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Psalm 23 (KJV) 
The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 
He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil:  
for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:  
thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life:  
and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever. 
 
Matthew 25:31-46 
“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of 
his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as 
a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the 
goats at the left. Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my 
Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 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.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you 
hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw 
you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you 
sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to 
one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’ 
Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire 
prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and 
you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not 
give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’  
Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or 
naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’  
Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did 
not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 
 
The Story of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
In a switch-up from my business, marketing and keynote analogies from recent sermons about 
Matthew 25, I’ve decided to go with an equally important piece of our culture for our opening 
illustration. 
 
In Sweet Home Alabama, Reese Witherspoon’s character returns to her native Alabama to make 
arrangements to marry her New York fiancé. As things go in the world of romantic comedies, she 
ends up rekindling things with her old flame and begins to entertain the notion that she still has 
feelings for him. Of course, all of that culminates at the altar where she must dramatically choose 
between Patrick Dempsey or Josh Lucas. 
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In this moment of decision, she turns to her deep-fried, southern father for guidance, who simply 
quips back at her, “You can’t ride two horses with one (rear-end) sugar bean.” 
 
(I would have shown the clip… but he doesn’t say “rear-end.”) 
 
The apocalyptic story-telling by Jesus in Matthew 25 using the sheep and the goats is a lot less 
handsome, but a case can be made that the moral of the story is the same: we can’t serve ‘the 
world as it is’ and ‘the world as it should be’ at the same time. We have to choose. And we will be 
faced with this choice again and again and again… and again. 
 
Can it really be that all the Shepherd wants, is for us to serve our fellow sheep?  
 
As we excitedly count down the days in October until Reformation Sunday (just me?), how do we 
reconcile the Gospel of Matthew’s sheep and the goats Jesus, with our understanding of “grace by 
faith and not by works?”  
 
In his sermon on this text, theologian and leader of the Reformation, Martin Luther, gives us a 
perspective of looking forward to the day of judgment rather than fearing it. He preached: 

Therefore see to it that you are among those who are kind and merciful here upon earth for 
Christ’s sake, or who even suffer for his sake, then you may joyfully await the last day, and need 
not be afraid of the judgment; for he has already selected you and placed you among those who 
shall stand at his right hand. 
For we, who are Christians, should hope for the coming of this judgment and desire it with our 
whole heart… i 
 

What kind of king or shepherd or whatever is this Son of Man that we are supposed to joyfully 
follow? 
 
The context of today’s passage from Matthew is smack dab in the middle of Holy Week. Jesus has 
come into Jerusalem, pushed over tables in the Temple, ticked off the religious authorities, is about 
to gather for Passover with his friends... and will be betrayed by one of them. He knows he is facing 
death at the hands of the Roman Empire, and by the will of the people. 
 
Jesus knows that – in the short term at least – truth rarely wins over power.  Riding into Jerusalem 
in fulfillment of messianic prophecy is going to get him killed – and dying is a very un-King-like 
thing to do.  To be honest, it’s not a very shepherd-like thing to do either. You can’t be of much 
help to your sheep if you’re dead. 
 
If we judge pre-resurrection Jesus by the standards of the kings, emperors, and rulers we have 
known, even the CEO’s we have known, Jesus is an all-together pathetic example of royalty and 
power.   
 
In Matthew 25, the final teaching Jesus gives his disciples is a vision of the final judgment that 
takes care to underline the fact that Jesus is the true and abiding King, and what’s more, Christ is 
re-defining what it means to be the King and what it means to be a part of the Kingdom.   

• Rather than taking land and livelihood from occupied persons, it’s giving the least of these, 
food and a drink of water. 

• Rather than turning entire cities and civilizations into jail yards, it’s visiting the prisoners 
and offering companionship. 
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• Rather than being the virus of Empire that spreads and infects all it encounters, it’s being a 
part of the cure for those who are sick unto death.ii 

 
Which Kingdom do we want to serve? 
 
