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Our scripture lesson this week comes to us from Matthew 25:31-40 in which Jesus tells a parable 

about some sheep and some goats. 

 

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. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he 

will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the 

goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. 

 

Then 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; for 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, I was naked and you 

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

visited me.” 

 

Then 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? 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?” 

 

And 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.” (NRSV) 

 

* * * * * 

 

There is an age-old story that I heard years ago about two students who decide to go skiing the 

weekend before their big physics exam on a Monday morning. Sunday night, they decided that 

they were having so much fun that they wanted the weekend to continue into Monday, so they 

blew off the exam and stayed at the slopes. Later in the day as they were going home, they 

realized that they were going to need a good excuse for the professor in order to be allowed to 

take the exam. So they decided to tell the professor that they got stuck on the side of the road as 

they were returning home when their tire went flat. 
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When the professor heard the boy’s story, he took pity on them and for their little bout of bad 

luck. So the professor agreed to let them take the exam later in the same week. 

 

This time, the guys showed up right on time as agreed. The professor greeted them, handed each 

of them a test, and set them up in different rooms to take the exam. As the two students opened 

up the first page, they realized that the first few questions were worth a minor 10% of the overall 

grade. They were surprisingly easy questions for both of them. In fact, they seemed to breeze 

right through them. They were confident that they would ace this exam. 

 

As they opened the second page, however, they noticed only one question at the top of the page 

and it was worth 90% of the grade. It was a simple, two word question, “Which tire?” (That 

would be a bad test day, wouldn’t it?) Talk about a tough pass/fail exam! 

 

We often read our scripture lesson this morning treating the judgment day as the completion of 

our final exam in life. The nations are gathered before the throne of God and the final exam 

results are being announced. In the blink of an eye, the sheep are separated from the goats. The 

sheep get a pass, but the goats, well, if I had kept reading, you would know that the goats fail and 

are cast into an eternal fire. 

 

The only problem is that there is no way for the sheep or the goats to study for a test like this. 

They had been grazing together in the same pasture under the care of the same shepherd. It was 

as if the test was happening all along and none of them knew it was taking place until they 

realized that they either passed or failed. 

 

The sheep are the first to be surprised at their passing grade. Taking them to his right, the king 

says to them, “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you 

from the foundation of the world; for 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, I was naked and you gave 

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

 

Stunned, the sheep ask, “When did we see you and do all that for you?” 

 

And the King responds, “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.” 

 

If we read on, we’d realize that the goats were equally surprised that they had failed to do the 

same and thus failed to see the King. It almost seems unfair to some extent, doesn’t it? Had they 

known that they were in the presence of the King, perhaps their test scores would have been 

different. 

 

Yet, that seems to be the heart of the parable. Matthew tells us that the “nations” were gathered 

before the King. This day is not simply about the declared people of God, but all of the nations 

of the world; every tribe. Remember, Matthew writes to a Hebrew audience. Surely, he would let 

the Gentiles have it here at the final judgment, especially those horrible Romans. The King, 

however, doesn’t judge the sheep and goats based on their nation of origin or even their creed.  

They may not even know this king. They are not separated to the right and left based on some 
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great knowledge or insight. They are simply separated based on how they cared for those who 

find themselves on the margins of society, “the least of these members of my family.” 

 

Unbeknownst to the sheep, they have cared for the King; they have seen the King in those who 

are left out and abandoned. They have reached out to those who are tossed aside as if it comes 

naturally for them. They have lived their lives caring for others. Matthew’s Jesus gives no other 

answer for their redemption than the way that they welcomed the dispossessed as if they were 

welcoming the King himself. They put the needs of others before themselves. It seems to flow 

naturally from who they are. 

 

In an old Peanuts cartoon, Charlie Brown and Lucy are talking as they lean across a brick wall.  

Lucy turns to Charlie Brown and she says, “I’m intriqued by this view you have on the purpose 

of life, Charlie Brown… You say we’re put here on earth to make others happy.” 

 

“That’s right,” says Charlie Brown. 

 

After thinking about his response for a moment, Lucy turns back to him and says, “What are 

others put here for?” A couple of days later, Charles Schulz has Lucy asking, “Who’s here to 

make me happy?” 

 

Often, we think of our missions work as how we might witness the presence of Christ at work in 

our world. Most of the people who spend time at one of our local mission projects or go on one 

of our more extended mission trips initially go with that goal in mind, seeking to bring the 

presence of God into the world as we care for others. When you spend time caring for those on 

the margins, you discover what the sheep and goats both missed all along. The King is found in 

the faces of those who struggle most. Jesus is found; God is found in the faces of those with 

whom we serve. 

 

Earlier this year, Chris Hall and a few others started a new tutoring program at Micah 6 up in 

Pontiac. Sometimes one of the frustrations in working with children in communities like that are 

that their parents and guardians have lives that are often so chaotic that it’s hard to establish a 

sense of stability. So children might show up this week, but not again for several weeks. It takes 

a lot of hard work, dedication, and a willingness to keep showing up to develop the relationships 

that will eventually help to lead to better grades and better opportunities for these students. 

 

Yet, those children have dreams, too. One young man was struggling with some of his classes as 

he entered our program. When asked what he wanted to be when he grew up, he said, “An 

engineer.” Little did Bob Feldmaier (a retired engineer who recently retired again this year); little 

did Bob know that he would make a connection with someone who dreamed of being an 

engineer. Now that young man has hope because we’ve decided as a church that we just might 

discover Jesus among those who struggle most. 

 

Last year, during our Angel Tree ministries delivery of Christmas gifts to children who have one 

or more incarcerated parents, Liz discovered a grandmother, named Cecil, who was caring for 

several of her grandchildren as the primary caregiver. Cecil was on chemo and had to walk to her 

treatments in the winter. The only problem was that Cecil didn’t have a winter coat or a pair of 
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boots as the snow was beginning to fall in December. As Liz dropped off the gifts for the kids, 

she heard Cecil’s story. Last Christmas, Cecil also received a couple of gifts: a new coat and 

some winter boots to make it to her chemo treatments as she continued to care for her 

grandchildren. 

 

John Denver, in his song It’s About Time, writes in the last stanza and refrain: 

 

There’s a man who is my brother, I just don’t know his name 

But I know his home and family because I know we feel the same 

And it hurts me when he’s hungry and when his children cry 

I too am a father and that little one is mine 

 

It’s about time we begin it, to turn the world around 

It’s about time we start to make it, the dream we’ve always known 

It’s about time we start to live it, the family of man 

It’s about time, it’s about changes and it’s about time 

It’s about peace and it’s about plenty and it’s about time 

It’s about you and me together and it’s about time1 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/johndenver/itsabouttime.html 

https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/johndenver/itsabouttime.html

