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It's interesting, for pretty much all my life I have thought of this teaching as 
one of the parables that Jesus told in order to help us understand the kingdom. 
But recently I came to the realization that this isn't a parable at all. It is a 
description of what will happen. Jesus is laying it out for us—this is what is going
to happen when the Son of Man comes in his glory.

Jesus is telling us how the final judgment is going to be played out in his 
kingdom.

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, says Jesus. When, not if. 
The Son of Man will come in glory. Jesus will return as King of kings and 

Lord of lords. And WHEN the Son of Man returns, this is what is going to 
happen: He's going to separate people just like a shepherd separates sheep 
from goats at the end of the day. Something we should make note of here is that
there is no time for the people to make any case for themselves. The King will 
put some at his right hand, and others at his left. “There is no room in this scene
for those being judged to make their own case or to try to persuade the judge. 
The discussion which follows simply explains what already has been decided.”1

In other words, when the Son of Man comes again, there is nothing we 
can do that will further influence the outcome. And so this sobering thought 
brings renewed importance to the exhortation of Jesus toward the end of the 
24th chapter when he said, “Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of 
Man is coming at an unexpected hour.” And everything that Jesus tells his 
disciples between that exhortation and this teaching has everything to do with 
how we live in the meantime—how we live as his people while we await his 
return.

I find it interesting that the only criterion by which the King judges and 
separates the people is on the basis of how they act toward the hungry, the 
thirsty, the strangers, the naked, the sick, the imprisoned. The only criterion by 
which the King judges and separates the people is on the basis of how they 
treat those people in the world who are the most vulnerable, the most in danger 
of being ignored or unseen or rejected.

The truth is, all the law and the prophets—and even all the teaching of 

1 Lewis Donelson, in Lectionary Homiletics, October-November 2008, p. 64.
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Jesus and Paul—hinge on not one great commandment, but two: You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul, and being; and you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself. In Luke's gospel, when the teacher of the law 
approached Jesus about what is necessary to inherit eternal life, it was these 
two commandments that were the answer to the question. What followed was 
the story of the Good Samaritan, with Jesus' concluding admonition to the 
teacher of the law: Go and do likewise.

We cannot separate faith from works.
We cannot separate loving God from loving our neighbor. In fact, in this 

morning's teaching—which I see as a kind of commentary on the two great 
commands—Jesus tells us that when we love our neighbor we are also loving 
our Lord. Even more—our love of the Lord will be judged on the basis of 
whether or not we have shown compassion for those who are weak and lowly.

One of the things that has bothered me about the way we approach this 
teaching in the 25th chapter of Matthew is that we are tempted to treat it as the 
way to answer the question of whether or not you and I will get into heaven. But 
I'm convinced that that's going about it the wrong way, because that is asking 
the wrong question. The question we should be asking is not, “Will I get to 
heaven,” but “What should I do to serve the Lord?” If we tend to this second 
question, then the answer to the first question will fall into place anyway.

The question was asked of Korean Presbyterians, “To what do you 
attribute the great success of Christianity in your country?” The answer they 
gave was this:

The first Protestant missionaries to Korea arrived in 1885 included a 
Presbyterian, Horace Underwood. Underwood’s wife, Lilias, was a physician. 
When a cholera epidemic struck, the Korean people reacted as people for 
centuries responded to infectious diseases: by getting away, isolating the 
victims, and essentially abandoning them to their suffering and death. New 
Korean Christians stunned their neighbors by visiting and caring for the sick, 
carrying them to a new hospital they had established. The Korean people called 
them angels.

When the emperor’s wife fell ill, because of Korean custom she was not 
allowed to be touched and treated by a man. So the emperor sent for Dr. Lilias 
Underwood. The empress recovered, and suddenly the climate in Korea 
changed from suspicion to tolerance, openness, and even interest in these 
people who seemed to love even the least of these.2 Christian compassion, not 
doctrine, was the game changer in Korea.

You see, we don't do these things because that's what gets us into 

2 This story is told by John Buchanan in a sermon, “The Least of These,” November 23, 2008, www.fourthchurch.org 

http://www.fourthchurch.org/
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heaven. No, we do these things because we love the One who has come to us 
and saved us in grace and mercy. We do these things—minister to the sick, 
feed the hungry, clothe the naked, tend to the needy—we do these things as an 
offering of love for the One who first loved us with an everlasting love. We do 
these things because by loving one another and loving our neighbor in need, we
are loving our Lord and our King.

Today is the last Sunday of the church year. The church year begins again
next Sunday with the first Sunday of Advent. On the church calendar today is 
observed as Christ the King Sunday. It is fitting that the last word we proclaim in 
the Christian year is, “Jesus Christ is Lord!” When all is said and done, after all 
the dust has settled, Jesus Christ reigns supreme. This morning's lesson 
certainly affirms the reign of Christ, and that we will one day appear before the 
King. But even more than acknowledging Jesus as King, the text before us 
poses the question, “Have you loved your King?”

Have you loved your King?
Many of you have probably heard the familiar story told by the poet Edwin 

Markham. It is the story of a cobbler, a humble shoemaker named Conrad. One 
night Conrad dreamt that the next day Jesus Christ was coming to his little shop,
and so Conrad waited all day for the Lord to come. He cleaned and he 
scrubbed, and he set out a table of milk and honey and a fresh loaf of bread. But
that day only three people came to his shop. A beggar came to the shop, and 
Conrad gave the beggar a pair of shoes. An elderly woman came by, and he 
gave her the loaf of bread he had set aside for the Lord. A lost child came by, 
and Conrad gave him the milk and honey that had sat on the table at the place 
set for Jesus. 

At the end of the day a downcast Conrad sighed deeply and cried out, 
“Why is it, Lord, that your feet delay? Did you forget that this was the day?”

Then soft in the silence a voice he heard: “Lift up your heart, for I have 
kept my word. Three times I came to your friendly door; three times my shadow 
was on your floor. I was the beggar with the bruised feet; I was the woman you 
gave to eat; I was the child on the homeless street.”3

The people will ask, “When did we see you hungry, or thirsty, or a 
stranger, or naked, or sick or in prison?” to which the King will answer, “Truly I 
tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to me.”

When the Son of Man comes, will he know that we have loved him?

3     Edwin Markham, “How the Great Guest Came.”


