Christ the King Sunday – Nov. 23, 2008 

Matthew 25:31-46 – Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf D. Svanoe


What did you feel as you listened to this parable of Jesus being read? Did you hear it as good news or bad news? Did it comfort you, or did it disturb you, unsettle you? At our men’s breakfast Bible study one of the first reactions was the comment, “Boy, I sure hope I’m a sheep!” This parable is often called The Judgment of the Nations. On this Christ the King Sunday we are reminded of the end of the story, the end of history when Christ will come again “to judge the living and the dead.” I doubt there are many of us who hear this story without having some anxiety or fear. God’s judgment is not something to take lightly. Many preachers have a love-hate relationship with this parable of Jesus. It seems to say that the way you get into heaven is by doing good works, feeding the poor, etc. As Lutherans we know that goes against our beliefs. Luther’s great insight from the Reformation is that we are made right with God by grace through faith. God’s forgiveness comes to us as a gift; it is not something we can earn or ever deserve. So what do we do with a story like this? Let me make a few observations about this story that I think will help us to understand it better.


The first thing I notice about this parable is the surprise reaction of the sheep. “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food?” The sheep had no idea that what they were doing was anything special. They weren’t keeping score in order to make sure they had enough points to earn a place in heaven. In a sense they were just doing their jobs, going about their daily lives responding to the needs of others around them with kindness and compassion. 


Let me give you an example. Have you ever had someone thank you for something you’ve done or something you’ve said that really touched them and was so helpful to them, and that caught you by surprise? You may have been completely unaware at the time that what you were doing was anything special. You didn’t do it to score points or incur their favor. You just did it because it was the kind and compassionate thing to do. Maybe you didn’t say anything at all. Maybe all you did was just be present to them in a difficult time, listen to them when they needed a friend, cry with them and share their grief. You may have been completely unaware that what you were doing was ministry- but they noticed. You were behaving like the sheep in the parable, responding with compassion to the needs around you.


The second thing I notice about this parable is that the blessing at the end is called an inheritance. “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you.…” Now let me ask you, what do you do to earn an inheritance? Nothing! How do you get an inheritance? Someone has to die. As Christians what do we believe: whose death qualifies us to receive our inheritance? Jesus’ death and resurrection has given us eternal life. We can’t do anything to earn or deserve it. We can only receive it in faith, just like an inheritance. 


The third thing I notice about this parable is its context in Matthew’s gospel. Right after this parable the Passion story begins, a story that ends with Jesus’ death on the cross. “When Jesus had finished saying all these things, he said to his disciples, “You know that after two days the Passover is coming and the Son of Man will be handed over to be crucified.” (Matthew 26:1) One of the principles we Lutherans use to interpret the Bible is that Scripture interprets scripture. We don’t read any portion of it apart from its context in the whole Bible. So we read this parable called the judgment of the nations in the context of Matthew’s whole gospel and the story of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Those who trust in Christ do not need to fear the coming judgment. 


So what is going on here? I think this parable is describing two kinds of people and two kinds of communities. There are the sheep and there are the goats. Do we live out of a sense of abundance or out of a sense of scarcity? Is the glass half-full or half-empty? Do we feel so richly blessed that we share generously the blessings we have received from God? Or do we hoard our money, do we hoard our time or our talents and bury them in the ground because we are afraid or feel like we just don’t have enough to share?

This last week I was watching CNN and they were interviewing people who had lost their homes in the California fires. There was one couple who had lost absolutely everything, all they owned up in ashes. One of them talked about this as a spiritual experience, a freeing from all their possessions, and a lesson that taught them what was truly important in life. They learned that they if had their faith and they had their family, that was truly what gave meaning to life. The other things were secondary. 

We haven’t gone through a fire here in South Dakota, but we’ve all experienced a judgment of a sort with the economic woes hitting our world. Maybe you’ve lost a job this last week. Maybe you’ve lost a pile of money in a pension account. This crisis is like that fire that burns away all those secondary things we trust in to give security and meaning in life. It teaches us what is truly important. 

I think of this parable in that way. There is an eternal fire in this story that burns away all the things we think are important in life, and really aren’t. We learn to trust in God alone. We learn that our blessings aren’t meant to be hoarded but to be shared. That God wants us to live our lives with kindness and compassion. That God wants us to respond to the needs of others around us with the same generosity God has given us. And we learn here what God really cares about, that God has a special concern for the hungry, the poor, the stranger, the sick, and the prisoner. And when we respond to these people we receive a blessing. We enter into the joy of our master. We inherit the kingdom. 

How many of you have given out a Peace Meal to someone in need? Did you receive a blessing? “Come you that are blessed by my Father.” So many of you have talked about your volunteer involvement in Sunday school or confirmation and the blessing you have received by being involved in significant ways in the life of our children. “Come you that are blessed by my Father.” I think of Delores Aaron from our congregation who started her own ministry, a pulmonary hypertension support group. Delores has been diagnosed with the disease herself. She’s in her mid 70s and yet she said yes to starting this group and because of her efforts has received so much blessing in her life seeing how others have been helped. “Come you that are blessed by my Father.” I think of our Habitat family, the Mulambas, and the pile of gifts in the gathering area waiting to be shared with them in their new home. And Jesus says to us, “Come you that are blessed by my Father.” I think of the couple times a year we send a group up to the State Penitentiary to worship at St. Dysmas Lutheran church. Almost every time someone comes back and comments on how powerful the service was and how blessed they were to worship with the inmates. And Jesus says, “Come you that are blessed by my Father.” I think about that every time I write a check to support the ministry of this congregation. I think about how much I love this church, how proud I am of this church and its efforts in so many ways to reach out to others with God’s love. There is so much joy in giving. I don’t want to miss out on it, like the goats did. And I don’t want you to miss out either.

This parable is not about a judgment to be feared. It is about God’s invitation to discover and share in his abundant joy and blessing in life. Amen.

