised, and humble from those who respond in faith 

to Christ as Lord and Master, as he embodied this very essence of servanthood to those who are 
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hopeless to help themselves
25

, thus further illustrating the connection to the Danielic Son of Man 

imagery in Daniel chapter 7 and 9.
26

As followers of Christ, commissioned to make disciples of 

all nations, teaching and baptizing them, we conclude that those who believe in Jesus Christ as 

the sovereign king and suffering servant, will do as he did, and will desire that his good news 

goes forth even at the cost of their own service, shame, suffering or even death
27

.  

Roman Catholic scholar Sherman Gray gives attention to the fact that the opening of 

verse 32 is no mere coincidence, but seemingly establishes the means through which the 

judgment will occur and the sheep may be faithful to the task. All nations will be gathered before 

him is the scene of the final judgment of the multitude of peoples. The magnitude of this image 

makes other judgments, thus far on the Jews of Israel, appear miniscule in scope. A reading of 

Matthew in its entirety shows that the preparation of the gathering of the nations is to be 

accomplished through the Great Commission
28

.  

R.T. France states the beautiful irony in judgment criterion and the Great Commission.  

The Great Commission, he claims, picks up on a pattern of Old Testament commissions, such as 

Joshua in Jericho, where a reluctant and often times inadequate servant is sent out with the 

assurance of his empowering them and his presence with them
29

. These inadequate servants are 

sent into battle, with the promise that Jesus is with them always (Matt 28:20). In the judgment 
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criterion, we see that those who are blessed to enter the kingdom are inadequate servants who 

serve Jesus
30

 (Matt 25:40).  

Genuine faith that God will keep his promises, and thereby will return to gather his 

bride, is the separating factor between saving faith, and works based righteousness. The Christian 

gospel is not and cannot be reduced to a moral ethic or moral imitation of a great example or 

hero. The righteous “sheep”, the covenant believers, must be connected in word and deed 

marked by relationship. The covenant relationship that proves righteous results in delight and joy 

in service of the one with whom they are related, Jesus
31

. This is made clear in Matthew 25:40, 

“And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my 

brothers, you did it to me” (Matthew 35:40)
32

. Dale Allison drove this point home through the 

question regarding the concern and care for the message and messengers of Christ, “do these acts 

seem to betoken a fundamental interest in the very person of Jesus Himself?” I would add that it 

seems to indicate a relationship as well, and relationship is the fundamental element of 

covenant.
33

 

The Wicked Will Be Judged and Condemned 

Matthew not only clearly shows the reader that the sent Son of Man will fulfill God’s 

promised kingdom to the righteous, but that he will also pronounce the final and eternal 
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judgment and sentence of the evil ones
34

. 

Beatitude Faith and Wicked Works 

Through the life and teaching of Jesus Christ in Matthew, we understand an implied 

guarantee of struggle, persecution, and trial as messengers of the cross and the imminent peril of 

those who have yet to hear or have rejected the message of repentance and faith. Then one can 

easily assume that there is indeed some needed measure of compassion, hospitality, urgency and 

work to do so that God’s will is done on Earth as it is in Heaven (Matt 6:10).    

 There should be no surprise to the goats, those whose verdict is evil. The evil have 

been brought before the judgment seat of Son of Man with no desire for the glory of Christ in the 

Kingdom of God, as evidenced in their presentation of works before Christ as wages for their 

freedom from exile.  Beyond a shadow of a doubt the eternal punishment/eternal life contrast is a 

major emphasis in this passage as it is throughout the history of redemption. The final end of the 

wicked is an earned reward for rejection of Jesus Christ, including the hypocrites. According to 

Allison, Matthew has encouraged his readers to emulate its main character in word and deed. 

Hypocrisy is a disjunction between word and deed, and a fundamental rejection of the 

prescriptive teaching of the character of Christian disciples in the Matthean Beatitudes. By 

rejecting the virtues and characteristics of the “blessed” in the Beatitudes, they have purposely 

turned their heart away from the very characteristics of Christ. Those who take the call of Christ 

to heart therefore cannot help but become meek, show mercy, and peace
35

. Travis said it this 

way, “even though judgment according to deeds is stressed, this by no means suggests believers 
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rely on their own achievements. Disciples recognize themselves as empty before God (5:3, 5). 

They are like children, dependent upon his care (18:1-5). Discipleship is costly and demanding, 

but it turns out, paradoxically, to be a delight rather than a burden because of the promise of the 

presence of the Risen Lord in the closing words of the Gospel (28:20). The experienced presence 

of Christ continues…with the disciple in to the age to come.”
36

 

 There is certainly an emphasis of the eternity in this passage. I did not aim to discuss 

specifics of the resurrection to judgment, or other eschatological topics as they did not appear to 

be within the scope of this passage specifically, but eternity was certainly emphasized in 

Matthew throughout the gospel and especially this passage. Ladd has understood this passage to 

resolve a problem of human destiny rather than an eschatological question
37

.  But biblical 

theologians Alexander, Hamilton and Beale have been more helpful in bringing Matthew’s 

reference to eternity in the Final Judgment into its larger context, both individual and cosmic. 

Hamilton has demonstrated that the Final Judgment will be the consummation of a plan lifetimes 

in the making for God to judge the sheep and goats for obedience and faith to the church, Jesus’ 

inaugurated temple on earth, while waiting for the return of Son of Man on heavenly clouds of 

glory
38

. The covenant people of God promised to Abraham, and through the seed promised to 

Adam, a king will return in glory to destroy the serpent of death and evil
39

 to install the promises 
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of a new heavenly eternal kingdom on earth as it is in heaven
40

.   

Conclusion 

As I have worked through Matthew’s Final Judgment discourse, we have seen that he 

answers fundamental questions regarding the identity of Jesus, the Son of Man, the Kingdom of 

God, the outcome of God’s covenant promises of hope for the righteous and the other eternal 

promise that he will indeed judge and condemn the wicked for their evil deeds and neglect of 

Christ. 

Jesus Christ is the promised Messiah, the promised Suffering Servant and Conquering 

Son of Man. He has fulfilled all requisite duties to fulfill the will of God on earth. Through his 

death, resurrection, ascension and bestowment of the Holy Spirit upon his covenant people, he 

has inaugurated the beginning of the end. The Messianic Kingdom is here and therefore the 

beginning of the exile of the true Israel is underway. Upon the return of the Son of Man, he will 

indeed separate his bride from the wicked through judgment. All will be judged by faith seen 

through their deeds and concern for the humbling message and humble messengers of the gospel 

of Jesus Christ under his Great Commission.   

Without notice, he will finish what he began on Calvary, ridding the land of its rebels, 

crushing the ruler of the present evil age forever and leading his people out of exile into the 

Promised Land. Be ready. 
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