
The Least of These

Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24; Psalm 100; Ephesians 1:15-23; Matthew 25: 31-46

On this Sunday of the church year we focus on Christ as King, Christ as Sovereign of all

peoples. From the first, the claim that Jesus reigns has been regarded by the world as ironic. After

all, in his earthly ministry, he sure didn’t look or act like a king. Pilate’s mocking sign that he ordered

tacked on to Jesus’s cross, “King of the Jews,” sums up how the world regarded Jesus. Some king. A

king on a cross?

And even today, when we speak of Christ as “Lord of All,” (as our first hymn put it) the world is

right in regarding this as a strange claim. The gospel has spread all over the earth. Christianity is now

the faith of millions, but millions more in the whole world do not really know Christ or follow Christ.

Even in our own city, if Christ is king, he is king of a divided, small kingdom. Only a minority of our

population would be deemed actively Christian.

If the church said, “Christ is ruler of the church (and only, the church),” then we could say that,

though his kingdom is small, it is growing. But the church claims that there is only one God, that God

isn’t only the ruler of those who know this God but of all people, even those who don’t yet know God

is the one and only God. Most of the peoples of the world have a “king” whom they haven’t met yet.

Who is a Christian? A Christian is a person who knows something the world has yet to discover:

Jesus reigns in love.

Toward the end of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus tells a story. At the end, the king will summon all

the peoples of the world together for one great, last judgment. That’s what kings do: pronounce final

judgment. The king will make a separation of the peoples of the earth, treating some as “goats,”

some as “sheep.” To the sheep the king will say, “I was hungry; you gave me food. I was thirsty; you

gave me drink. I was a stranger; you took me in. I needed clothes; you gave me clothes. I was sick;
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you cared for me. I was in prison; you visited me.”

“We did?” respond the sheep.

And to the goats the king says, “I was hungry; you didn’t give me food. I was thirsty; you gave

me no drink. I was a stranger; you didn’t take me in. I needed clothes; you didn’t give me clothes. I

was sick; you failed to care for me. I was in prison; you never visited me.” (Exactly the same criteria

of judgment as used for the sheep.)

“We didn’t?” responded the goats.

“Surprise,” says the king. “In as much as you acted mercifully toward these little ones, these

who are lowest, least and powerless, you have acted mercifully for me. When you open your heart

and your hands to them, you open your heart and hands to me.”

The sheep performed these acts of mercy for the needy and the vulnerable, so they’re sent to

blessedness; the goats failed to be merciful to those in need, so they’re sent to misery.

Note that the mercifully acting sheep are just as dumb as the goats when it comes to

recognizing Jesus incognito among the vulnerable and lowly.

Who’s being judged? The peoples of the world, all the nations, all the Gentiles. They haven’t

yet heard the gospel, don’t know the king, so they can be forgiven for not knowing the king. Yet they

are judged and judged not on the basis of what they know but on the basis of what they do.

I know that you’ve probably heard this parable of Jesus preached many times (by me too) as a

parable about how we as Christians ought to feed the hungry, love the poor, and visit the prisoner,

and that’s a justifiable implication of this parable.

But I don’t think this parable, at least in its inception, had that purpose—to spur Christians to

do what Christ expects us to do.

Who is Jesus’s audience for this story? The church, the disciples of Jesus.
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What is this story about? All the world appearing before the king for judgment.

What will be the basis of that judgement? Not that they know about Christian believing nor

about Jesus: they don’t know Jesus, have never seen Jesus.

All the peoples of the earth will be judged on how they show mercy to the vulnerable, the little

ones, the poor and the powerless, the “brothers and sisters” of Christ—the elect of the Lord.

“Little ones,” “brothers and sisters,” “siblings” are not people in general to Matthew. Those are

the pet names Jesus uses for his disciples, the ones who follow him, the novice church.

Jesus tells those followers—who have been sent out to him into an often hostile world to tell

and show the good news—I bless even those who don’t know me but who treat you well. I will

graciously receive those who receive you. I will recognize those who, not recognizing me, receive

you. When the Gentiles, the peoples of the world, receive you little ones, my family, I recognize and

receive them.

What a word of comfort and encouragement this must’ve been to those first followers of

Christ. Christ commissioned them to go out into the world, to preach the good news, no matter what.

Christ was on his way to his cross and on his way told them that they might encounter their cross as

well.

There would be times when, out on the road in the name of Christ, they would be hungry and

homeless. Some of them would be thrown in jail. Christ tells them that when they are mercifully

received by people, people who do not know him, that he will deal graciously with those who show

mercy to his witnesses. He even goes so far as to say something quite similar to what he said back in

the 10th chapter of Matthew. When the peoples of the world receive the followers of Jesus, they are

receiving Jesus. Just like back in chapter 10, when Jesus said that when the followers of Jesus

speak, Jesus is speaking.
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Amazing.

On those few occasions, alas, when I have tried to speak up and speak out in the name of

Christ, I have sure been grateful when those who did not know or follow Christ showed mercy toward

me. They gave me a hearing. They did not respond to my witness in anger but graciously and

mercifully tried to receive me and the testimony I was giving for Christ.

Will Willimon tells this story: “Some of us were at City Hall, urging the town’s leaders not to

pass an ordinance against panhandling in our town, because we saw this ordinance as aimed

against the town’s unsheltered people. One of the town Council members argued with us, and gave

reasons why he disagreed with us.

However, at the end of the meeting, he came up to me and said, “I’m not a church person

myself, and I disagreed with you, as I said, but I sure admire you church people for coming out and

expressing yourselves. I believe you may be surprised by the good that you have done here. I really

appreciate you presenting this as a moral, rather than a simply political issue. Thanks.”

I believe that this parable of the sheep and goats is pointing to something like that story. He

felt that he had been graciously received by one of the world’s peoples.

That so few of us gathered here have ever been hungry, homeless, or thrown in jail due to our

witness to Jesus may be a commentary more on our sometimes weak and compromised Christian

witness than on the graciousness of the world. Maybe this parable ought to cause us to examine

ourselves and wonder why nobody in the world ever had the occasion to treat us unmercifully.

So perhaps this parable is not so much meant to comfort and encourage Jesus’s followers, as

to challenge us. If we have never been the “least of these” because of Jesus, then we ought to

examine our own discipleship.

And by the way, this interpretation of the parable in no way lets Christians off the hook when it
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comes to our response to the “least of these” whether they are Christian or not. In fact, if we know

that the king judges all the peoples of the world neither on their beliefs nor their knowledge just their

acts of mercy to those in need, Christians aren’t released from the responsibility to reach out and

perform acts of mercy to the most vulnerable. If Christ judges those who do not know him on this

basis, how much more so will we be judged as those “in the know?”

Another implication for us Christians is that if you are one of those believers who doesn’t know

all about Jesus that you would like to know, who doesn’t see clearly as much of Christ as you would

like to see, take heart. Here in this story, the peoples of the world don’t see Christ at all nor on what

basis does Christ the King deal with them. He responds to them, at the end, not on the basis of  what

they know or don’t know, but on the basis of what they did or didn’t do.

You may not know everything you’d like to know as a Christian, but maybe if you at least know

who’s on the throne and what’s most important to the king, that counts for something. Thanks be to

God. Amen.
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