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We continue in our exploration of images of the church in the New Testament.  And as our 

Moderator, Rick Ruenzel explained last week, we have begun in the Bible studies and sermon 

series on these images, the opportunity for us as North Shore Congregational Church to “reflect 

on who we are and where the Holy Spirit will be leading us.” It is a journey of discovery that 

will continue throughout the coming year in a variety of ways.   

 

And this morning,  through the call to worship and our two readings we heard some socio-

political images of the church, or, the idea of taking what we believe into the way we live as a 

people, as the Church. We have heard the phrase “citizens of the household of God,”  no longer 

separate - like aliens or strangers, because we are “built together spiritually into a dwelling place 

for God.”   And we consider in what way this makes us both host and guest in Jesus. 

And we have hear this idea teased out in a thought-provoking parable about sheep and goats     

and Jesus’ claim that we are “members of the family.”   

 

Sheep and Goats: are we one, or the other? 

This lesson is understood in several ways through differing doctrines and interpretations.  

With this reading, we might hear, “All the nations will be gathered before him” and start off with 

an image of individual countries clustered together before Jesus.  We might imagine Afghanistan 

over there, and the United States and Canada over here, Australia, Botswana, Ecuador, Egypt, 

Germany, Haiti… standing enclosed within their borders, distinct and separate as nations of the 

world…                                                                                                                                                            

But really, this can be better read as, “All people will be gathered before him” - and the only 

defining distinction is between sheep and goats, and how they respond to who and what they 

encounter. 

Now, some have heard this parable as definitions and conditions for salvation- and it would be 

hard not to. We are the sheep, if we feed the hungry,  clothe and honor those without resources,    

spend time with those who are imprisoned, be it bars of a jail   or constraints of life draining 

focus, illness or addictions, lacking the freedom to be.  In this way it is by the good things we do 
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for them, that we get your ticket “in” to eternal life. We are goats if we ignored the needs of 

others and our ticket “in” is to a place or punishment that lasts forever! 

And this can be frightening indeed on an individual and church level. 

I imagine we can all recall moments when we were not at our most generous of spirit, ticked off 

by a person or situation that takes more energy than we have to give.                                                           

On the other hand, as individuals or as the church, we wonder or worry, am I doing enough?     

Yet, we also ache with the knowledge that we cannot help everyone!  

But, how about when we look a little sideways, and wonder skeptically about that person on the 

corner with the cardboard sign…are they really just a scammer?  I mean sure, they look like what 

might be called “the least of these.”  But, how can we be sure that what we give will be used 

wisely and well? And is that something we need to decide? 

We want to live our lives as Christians, as those who try to do as Jesus did…heal the sick, feed 

the hungry, come alongside those bound and constrained, by lack of hope. We have been blessed 

to serve in some way- such as by cooking or going to St Ben’s to offer a meal to the vulnerable,    

or going to Hosanna in Pennsylvania to physically and spiritually help rebuild people’s lives   

through their homes.  Or in small loving ways we care about people we know, or by larger 

responses to so many crises, for friends and strangers. We send financial support for missions 

and peoples around the world.   

 And those occasions where we help take care of the others is a purposeful response to God’s 

grace.  And we are blessed to be enabled to do what we can do.  

But I don’t think that is the ultimate point of this gospel lesson. 

For it is not about   the strength or good heartedness of the sheep that frame this story - in order 

to get the prize. Because if you listen closely you will have noticed that the sheep didn’t love and 

care - they didn’t feed the poor, cloth the naked, take care of the sick or visit those in prison in 

order to get their ticket checked, they just   did   care.  

We need to remember, at this point, Jesus is teaching the disciples,                                                   

the seeds of his church that will be - as he heads to the cross - that they are the sheep, living the 

kingdom and presence of God in the here and now. Jesus acknowledges and proclaims to them,    

my life and spirit is - and will be lived in you.   

