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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord, 
Jesus Christ, our King.  

The Gospel reading this morning is the conclusion of the 
Olivet Discourse. This is the last of the teachings of Jesus 
before His betrayal, His trial, and His execution by crucifixion. 
His words are spoken on the hillside outside the city of 
Jerusalem on Tuesday. The purpose of His teaching is to 
prepare His disciples for what is to come. And what is to 
come He describes at the conclusion of these teachings in the 
next chapter of the Gospel. It must have been cold, chilling. 
He seems to say in a matter-of-fact tone, “You know that 
after two days, the Passover is coming, and the Son of Man 
will be delivered up to be crucified.”  

Most of your Bibles probably have a heading for the Gospel 
for today that reads, “The Final Judgment.” This concluding 
section of the Olivet Discourse answers the question that His 
disciples asked Jesus about the end of the age. They wanted 
Him to tell them what the future would bring. How would 
they know when the end was coming? What would be the 
signs? Jesus used parables to answer them at first, the 
parable of the ten virgins and the parable of the talents. We 
find these primarily in the Gospel of Matthew with some 
additional information in the Gospels of Mark and Luke. Take 
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a look at all three Gospels this afternoon and compare them. 
They each offer unique perspectives on the end times.  

Unlike the previous teachings using parables, in today’s 
Gospel, Jesus is clear and direct about the Last Day – the Day 
of Judgement. First, Jesus describes His return. He tells us 
that He (the Son of Man) will come as a King. This is the only 
time that Jesus ever refers to himself as a King. You may 
remember that even when Pilate asked Jesus if He was a 
king, Jesus evaded his question. However, at His second 
coming Jesus will come as a triumphant King.  

Now think about that. A king has a kingdom, a realm, and a 
body of people of whom He rules. A king has some force with 
which he enforces his will. A king has the ultimate power in 
his realm to make decisions. Kings expect acknowledgment 
and fidelity from their subjects. Jesus has all of these. When 
kings appear on the scene, people flock to see them and give 
them their support and shout their praise to show their 
loyalty and faithfulness to their sovereign as their ruler. Yet, 
in any kingdoms not all the subjects in the realm are 
necessarily supportive of the king even though they live in 
the realm. Some do not support the king and may even plot 
against him. Some may even harbor disdain for the king. 
When the king comes to them, they do not have the fervor 
that the loyal subjects exhibit. They are bystanders who 
watch the King as he comes but does not show the zeal that 
others might be showing.  

On the day of Judgement, King Jesus will return to earth. As 
He describes His Second Coming, it will be the very antithesis, 



the very opposite of His First Coming, when He came in 
humility and lowliness as an infant born in the most modest 
and simple of settings – an animal shelter and laid in a 
manager. At His second coming, He will come like a ruling 
King. He will come crowned with glory, He will come from the 
Heavens and be announced by the ear-cracking sound of a 
trumpet, He will come with Hosts of angels, and He will come 
with the radiance of the sun itself. He will come so that all 
who see Him will know this is the King of Kings, the Lord of 
Lords. He will come as our King, triumphant over all the 
vexations that assail us – sin, death, and our enemy, and His, 
the devil himself. What a glorious view! What a breath-taking 
moment! I can hardly wait. I want to see my Jesus as My 
King. How about you?  

But the next part of the description of the Last Day is not so 
exhilarating and somewhat discomforting. Next, Jesus 
describes Himself as the Good Shepherd that He is. He will 
gather His entire flock - all the nations. All the people of all 
the nations will stand before Him. On reading this phrase, I 
immediately thought about the Gospel message: “For God so 
loved the world, that He gave….” Jesus considers all the 
world His realm when He gathers all people together. All the 
world is a lot of people. The Good Shepherd gathers them all 
together. But then, He does something that was common for 
Near Eastern shepherds to do. He separates the sheep from 
the goats. Notice, Jesus is not separating the wolves from the 
sheep and goats. The separation is of the flock of sheep and 
goats. The separation of these two animals made complete 
sense to the people of Jesus’ time. When shepherds of the 



Near East grazed their animals, the breeds of sheep and 
goats, unlike today, looked very similar to each other. When 
the goats and the sheep were in a herd together, they all 
appeared the same. But there were significant differences 
between goats and sheep. The differences can be summed 
up in the statement: “A sheep is led by its shepherd. A goat 
herder is led by his goat.”  

Sheep follow the voice of their shepherd and trust him to 
lead them to food, water, and safety. If they wander, which 
some do, the shepherd will go out and rescue them and bring 
them back to the safety of the flock. Sheep separated from 
their shepherd and flock are nervous and vulnerable because 
they have no defensive or offensive survival abilities. A goat, 
however, doesn’t follow anyone. A herd of goats goes where 
it wants, and the goatherd follows behind. Goats have a 
reputation for being independent, opinionated, and curious 
at best—or vulgar, dangerous, and destructive at worst.  

