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Matthew 25:31-46 

“The Last Judgment” 

Matthew 25 

31“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, 

then he will sit on the throne of his glory. 32All the nations will be gathered 

before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd 

separates the sheep from the goats, 33and he will put the sheep at his right 

hand and the goats at the left. 34Then the king will say to those at his right 

hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom 

prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and 

you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was 

a stranger and you welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me 

clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you 

visited me.’  

 

37Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you 

hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 

38And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or 

naked and gave you clothing? 39And when was it that we saw you sick or 

in prison and visited you?’ 40And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell 

you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my 

family, you did it to me.’ 41Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You 

that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the 

devil and his angels; 42for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was 

thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did 

not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in 

prison and you did not visit me.’  

 

44Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry 

or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care 

of you?’ 45Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not 



do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ 46And these will 

go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 

 

The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God. 

 

 

Our story today is about surprises.  Do you or don’t you like being 

surprised?  I love being surprised by a visit or phone call from an old 

friend.  Former church members will pop by for worship while on a trip, 

and those are fun surprises.  When I was wrapping up my doctorate, Sarah 

threw a surprise party for me where many of my friends were to celebrate 

the milestone.  I hold dear the night I surprised her with a marriage 

proposal on the steps of Neville Hall at Presbyterian College.   I learned 

early in our relationship that she does not like to be surprised by my 

scaring her.  One time at her mother’s she was blow drying her hair, and I 

snuck up on her and scared her, and she yelled at me, “I hate it when you 

do that to me!” 

 

Is today’s story from Jesus a pleasant surprise, or do you want to exclaim, 

“Jesus, I hate it when you do that to me!”?  This parable of Jesus reminds 

me of something Mark Twain once said, "It is not what I don't understand 

about the Bible that bothers me. It is what I do understand!"  If we take 

Jesus at his word, our faith is not about any kind of grand thinking.  God 

judges us and our belief on how much we show up for the least, the poor, 

and the needy.  If you and I are not willing to humble ourselves and go 

visit the prisons, sharing our bread with the street dwellers, and loving the 

stranger and making them feel welcome in our homes, then we must not 

expect God to do much for us.   

 

Rev. David Lose observes that two groups find Jesus’ words surprising.  

He writes, “Notice that both those identified as sheep and those named 

goats are surprised by what Jesus says. “Lord, when did we…” and “when 

didn’t we…” both capture the shock each group expresses when Jesus 

commends or condemns their behavior” 



(http://www.davidlose.net/2014/11/christ-the-king-a/).  This story of Jesus 

nails us for the poor things we do, such as ignoring the poor, and the 

terrible things we choose not to do, such as spending time caring for those 

who seem terrible and likely are terrible.   

 

What are people so surprised by after all?  They are surprised by their 

failure to recognize the Son of Man. Or, more to the point, they are 

surprised by where the Son of Man hangs out. 

 

As the parable begins, the images seem to reinforce our preconceived 

notions and expectations.    We expect to look for God and find God in 

places of power, however, the story Jesus tells says otherwise.  We want 

Jesus to blaze into our lives on a white horse of glory to annihilate all who 

would threaten us, a great military figure, an ancient Rambo!  Jesus turns 

that kind of thinking completely upside down.  Power is not at its best with 

swords, strong stallions, and military muscle.  No, power is at its best when 

the machinations of war and violence are silenced by God’s love and peace, 

through non-violent resistance. 

 

A friend (David Lose) writes: 

“We typically think of God in ultimate terms – all knowing, all-powerful, 

all-just, and so on. And that makes a certain sense, as we are talking about 

the creator of the cosmos and author of all life. But that’s not where Jesus 

invites us to meet, or be met by, God. And this act of condescension takes 

us by surprise, upsetting our expectations and disrupting our plans.”   

 

Think of Jesus dying on the cross.  Beaten, vulnerable, the victim of evil 

and revenge.  Yet, on the cross and through the cross, Jesus transforms the 

darkness of the world into light. 

 

God continues to show up in many surprising places.  Oh, how God 

surprises us!  Why are we so surprised?  It is who God is and how God 

acts—in burning bushes, pillars of fire, splitting seas, and emptying tombs! 

http://www.davidlose.net/2014/11/christ-the-king-a/


 God didn’t come to reign over humanity at Athens or Rome or any of the 

other major cities where one would expect God to arrive, but rather – 

surprise! – God came to identify with us by being born in lowly Bethlehem 

in the form of a vulnerable infant.  