And  another interesting twist that Jesus teaches through his parable is that no one recognized 

him “in the least of these.”   After all - who would look for some idea of glory to be found 

somewhere in the poor, the hungry, the ill, the imprisoned- the vulnerable.                                                  

But Jesus says, I am there.                                       

So it seems that God shows up in the likely and unlikely places and people. God is there in who 

we are and what we do, but also in who the other is and what they do.  And we as the church 

must keep our hearts and eyes open to the way we see and meet… and even more importantly 

are met by the living God in expected and unexpected ways. 
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In the fullness of our faith we can be reminded, “that Christians are always both recipients of the 

gospel and witnesses to it.”1  We are no more worthy, or less worthy in God’s heart, than any 

other person, or group, or situation.   We are receivers and witnesses of grace;  in knowing we 

live in the reality of both:  as givers of care and hope, as well as being those who are receivers of 

care and hope.   

We are not called to be a people who sit on the judgement seat and point our fingers at other 

groups or political parties or nations with an “aha!” they are the goats!  This completely defies 

the point of this lesson.                                                                                                                            

Because something about this lesson asks us to  either look in the mirror  or across the financial, 

cultural, political, or national lines which have been drawn - and see Christ there.   

Because let’s remember,  where do we see Jesus pictured in this lesson?                                                         

Yes, as the Son of Man on his throne of glory, as the king who sits in judgment.  But, the bulk of 

this story points to a different place, than the kind of power and authority we expect or want 

from our financial, cultural, and political institutions.    

It points to the same Jesus who tells us to see him in “the least of these.” In the vulnerable, in 

those lacking enough means and resources, in those with no voice or freedom. And this is not 

meant to only melt our heart with the idea that if Jesus is there, then we better help them.                        

It is meant to remind us that God came in the flesh, in vulnerability and want, because God 

values us all that much.                                                                                                                                  

God claims us as worthy, no matter what we have, or what we do, or where we are. 

Please don’t understand me to say it doesn’t matter what we do, and please don’t hear me trying 

to ignore the tone of judgment in this lesson - in the dividing line between sheep and goats. 

But let us also consider that this story from Jesus in Matthew’s gospel is being spoken to the 

church, and remembering what Jesus was teaching - just before he would be handed over, tried, 

and crucified.                                                                                                                                           

And these are words of encouragement that God’s purpose and desire is seen in the life and way 

of Jesus, in what is already known, but also in unexpected and unanticipated ways that, as 

someone recently said, “disrupt what is - for what can be.” 

Last week we heard Jesus ask his disciples, “who do you say I am”- and Peter’s proclamation,   

“You are the Messiah,” which is the faith claim upon which the Church is built.                                                                                        

Today, what we hear from Jesus is a question that complements and challenges the previous 

question, “who do you say I am” with a story that asks, “where do you say I am?”   

And this can be a challenge when we think of the church, for certainly, we claim the life and 

Spirit of Jesus within us, and within the life, work, and purpose of the church.  But this parable 

stretches beyond this. For it asks us as a people to look beyond, and in addition to, those things 

we know well enough to be comfortable with. Those places that we can rightfully, yet easily 

point toward in the work we do as a church.                                           

How might we pause and reflect on the second half of this parable and humbly ask, “Lord when 

was it that we saw, and did not care?”                                                                                                                           

                                                 
1 Mark Douglas, Feasting on the Word: Year A Vol. 4, 336. 
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This is not in any way to devalue the beautiful, meaningful things we do to help others. It is to 

embrace and realize who we say Jesus is within us, and where we see him in others. 

We receive and take in the ‘Good News’ in our lives- and we respond. We carry that light, but 

our lives also deepen and grow seeing that light in others, in all kinds of situations. 

We have heard terms and titles, such as citizens, members of God’s household, part of Jesus’ 

family,  and perhaps most importantly as people, “built together spiritually into a dwelling place 

for God.”  And if we believe this, then perhaps the eyes of our heart would look out at others,    

look out at the world as if Christ lives within us AND lives within everyone we encounter.  

Because Jesus says, when you not only see but respond to the vulnerability and need of others- 

you have met him there.  

After all, the important point is, that it is not about what WE do, or do not do…it is about how 

we embrace Christ living in and through us and just as equally in others. 

Let’s be challenged as the church to continue asking, where else do we see Jesus. 

Amen.   

 

 

 

 


