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Every time I hear today’s passage of Scripture, the words of an old Sunday school song ring in 

my head. 

 

Refrain: 

I just wanna be a sheep. Baa, baa, baa. 

I just wanna be a sheep. Baa, baa, baa. 

I pray the Lord my soul to keep. 

I just wanna be a sheep. Baa, baa, baa. 

 

I don’t wanna be a goat…NOPE! 

I don’t wanna be a goat…NOPE! 

Haven’t got any hope…NOPE! 

I don’t wanna be goat…NOPE! 

(Refrain)1 

 

Today is Reign of Christ Sunday, or Christ the King Sunday. This special day marks the end of 

the liturgical year for the church as the season of Advent begins a new year for us next week 

when we will begin to focus our attention on the anticipated birth of Christ and his coming again 

into our hearts and lives. In a sense, both the beginning and the end of the church year are filled 

with hope in Christ’s coming among us. 

 

On the other hand, the scripture doesn’t leave much hope for the goats, who will be turned away 

in this parable describing the final judgment. Their final destination is not so great, is it? 

 

It’s quite reasonable that we would read a passage of scripture like today’s lesson and 

immediately start to wonder who are the sheep and who are the goats among us. Naturally, we 

want to know who’s in and who’s out, right? If the sheep inherit eternal life, then I just wanna be 

a sheep. And I don’t know about you, but I can point out the goats if anyone has trouble missing 

them. We all know a few old goats so that we can increase our chances of being found among the 

sheep, don’t we? 
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While it may be normal for us to hear this parable of the final judgment and begin to sort the 

sheep from the goats in our lives, I wonder if we miss the point of the parable in doing so. What 

is Jesus trying to tell his listeners when he shares this story of sheep and goats? 

 

When I look at the story a little closer, I’m fascinated that neither the sheep nor the goats realized 

what they did or failed to do. The sheep asked the shepherd king, “Lord, when was it that we saw 

you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that 

we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that 

we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?”2 Likewise the goats ask, “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?”3 The goats almost imply, “Surely we would have done so had you been among us.” 

 

The sheep and the goats had been grazing together in the land all that time and neither 

understood what they had done to be regarded as sheep or goats. Neither seemed to recognize 

how they had cared for the king or failed to care for the king. Neither the sheep nor the goats 

understood how they had come to be chosen or cast aside. 

 

The other week as we were travelling south from the area of the 

Galilee toward Jericho on our way to Jerusalem, we happened to 

pass by a couple of Bedouin shepherds who were tending their 

flocks. Of course, since we had a bus filled with Americans 

travelling in the land of Jesus, we had to stop for pictures. What else 

do you do? The picture on the front cover of your bulletin this 

morning is one that I captured from that experience. 

 

When we stopped at first, we noticed the sheep. The longer I looked 

out onto the hillside, however, I suddenly noticed that there were 

both sheep and goats in this flock. They grazed together. As the 

shepherd went into the flock to pull out a sheep for our tourists to 

snap some photos, he walked into a flock filled with both sheep and 

goats. No one really separated them until he pulled one out for us to get our photo op completed. 

 

It wasn’t long before we were on the bus travelling down the road again. Yet the image was 

stuck in my mind. The sheep and the goats grazed together on the same hillside; tended by the 

same shepherds; led to the same pastures for food by the same shepherds; walking by the same 

watering holes as a result of the care of their two shepherds. 

 

In our scripture lesson, the sheep and the goats don’t realize what they did or failed to do. Yet the 

shepherd king, who cared for both, realized the difference in how each had lived their lives. The 

king says to the sheep, “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.”4 When the goats, who thought that they would have 

noticed the king, asked how they inherited their predicament, the shepherd king says, “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.”5 

 

In Jesus’ story, the sheep didn’t even recognize the king as they sought to care for those who 

were hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, sick, and in prison. Yet, in each instance, the king was 
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present. When the goats turned away or failed to care for the hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, 

sick, and imprisoned, it was as if they had turned away the shepherd king himself. For the sheep 

and for the goats, the king noticed how they had lived their lives caring or failing to care for “the 

least of these.” The king experienced their concern or lack of concern for the poor, the outcast, 

the sick, and the imprisoned because the king had come in each of those faces. 

