November 20, 2011
Seeing Jesus

Matthew 25:31-46
Throughout this 25th chapter of Matthew, there are several different parables about the coming kingdom of Christ. The chapter begins with the parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids which speaks to the need to be ready, for the time of Christ’s return may be soon and it may not be so soon. The parable of the talents speaks to the fact that all of us have been given talents to be shared for God’s glory and though our gifts may vary it is not what we are given, but what we do with our gifts that is of utmost importance. Apparently there was growing concern about the coming kingdom and Jesus was trying to help his disciples to learn to look forward to that day with anticipation, but then in verse 31, Jesus shifts to the Great Judgment.
Now, I don’t know about you, but the coming Judgment Day has never been one of my favorite subjects. It is not so much that I am afraid of God’s judgment, it is that I do not like judging others and I do not like the idea of being judged by others. I am one of those people who have been firmly convicted by Jesus’ words, “Judge not, lest you be judged (by a similar standard)”. I have always seen myself as a sinner saved by grace alone, so I figure I have no right to condemn others for their actions. As much as I could go on and on about the discomfort which many of us feel when it comes to judgment, I still think we have some things which we can learn from this passage.
Notice that the story begins with Christ coming in his glory with all the angels with him, and he sits upon his throne of glory. That image is pretty impressive though somewhat out of our regular experiences. Face it, most of us do not relate to the notion of a king enthroned in glory, surrounded by angels as a part of our world view. Those pictures are associated with movies or stories of other times long ago. But what is even more impressive is that all of the nations are gathered before him as he sits in glory. While that seems like it has the potential to be a beautifully unifying scene, the first thing which He does is to start to divide the people, as a shepherd would separate the sheep from the goats. 
What is interesting to me is that Matthew is fairly clear that only after the nations had been gathered together, does Jesus begin to separate them back apart. He also says that they were separated, not by nationality, not by geo-political, or religious associations. He says that Jesus sorted the people back apart in a similar way to a shepherd separating sheep from goats.
Most of us are familiar enough with this story that we remember what Jesus said to those two groups once he had them sorted. He to those sheep on his right, “Come you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared fro 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.” To say that those sheep were surprised by what Jesus said to them would be a gross understatement. They could not think of when they had done any of those things for Jesus, but he clarified by saying, “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 Jesus turned to those goats on the left and said, “You 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 no welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.” The goats were just as surprised as the sheep by what Jesus told them. They were shocked to think that they had seen Jesus in need and ignored him, so they asked, “When on earth did we see your need and ignore you?” And Jesus said, “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.” 
As many times as I have heard this familiar story, I noticed something this time that had never really occurred to me before. Did you notice that neither the sheep nor the goats actually saw Jesus? Both sides asked when they had done the things described by the King. Neither one had recognized that what they had done or what they had left undone was the same as action or inaction toward Jesus. That is an incredibly powerful realization! The thing that separated the sheep from the goats was not what they believed it was what they did with their belief. 
Jesus modeled for his followers the importance of seeing the needs of others and acting to address those needs. To think that accepting the salvation which is made possible through Christ without being willing to accept the responsibility to respond to the needs of God’s children is missing out on Jesus’ teachings. Jesus was able to see through to people’s needs when he met them. Jesus was able to see what was going on behind the scenes and to address what was really wrong in his world. This parable of the sheep and the goats seems to be an indication to us that we need to learn to see Jesus in our daily lives. 
I don’t know how many of you watched the show “Joan of Arcadia” a few years ago, when it was on television, but I really liked the way that God spoke to the main character, Joan, through common, ordinary people. In time, Joan came to expect God to show up in unlikely people and it became her normal to see God all around her. 
So often, I think we have opportunities to see Christ in the people whom God puts in our path. We might see Christ in our neighbor who needs a hand to rake some leaves, or we might see Christ in the mail carrier, who needs a drink of water on a hot summer day. We might see Christ in a friend who is hospitalized and needs someone to sit and keep them company for an afternoon. We might see Christ in the family, which has fallen on hard times and needs help with food or clothing. We might see Christ in a child in another part of the world who will receive the Operation Christmas Child box which we filled and prepared for shipping. We might see Christ in a little boy or girl who learns that a church can be a safe place to learn and grow as he or she is here in our preschool during the week.
On this Christ the King Sunday and Sunday before Thanksgiving, we do well to remember that Christ was a man of action and relationships. He has called his followers to see Him in the people they encounter each day. Never pass up an opportunity to see Christ in the people God puts in your path and seize every opportunity to serve Christ by serving the least of his children. Open your eyes and be watchful so that you will be seeing Christ and serving Him through serving his children.
And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forever more. Amen. 
