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Ezekiel 34: 11-12

Psalm 23

I Cor. 15: 20-26, 28

Mt. 25: 31-46

Today, we are celebrating the Feast Day of Christ the King, the last Sunday before Advent and a new liturgical year, and this symbolic placement for this feast was chosen by Pope Paul VI to emphasize the game-changing dimension of what it means to call Jesus Christ king. In Jesus’ own lifetime, and in the generations immediately following, to call Jesus Lord or Messiah was to say that the Roman emperor was not the great authority over human lives; it was to honor what Jesus called in Matthew 16 the counter cultural and spiritual dimension of life.

Our gospel passage for today comes late in Matthew’s gospel, just before the passion of Christ. Some scholars call it the Judgment of the Pagans, and many others refer to it as the Last Judgment. In our reading, Jesus is seen separating the sheep from the goats. He is described as a king on his throne, rewarding his subjects according to their adherence to his great ethical commandment of compassion. The passage comes in the last great teaching discourse in Matthew, a long section about the end of the world and the time of completion; it follows numerous parables about being ready for whatever is coming, whenever it gets here. A thief in the night. A slave and a master. Foolish bridesmaids who are unprepared. Slaves given trust over small things while the master is way. Apocalyptic stories about judgment and being prepared.

I don’t know about you, but I am always personally uncomfortable with biblical passages that seem to be about judgment. Many of us can recall homilies in our parishes that were built almost exclusively around the notion of the overwhelming sin of people and impending judgment. I would love to be able to pretend that this gospel reading is not in some way about judgment, but that would be neither true to the text, nor true to our need to wrestle with it much the same as Jacob wrestled with God’s Angel, hoping for a blessing! If we’re given an answer here, it is this: Jesus singles out for praise those who treated others with compassion, who served those who were in need, alone, despised. Jesus is pointing out that it isn’t enough to believe the truth. You have to act on it. Indeed, the Bible’s central message concerning judgment is not about believing in God so you can “go to heaven” when you die. It is about actively working in the vineyard to bring God’s reign here and now. Those who choose to be disciples - active co-workers with Christ - are indeed God’s own – for they have chosen to identify themselves with God’s deep desire for all of creation. Throughout the gospel of Matthew, it is clear that belief in and of itself is not sufficient for disciples. At the end of the Sermon on the Mount in Chapter 5, Jesus laments that many people will call him Lord, but only those who act upon his ethical teachings can be his true followers. And in the Great Commission coming at the end of this gospel, Jesus doesn’t say to form disciples who believe that he is the Messiah; he says, “Teach them to observe every ethical teaching I have commanded of you.”

So, what is the right question to ask about judgment? Maybe the question rightly asked is not “What happens at the end of things? -  but more like “What am I supposed to be doing right now?” How will my life be different if Christ is king?


The conflict over who is lord is acted out in our lives today, even though Rome is long gone. The world still wants us to worship all that is Not-God, and the culture rewards us when we do. But this conflict between the two kingdoms – one of the world, the other of the divine realm – becomes clearly delineated in the life of Christ. Jesus tells us and shows us that the usual things people elevate as gods – temporal power, wealth, celebrity and fame, are overridden in the Kindom of God by the divinely-inspired values of service, love, self-sacrifice and faithful community.


Life in God’s reign is not about self-aggrandizement, but about renunciation. It’s not about big words, it’s about powerful actions. Life in God’s Kindom is not about what you have or who you are, it’s about what you do. It’s not about what the world values, but what God values.

Episcopal priest and theologian, Barbara Brown Taylor tells a story about how when she was in seminary she wanted God to tell her what she was supposed to do with herself. She prayed hard, she asked often, and the result, she says, was this: God told her, “Do anything that pleases you and belongs to me.” St. Augustine had a similar spiritual prescription to offer: “Love God, and do what you will.” This could be read by a self-driven person as a license to print money for example! Do anything that pleases you. Except, pretty clearly, that is not what God was saying to and through Barbara Brown Taylor or St. Augustine. 


The takeaway from these pronouncements is absolutely not “Believe in me and act like a goat!” Instead, the message is this: If you love God – if your values are God’s values instead of the world’s values – if Christ actually is king, then you will love as God loves, you will give as God gives, and you will forgive as God forgives. If your values are God’s values, you can’t help but live as Christ taught.


Preaching in front of the Ebenezer Baptist congregation in Atlanta which he loved so well, the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. told them – just two months before his untimely funeral – how he would like to be remembered; and in doing so, he zeroed in on that ultimate question:” If Christ is king, what does that mean? If Christ is ruler over our lives,” Dr. King told them,” then my Nobel prize is less important than my trying to feed the hungry. If Christ is king, then my invitations to the White House are less important than that I visited those in prison. If Christ is king, then my being Time magazine’s Man of the Year is less important than that I tried to love extravagantly, dangerously, with all my being.” 

The fact is, we don’t know what that judgment day will be like. We don’t know how things are going to end. We don’t know what happens after we die. But we do know the shape of the story that a loving God is writing. If Christ is king, we know Jesus waits at the end of that story, and that he will see us, and know us, and that if we have done what he taught us to do, he will claim us as his own. And I guess I have to say that that is question and answer enough for me!