My friends’ church runs a children’s program every week that involves something called Godly 
Play. The leader walks the children through a Bible story using a box filled with figures made 
specifically for the purpose. Then the children are invited to retell the story with their own set of 
story pieces. 
 
The story the teacher was telling was the Good Shepherd. She used the figures to build a sheepfold 
and asked the children to wonder about the sheepfold.  Next, she had the shepherd lead the sheep 
out beside green grass and still waters and asked them to wonder about those places.  Then she 
continued: ‘The good shepherd leads the sheep through dark places, and if a sheep is lost, the Good 
Shepherd goes in search of that sheep to bring it back home.  I wonder what those dark places 
might be?’”  

 
“A (fourth grader) named Jacob began to talk about being bullied in his neighborhood and how 
that was a place of danger and fear in his life.  After the story was complete and the children had 
time to respond to it in their own play, the teacher gathered the group again and asked if anybody 
wanted to share favorite memories from the program during the past year.  All the kids said that 
what they really loved most about the year was hearing all the stories.   
 
With his admission of being bullied already out there, Jacob said “At school, at soccer, in my 
neighborhood – life is like this (hold up fists in aggressive/defensive posture of shielding 
one’s self from blows)…” 
And then he continued, “but when I come here it’s more like this,” (cradle arms in a protective, 
sheltering posture), and then he finished by saying “this just seems more…real.”iii   
 
Which Kingdom do we want to serve? 
This one (fists) or this one (cradle)? 
We can’t ride two horses with one rear-end. 
We must choose.  
 
Who do we serve? 
The King who serves others? 
 Or the kingdom that judged and imprisoned him? 
 
Who do we serve? 
 
Do we serve the one who loves and forgives and serves? 

Or do we serve the kingdom that beat him up, stripped him naked, and left him 
crying out for a drink while nailed to the cross. 

 
We can’t pledge ourselves to both Jesus and to the Empire. We must choose, and now more than 
ever, we have to be clear about where we stand. 
 
Our society, our culture, even our Christian siblings, are trying to pull the Gospel where the culture 
is. But Jesus is calling us to meet the Gospel where he is.  
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Service to others. Humility. Empathy. 
 
It’s not easy. Even then, Jesus wasn’t describing the world as it is. He was acknowledging that 
when we follow the shepherd, we are always working against the desires of the “world as it is” and 
earthly kingdom empire. 
 
I switched things up this morning and reached back into the Old Testament for the familiar and 
comforting 23rd Psalm. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
 
Anyone else get confused by that phrasing when they were a kid? Why wouldn’t I want the Lord as 
my Shepherd? Eventually I realized that it meant the shepherd would take care of me. I should add 
“for anything” to the end of that line: The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want for anything. 
 
Because according to the Psalm – he maketh me to lie down in green pastures… 
 I was hungry and you gave me food. 
He leadeth me beside still waters… 
 I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink. 
He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake… 
 I was a stranger and you welcomed me. 
Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me… 
 I was naked and you gave me clothing. 
Thou anoinest my head with oil… 
 I was sick and you took care of me. 
 
This world we live in is a challenging place. It’s tempting to pull back and keep to ourselves; hiding 
our gifts and not sharing our light. It would be so easy to bury the talents that God gave us to freely 
spend.  
 
But God calls us to something different. We must not be so overwhelmed by the challenges of the 
world around us, that we don’t help the neighbor next to us. 
 
Jesus is asking his disciples, asking us, to take care of the world as a reflection of how God 
promises to take care of us. And surely goodness and mercy will follow us all the days of our lives; 
and we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

 
In the name of the Creator, the Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 
i Martin Luther. Twenty-Sixth Sunday after Trinity. Found in Sermons by Martin Luther, Vol. 5. Edited & Translated by John 
Nicholas Lenker. https://books.google.com/books. 
ii The Reverend Jarret McLaughlin. 5th Sunday of Lent March 22, 2015. Paper for The Well, Chicago, 2015. 
iii Ibid. 


