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Matthew 25:31-46 

 

“Thanksgiving” 

 

Every year I visit the doctor for no apparent reason.  That is, I make an appointment, take 

a couple hours out of my day, sit in a waiting room, and then have a physical exam in 

order for a team of medical professionals to measure my health.  It’s not an entirely 

comfortable experience, and I confess that I often want to avoid it.  However, I know that 

avoiding the doctor is not good for me, so I go.  And when I’m done, I get a complete 

picture of my overall health.  In the areas where my health could be better, I make 

adjustments.  If I get a warning sign that prompts more tests, I take them.  If I get a good 

bill of health, I make a mental note to do more of the same.  Either way, the checkup 

could save my life, and my insurance company thinks this is such a good idea that they 

pay the bill. 

 

In many ways, Matthew’s story about the last judgment is like a wellness check.  It gives 

us a benchmark to measure our health as followers of Jesus Christ.  Are we doing what it 

takes to make it in line with the sheep, or are adjustments necessary to avoid the goats?  

And if this story scares us, it’s for good reason.  We should pay attention to that and 

make a decision to change our ways, because those changes could save our eternal life.  

After all, just like our doctor wants us to be healthy, so does our Creator, Redeemer and 

Judge.  God really does want us in line with the sheep, not the goats.  (“Feasting on the 

Word”, Year A, Volume Four, Proper 29, Lindsay P. Armstrong, Homiletical 

Perspective) 

 

On this last Sunday of the church year Jesus lets us know in no uncertain terms that we 

will be judged by what we do or, as the case may be, by what we don’t do.  It’s that 

simple.  We’re called to serve, not to ignore or overlook or make assumptions about 

someone’s need, but to look into each person’s face and see Christ and help them.   

 

“What you do for and to the least of these-the sick, hungry, homeless, oppressed, and 

imprisoned, you do to me,” Jesus said. 

 

What you do to them, you do to me. 

 

In these familiar words are two profoundly important ideas. 

 

The first idea is that God isn’t a remote deity living on a throne up there in the clouds or 

living out there somewhere in the mysterious reaches of the universe.  God is here, Jesus 

said, in the messiness of life.  God is here, particularly in the face of the person who 

needs you.  God is in the face of the homeless man begging for money outside Busch 

stadium after the game; he’s in the face of the young couple who stops by the church with 



their two young kids asking for food and diapers and formula; he’s in the face of the 

alcoholic who shows up here at 7 am, trying to maintain her sobriety for another day. 

 

Jim Wallis, a Christian evangelical who works tirelessly for the poor in society, writes 

about one of his mentors in his book “God’s Politics”.  Mary Glover is her name, and 

she’s an old Pentecostal woman who has taught him more about serving “the least of 

these” than any of Wallis’ seminary professors ever did.  She was a regular volunteer in 

the weekly food line at the food pantry, and also so poor that she herself needed the bag 

of groceries that were passed out each week.  Mary often said the prayer before they 

opened the doors on Saturday mornings.   

 

She’d usually start by saying something like, “Thank you, Lord, for waking us up this 

morning!  Thank you, Lord, that our walls were not our grave and our bed was not our 

cooling board!  Thank you, Lord!”  Then she would always pray the same words, “Lord, 

we know that you’ll be comin’ through this line today, so Lord, help us to treat you 

well!”  (God’s Politics, page 215). 

 

Her prayer comes right out of this passage from Matthew 25.  “What you do for and to 

the least of these, you do to me,” Jesus said. 

 

Wallis writes, “I’ve read most every commentary on the text, and no biblical scholar gets 

it better than Mary Glover.” 

 

Wallis also writes that what’s most striking to him about the passage is that the people 

gathered in front of Christ’s throne really believe they are his followers.  So imagine how 

stunned they must be when they learn that they’ll be separated and judged by how 

they’ve treated the poor!  The poor! 

 

They won’t be judged by their personal piety, or their right doctrine or their good 

theology or church leadership or success in ministry.  They’ll be judged by how well they 

treated the poor, the least of these. 

 

That’s a radical statement, and the second important idea presented in this story, because 

Jesus tells us we’ll be judged by what we do, not by what we believe.  Imagine how 

surprised people must be to learn that there’s nothing about the hot button moral issues of 

the day, nothing about baptism or church membership.  In an age where churches deny 

the sacraments to people with whom they disagree, or fight about who gets in and who is 

kept out, or argue over what doctrinal formulas are right and which are false, imagine 

how surprised we all will be when we get to meet Jesus and he says, “I see you spent a 

lifetime serving the church, but you couldn’t spare a dollar for the homeless man on the 

corner?  The line for the goats is that way.” 

 

Jesus tells us plainly and simply that the essential difference between the sheep and the 

goats is the care they showed for other people, especially people the world considers “the 

least of these.”  The sheep doesn’t step over the homeless person and tell his to get a job.  

The sheep doesn’t tell the person dying of AIDS that he’s paying the price for his sin.  



The sheep doesn’t insist that the person in jail should live in cruel and inhumane 

conditions because of her crime.  The sheep doesn’t look at these people and see a drag 

on society or someone who hasn’t pulled himself up by his bootstraps.  The sheep sees 

Christ, a child of God, in need of care and compassion. 

 

But most of all, sheep don’t reach out in compassion because they want to earn their 

reward in heaven.  They don’t do these things to earn God’s love or respect or anyone 

else’s love or respect or to make sure they are considered righteous at the end of time.  

This passage does not say we can earn our way into heaven.  The sheep reach out in 

compassion because that is the natural thing to do to show their love for God.  To see 

Christ in the least of these is a natural extension of the grace God has granted us.  We 

give ourselves to others because God gave God’s self to us.  It is that simple.   

 

The contemporary theologian Letty Russell echoed these words when she said, “We 

welcome the stranger, the outcast, the downtrodden, the least of these in our world . . . 

not because it’s a nice social thing to do, but because first we have been loved by God.” 

 

Being a person of faith means practicing our faith, and we practice our faith by serving 

all of God’s children, especially the least of these.  And the reason we do that is because 

we have been blessed, we have been blessed by the grace of God, and in return we bless 

others. 

 

On Thanksgiving Day, many of us will sit down at tables flowing with the bounty God 

has provided, but some will not.  In fact in many ways, the time between Thanksgiving 

and Christmas only serves as reminder for some people as to how little they have.  It’s 

not the most wonderful time of the year for everyone.  So as you sit down at your table, 

remember the have-nots, for Christ dwells in them.  But do more than remember.  Take 

action. 

 

Do something to help others and to serve the least of these.  Do something big, or do 

something small, but do something-every day.  It is the best response we can make to 

God for the many blessings we have received from God’s hands.  Do something to serve 

others and remember that Jesus didn’t ask any of the people he helped for a list of their 

qualifications, he just helped them because that was the business he was in, and it is the 

business to which he calls us. 

 

As children, we are told to count our blessings.  Many families count their blessings as a 

tradition on Thanksgiving Day.  But this year, take it a step further.  After you count your 

blessings, do something with them.  If you’re thankful for your health, vow to help 

someone who is not healthy.  If you’re thankful for your family, promise to spend time 

with someone who is lonely.  If you’re thankful for the food that graces your table, 

promise to help someone who is hungry; if you are thankful for your warm home, vow to 

help someone who is cold and without shelter. 

 

Salvation army kettle; ornaments; Schnucks; we do not lack for ways to help “the least of 

these”. 



 

“For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to 

drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I 

was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.” 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