So, Jesus will separate the sheep to the right and the goats to 
the left. In doing this Jesus takes on the role of a Judge in the 
trial of the Last Judgement. Please notice that in the court of 
judgment on this last day, there are no trappings of a court 
that we are familiar with. Unlike an earthly trial, there is no 
fact-finding phase - no presentation of evidence - no 
testimony of witnesses. The judge of this trial already knows 
all things. There is no need for a jury. There is no need to 
pass a verdict. There is no pleading before the court and the 
judge. All the trappings of the trial are unneeded. The 
evidence has already been presented. The evidence which is 



used by Judge Jesus is the actions of our lives. All the exhibits 
for this trial are rolled up into one, exhibit “1” - one’s life. 
This is the basis for the judgment and the sentence. Now, this 
stark reality is not as comforting and exhilarating as the 
feeling we may have had about Jesus’ return in glory. The 
spotlight is now on us. Our life is the main focus. It is now the 
basis for a decision by our King and our Shepherd, who is 
now our Judge – Jesus. Jesus alone who knows our hearts 
and sees our actions gives out His sentence as our judge. It is 
as easy as it was for a shepherd to see the difference 
between the sheep and the goats in his flock.  

Jesus delivers the sentence based on what is in our hearts 
and our resultant behavior. He places those who are 
righteous on the right hand – the hand of honor. Notice, He 
says to the righteous, that they inherited their future. You 
don’t work for an inheritance. You receive an inheritance 
because someone put you in the will. You cannot earn an 
inheritance. Jesus is making a point. Doing good works are 
not the basis of salvation. Good works are the result of the 
salvation that we already have. The Holy Spirit inspired the 
Prophet Isaiah to write in Isaiah 64:6, “We have all become 
like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like 
a polluted garment. We all fade like a leaf, and our 
iniquities, like the wind, take us away.” So even our best 
most righteous deeds are still sinful before God, but Jesus 
Christ redeemed our deeds with His suffering and death on 
the cross. It is Christ on the cross who makes our deeds 
righteous. Those who have had their good deeds sanctified 
by Jesus focus on Jesus and not on their works. Therefore, 



they notice their good works about as much as they notice 
that their fingernails are growing.  

So, the righteous are surprised when Jesus announces the 
reason for His verdict. They acted to relieve the suffering of 
their fellow humans. And because they did not do this as an 
act to be counted toward their salvation, but rather as an act 
of mercy and compassion, it was a natural, almost 
unconscious reaction in their lives based on their faith. 
Unthinking, unconsciously, born of love for Jesus Christ, they 
responded to the pleas and the needs of those about them. 
They kept no records; they expected no praise. For them, it 
had been a glad privilege. They were unaware they were 
doing anything unusual but found a real delight in meeting 
the needs of others. There was no hardship involved. They 
felt it was a continuing joy to be permitted to minister in 
Christ's name. But not one deed performed in that way has 
ever escaped the eye of their watching Lord. There is no need 
for Him to examine them. They had laid up abundant 
treasure in heaven.  

The unrighteous are surprised too. Jesus condemns them 
because they did not show compassion and mercy to their 
suffering fellow humans. Jesus has told both of them that 
when they acted OR did not act, they were responding to 
Him. He was the one hungry, thirsty, sick, naked, a stranger 
who needed their act of love and mercy. Jesus was making 
the point that when He became a human and walked this 
earth, He saw the suffering and misery of humans. He 
identified with the sorrows and afflictions of these children 



of God who were His as God the Father and His brothers and 
sisters as God, the Son of Man. He makes the point that 
when an act of mercy is shown to another human, it is being 
shown to Jesus who is one with us.  

Both righteous and unrighteous make the same claim – we 
didn’t see you. Jesus gives the same answer to both. They 
either acted or did not act toward others and in so doing, did 
or did not act with Jesus in mind. The righteous inherit 
heaven. The unrighteous are condemned to Hell. That is the 
end of the judgment. Notice how quickly and with what 
precision the Judgement is made. The human heart is laid 
bare before Jesus and the actions that come from it are the 
basis for pronouncement of the last and Final Judgement as 
summed up in the last verse: “And these, the ones on the 
left, the unrighteous, will go away into eternal punishment, 
and the righteous into eternal life.” There is no court of 
appeals. Jesus is the Supreme Court.  

Nothing reveals more sharply the radical difference between 
God's judging and man's than this story of the sheep and the 
goats. Even our treasured "good deeds" are shown up for 
what they are in the searching light from His throne of glory. 
Good deeds that are not the unconscious, automatic 
response of a heart indwelt by Jesus Christ are not truly 
"good" deeds. They are planned deeds, contrived, carefully 
performed for the public eye, or if in private, done in the 
hope that they will purchase some merit or favor before God. 
But God's judgment takes note only of the unconscious 
moments of our lives, the times when we are off guard when 



we are unaware. It is then that we truly reveal ourselves. The 
test comes, not in our remembered actions, but in our 
unconscious reactions, our instinctive, unplanned responses.  

As you conclude our worship of Jesus, Our King, today, on 
this last day of the Church Year, let us all remember His 
words, as recorded by St. Matthew, of the Last Day of our 
spiritual lives. He will come in glory as our King, He will gather 
all from the whole world as our Shepherd and He will be our 
Judge based on our hearts and actions. Each of us still has 
time to be a mindless, spontaneous, instinctive sheep in the 
fold of Jesus. A sheep who acts in service to Him out of our 
love for Him. When we see those who need His compassion, 
we can be the ones who deliver that compassion without the 
least bit of hope for personal gain BUT for the greatest 
outpouring of our love of Him, our King, our Shepherd, and 
our Judge.  

It is so easy to be orthodox in word and unorthodox indeed, 
to be compassionate at church and selfish and cruel at home. 
Be thankful for the cleansing grace so freely available in the 
Lord Jesus. Ask Jesus to teach and lead you to live by His will, 
and His example, so that all you do and say is a manifestation 
of His life at work in you.  

In the name of our King, Jesus. Amen. 