 

When I got back on the bus and we headed to Jericho, I recalled a modern day parable that I had 

heard from one of our guides on the Sea of Galilee only a few days earlier. There are two major 

inland seas, or lakes, in Israel. The first is the Sea of Galilee, also known as the Sea of Tiberius, 

in the north. Upon the waters and the shores of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus called his disciples, 

taught many parables, fed the multitudes, healed the sick, and lived so much of his life. It’s a 

little odd that it would be called a sea because the waters of Galilee are fresh rather than saline.  

There are plenty of fish and life in the waters of this sea. 

 

The other major inland body of water in Israel is the Dead Sea. While we hear about it in the 

scriptures, we do not hear of Jesus travelling to this area. The waters of the Dead Sea are so salty 

that it cannot support any life. Nothing lives in the Dead Sea. It is so saline that you will 

naturally float in the water. Don’t enter it with the slightest scratch because you will feel it. 

 

The Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea are connected by the waters of the Jordan River where 

Jesus was baptized by John. The waters of the Jordan River are muddy. You can’t really see the 

bottom. They’re not very clear, but they support a lot of life along the banks as the waters flow 

down from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea. The waters of the Jordan provide fertile fields 

along the Jordan River Valley. The river also provides water to communities on both sides of its 

banks in Jordan, Israel, and the West Bank. 

 

To the north of the Sea of Galilee are the springs of Mount Hermon. The springs come from the 

snow that melts from the top of Mount Hermon and flows down into the valley. I saw some of 

those springs on our first trip to Israel almost five years ago now. These waters are said to be the 

source of the Jordan River because they flow into the Sea of Galilee and then on into the Jordan 

River from there. The waters from the springs of are so clear, you can reach your hand down into 

them and drink from them. The waters are some of the most beautiful I have seen. 

 

Two inland seas, or lakes, exist in Israel: the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. The Sea of Galilee 

is full of life while the Dead Sea can sustain no life. Both are connected to the Jordan River, but 

only one is capable of life. Why is that? 

 

There is no outlet for the Dead Sea. It only receives the waters of life but does not pass them on.  

It only takes, but never gives. The Sea of Galilee receives life and passes it on. It receives the 

waters of the springs of Hermon and sends them on to the Jordan River. The Dead Sea only takes 

the waters of the Jordan River and holds them to itself. It never passes life on and so it remains 

dead. 

 

Jesus, our King, lived much of his life and ministry on the Sea of Galilee. He lived as Galilee, 

receiving life and offering it up so that we might have life as well. Is this not the life that Jesus 
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calls his disciples to live, as well? To receive life and to share life with others as we give it 

away? 

 

Could it be that the difference between the sheep and the goats is similar? The sheep cared for 

the least of these, and in so doing shared life with the Shepherd King who had led them all along 

the way. The goats only took from life but missed their opportunities to care for the last and the 

least. In so doing, they missed the visits of the Shepherd King. 

 

Again, if we read this story simply trying to determine who is in and who is out, then we’ve 

missed the point. That’s the business of the king, the shepherd. The shepherd does the sorting.  

The key to the parable is that we are called to live our lives as sheep. If we’re going to do that, 

then caring for the least is how we care for the king. We must treat the least the same way that 

we would treat the king. You never know if you are caring for the king unaware. 

 

Jesus, our King, found himself among those who most needed to experience the life and light 

that he came to bring among us. He found himself among the outcast, the despised and rejected, 

and those who could not help themselves. He found himself among sheep and goats alike. Like 

the Sea of Galilee, he received life and passed it on as he laid down his own life that others might 

know life abundantly and eternal in Christ. 

 

Sheep are called to this life of receiving and giving away, the life we receive from the Shepherd.  

I don’t know about anyone else, but in the end, I just wanna be a sheep. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Mission Hills Music, © 1974. 
2 Matthew 25:37-39, NRSV. 
3 Matthew 25:44, NRSV. 
4 Matthew 25:40, NRSV. 
5 Matthew 25:45, NRSV. 

 


