
Christ the King A 2017, November 26, 2017, Emmanuel Lutheran Church, Lancaster, Pa., Kurt 

S. Strause 

 

 Jesus’ vision of the Son of Man judging all the nations is surely one of the most familiar, 

and also challenging stories in all scripture. Notice I didn’t say comforting. I’m always left with 

the unsettling question, “Who am I; sheep or goat?” Into which pen am I going to be herded? 

Eternal bliss or eternal torment? Let’s allow that question to just hang there for a few moments. 

I’ll return to it, I promise. But for now it’s best to leave the difficult questions just hang there and 

percolate a little. 

 

 The picture Jesus paints, as I said, is very familiar. There will be a final judgment. For 

weeks we’ve been hearing Jesus tell these stories. The weeds and the wheat that have grown up 

together will, in the end, be separated from each other. The good wheat will be gathered into 

God’s barn while the weeds will be thrown into the fire and burned. Those who have been 

faithful in their stewardship of God’s gifts will be received into the blessings of the master but 

those unfaithful with the good gifts of God are thrown into outer darkness. The bridesmaids who 

are prepared for the unannounced arrival of the bridegroom are welcomed into the wedding feast 

but those who are asleep and unprepared will be shut out. For a whole year now we’ve heard 

from Matthew’s gospel proclaiming good news to those who are poor and otherwise excluded 

from society. Jesus calls the poor and outcast, the sinner and tax-collector to be his disciples and 

they, more than any others, follow Jesus.  

 

 But now we get to the real challenging part of this story. Neither the sheep nor the goats 

realize what they are doing. Both are completely and utterly surprised by the judgment of the 

king. The righteous helped the poor in their time of need. The unrighteous ignored them. None of 

them had any idea that their deeds or failings had any bearing on a final outcome of their lives. 

Here’s what I find challenging. If the righteous ones are surprised it means that getting into the 

good graces of the king at the final judgment was not their motivation for helping the poor. 

Listen to that again. The righteous didn’t help the poor in order to get a passing grade for the 

final judgment. They helped the poor because, well, they were poor and needed help. They 

welcomed the stranger and visited the sick because they were strangers and need visits. They fed 

them and clothed them because they were hungry and without clothes. Not because they hoped in 

doing so to receive a wonderful blessing at the final judgment. Simply because these folks 

needed to be helped. That’s all. 

 

 This is why I find this passage both challenging and disturbing. In Jesus’ day we, as 

disciples of Jesus, would have been the objects of assistance by the nations. We would have been 

among the poor and hungry and imprisoned and strangers. But now we more often find ourselves 

on the other side. We are the ones able to provide the welcome, the assistance, the clothing and 

food, the monetary gifts coming out of our abundance of wealth. And indeed we are often quite 

generous and understanding of the needs of others.  

 

 Let me cite just two recent examples. Two weeks ago Lancaster County experienced our 

sixth Extraordinary Give. Maybe you participated in it. In one day of giving over 51,00 gifts 

were made to 450 different local charities totaling 8.6 million dollars. In the six years of giving 

over 30 million dollars have been raised. Most of the organizations receiving gifts are dedicated 



to helping the poor and outcast, like Water Street Ministries, the Lancaster County Council of 

Churches, the Central Pennsylvania Food Bank and others. The Extraordinary Give highlights 

how generous and committed to providing needed help to those who are on the margins of 

society.  Another example is even closer to our community of faith. A couple of months ago 

Emmanuel hosted our fourth Nepali wedding. For several years we have opened our doors to a 

group of refugees forced to leave their homes. Living in refugee camps for sometimes 15 years 

they are now making new homes here. Churches and refugee settlement groups and committed 

individuals have welcomed these strangers who are now our friends and neighbors making 

positive contributions to our community.  

 

 My point is our generosity with our gifts and our welcome of others simply ought to be 

based on their need and not some calculation on what benefit we will derive from it. We provide 

help because they need help. That’s it. We don’t do it to make us feel good about ourselves. For 

the past year there’s been a sign hanging in the narthex with a quote from Martin Luther. He 

said, “God does not need your good works, but your neighbor does.” I think that sums it all up 

quite well.  

 

 The story ends with a big surprise. Both the righteous and the unrighteous were surprised 

at the outcome.  But the end of this story isn’t the biggest surprise at all. Immediately after telling 

this parable Jesus’ own life takes a dramatic turn. He faces his own betrayal, his arrest and trial, 

his crucifixion and death. The connection is unmistakable. Jesus is the unrecognized Son of Man 

standing at the center. He is poor one and kicked to the margins, rejected and scorned by the 

world. He doesn’t stand with the rich and powerful. He stands below them, under their feet, right 

alongside the poor, the naked, the refugee, the ones the rest of the world rejects.  

 

 You see, the truth of the matter we are all at the same time sheep and goats. One minute 

we reach out with that welcome or generous gift and the next minute congratulate ourselves for 

being so thoughtful. We feed the poor and give generously during a flurry of online giving and 

then we spend the rest of the year consuming and feasting and wasting the resources God gives 

us. We know that Jesus is on the side of the poor and outcast, and yet we resent the poor for 

being so needy and secretly wish they would just help themselves a bit more. 

 

 The coming of the Son of the Man in all his glory has happened and is happening. This 

king’s throne is the cross and the crown he wears is made of thorns. The judgment of this world 

has already happened in Jesus’ own death and resurrection. We who are goats are now promised 

that we shall be sheep. We shall be received into the sheep-pens of blessing and life. We need 

not worry or be dismayed because we are already surprised. Surprised by the grace and promise 

of the Son of Man who has appeared in glory. Surprised by the depth of his love for the whole 

world revealed on the cross and sealed in the resurrection of new life. And now, while we have 

the time and the opportunity, we do simply what these sheep always do. We feed the hungry. We 

clothe the naked. We visit the sick. We welcome the stranger. With no worries, only love. Amen.  

 