 

And God didn’t come to conquer the world with military or political 

might, but instead – surprise! – in the scandal, shame, and pain of the cross. 

So also God continues to come where we least expect God to be: in the 

plight of the homeless, on the side of the poor, in the face of the needy, and 

in the company of the imprisoned. 

 

And that’s not all. If we are willing to suspend our expectations and live 

into the surprising reality of the God we know in Christ, then we are 

invited to meet God not in some distant eternal life or other-worldly reality 

but here and now, in the concrete and real need of our neighbors, just as 

they are invited to meet and be blessed by God as they tend to our needs as 

well. The God we know in Jesus is revealed, that is, not in power but in 

vulnerability, not in might but brokenness, and not in judgment but in 

mercy. 

 

Jesus shares this story on his way to the cross.  The cross is the greatest 

example of God’s mercy and love for the world for all the sheep and the 

goats, for everybody.  Crucifixion is a Roman form of execution, very 

bloody, painful, and violent.  It is a deterrent to crime because it puts the 

one being crucified on full public display.   

 

Jesus could have prevented himself from being crucified, but he suffers 

through it in order to show us mercy, in order to redeem humanity, and in 

order to show how shallow and evil methods of violence are.  Jesus takes 

on all the shame and symbolism of the cross for us.  It is mercy and love at 

their greatest. 

 

For Jesus to take on the cross is also one of the greatest acts of courage and 

vulnerability I can think of.  Celebrated speaker and author, Dr. Brenee 



Brown says:  “Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels like courage. Truth 

and courage aren't always comfortable, but they're never weakness.” 

 

Some say that power is not the cross; it is weakness, but Jesus shows us 

otherwise.  He transforms this executioner’s tool into a pathway to heaven. 

 

“I define vulnerability as uncertainty, risk and emotional exposure. With 

that definition in mind, let’s think about love,” argues Brene Brown.  

“Waking up every day and loving someone who may or may not love us 

back, whose safety we can’t ensure, who may stay in our lives or may leave 

without a moment’s notice, who may be loyal to the day they die or betray 

us tomorrow—that’s vulnerability.” 

 

 

What does such surprising, real vulnerability look like?  Barbara Brown 

Taylor tells a story about how when she was in seminary she wanted God 

to tell her what she was supposed to do with herself. She prayed hard, she 

asked often, and the result, she says was this: God told her, ‘Do anything 

that pleases you-and belong to me’ (An Altar in the World, 109-10).  

 

Like Augustine's similar spiritual prescription-“Love God, and do what 

you will”-this could be read by a selfish person as a license to print money. 

Do anything that pleases you. Do what you will. Have a party. Knock 

yourself out. Except, pretty clearly, that's not what God was saying to-and 

through-Barbara Taylor and Saint Augustine. 

 

The takeaway from these pronouncements is absolutely not "Believe in me, 

and act like a goat." Instead, the message is this: if you love God, if your 

values are God-values instead of the world's values, if Christ actually is 

King, then you will love as God loves, give as God gives, forgive as God 

forgives. If your values are God-values, you can't help but live as Christ 

taught. 

 



Preaching in front of the Ebenezer Baptist congregation in Atlanta, the Rev. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. told them--just two months before his untimely 

funeral--how he would like to be remembered, and in doing so, he zeroed 

in on that ultimate question: If Christ is King, what does that mean?  

 

If Christ is ruler over our lives, Dr. King told them, then my Nobel Peace 

Prize is less important than my trying to feed the hungry. If Christ is King, 

then my invitations to the White House are less important than that I 

visited those in prison. If Christ is Lord, then my being TIME magazine's 

"Man of the Year" is less important than that I tried to love extravagantly, 

dangerously, with all my being. (I Have a Dream, 191)  (Source:  

http://day1.org/3357-if_christ_is_king_what_does_that_mean) 

 

Some day in the fullness of God’s time, we will all have the opportunity to 

face our Maker.  You know what won’t matter at that time?  Your political 

affiliation, the country club you belong to, how much money you had in 

the bank, the type of car you drove or house you lived in.  None of those 

things will.  What will matter, if we believe in Jesus Christ, is how we lived 

and how we treated others.  Did we love extravagantly, serve Jesus 

dangerously, and give ourselves to the Lord with all our being? 

 

To God be the glory.  Amen. 


