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For the most part, I’d say my elementary years were fun—I mean, there was always recess, and chocolate milk at lunch, 

and getting to see my best friends every day—but there was one thing, however, I always dreaded. Basketball day in 

gym class. Now, while I could stand out in art studio—kids would watch over my shoulder as I skillfully drew my Ninja 

Turtles—when it came to athletics, I was woefully ungifted. On basketball day, captains were chosen for each team—the 

red shirts and the blue shirts. And it was up to them to pick out who would be on each team.  

In order to get their attention and to keep from getting picked last, I tried to impress them. I’d casually flex my muscles 

to show them just how strong I could be. I’d stand tall and confident to show them how bright I was. And I’d even 

dribble the ball between my legs to show how capable I was—the whole time saying a silent prayer that the ball 

wouldn’t slip out and get away from me. But no matter how strong, how bright, how capable I pretended to be—as sure 

as the sun will shine—I was always one of the last ones chosen for the team. You could hear a sigh and make out an 

expression of disappointment on the captain’s face when he had no choice but to call my name—“Miller!”  

When it comes to the two teams in today’s Gospel, the Sheep and the Goats, it can sound like a divine gym class. Will 

Jesus select us for His team? Will we be strong enough, or bright enough, or capable enough for Him to pick us? Will we 

have what it takes to impress Him? Or will we be chosen last, the captain of the Goats forced to call out our name? 

From the sound of things, it doesn’t look good. I mean, Jesus says Team Sheep is made up of those that feed the hungry, 

give drink to the thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, visit the sick, and come to those in prison. But how 

many of us can check all those boxes? Would we make the cut? Or would Jesus condemn us to Team Goat? 

So, is that our takeaway then? Is Jesus saying that if we want to make the team, we need to get cracking? That 

conclusion might tempt some of us. We write out our To-Do List:  

- Volunteer at a soup kitchen 

- Give a water bottle to someone living on the street 

- Invite a total stranger to our dinner party coming up 

- Offer the next homeless person we see a winter coat 

- Stop by the hospital to pray with somebody 

- Visit the local jail to say hello 

All we have to do is cross each of those off our list and we’ll be a shoe-in. Trouble is, that honestly doesn’t sound like a 

member of Team Sheep at all. No, actually, that’s more like Team Goat.  

Here’s what I mean—there’s a reason Jesus chooses these mascots—sheep and goats. See, anyone who knows sheep 

and knows goats knows there are big differences between the two. Sheep, for example, well, they’re not quite strong, 

not very bright, and even less capable. They can’t pride themselves on their accomplishments—a check-list is beyond 

them. No, it’s the goats who are actually better suited for such things.  

Goats—hey, they’re strong! They almost all have horns, proving them to be a force to be reckoned with.  Sheep—not so 

much. Few of them are so threatening. Goats—hey, they’re bright too! At least, brighter than sheep—they express more 

independence, and can think for themselves. Sheep, on the other hand, well, they have more of a herd mentality. And 

goats—hey, they’re also very capable! When it comes to food, they can reach up with their necks and find something to 

chew on. Whereas sheep, they just graze—they’re forced to eat only whatever there is on the ground. If Jesus were 

telling us what we can do to impress Him and get on His team, His mascot wouldn’t be the Sheep, but the Goats.  

So, what’s the takeaway then? If this isn’t about works righteousness—getting on the team by our good works—then 

what’s the purpose? Well, maybe while our works don’t earn us salvation, maybe Jesus is saying that He is behind the 

weathered faces of the homeless, the emaciated faces of the malnourished, the questionable faces of the stranger, the 

pale pasty faces of the sick, maybe we are to see Jesus behind the guilty faces of the prisoners to help us understand 



how important our good works still are. Maybe Jesus wants us to have joy knowing that what we are doing for the least 

of these is really done for Him. Maybe Jesus urges us on to serve the needy because such acts are sacred and divine. 

Maybe Jesus wants us to see just how such service to neighbor is God-pleasing.  

This understanding is also tempting—it’s tempted a lot of preachers and it’s even tempted me too—it’s nice to know 

how much our actions on earth really do mean in heaven, even if we’re not saved by them. And as true as that might be, 

there’s still trouble—why then would the sheep respond with, “When did we see you, Lord?” I mean, this story is set in 

the future, and the sheep include church-goers like us, who no doubt would’ve heard this very story from Matthew 25 

much like we hear it today. And if we’ve already heard it, and learned to look for Jesus in the faces of our neighbors, 

then when Jesus says, “You fed me, you gave me drink, you welcomed me, you clothed me, you visited me, you came to 

me,” all of us sheep would remember this passage and say, “Yes, Lord, it’s just like You told us. We did these things 

because You said whatever we did to the least of these your brothers, we did to You! Thank you for that pep talk!” But 

that’s not what the sheep say, is it? So, then what’s really the takeaway—if it’s not about making His team by our good 

works, and it’s not necessarily about how much good works mean to Him either, then what’s this all about? 

Maybe the point is, it’s not about good works at all. Everything about good works in this story tell us that judgment has 

nothing to do with works. From what we’ve covered already, it obviously can’t. Maybe instead of looking to what we do, 

we are to look to what Christ is doing. In fact, it’s too bad that it’s not included in today’s Gospel, but if we were to read 

the very next verse in Matthew—just one verse more—here’s what it would say, “When Jesus had finished all these 

sayings, he said to his disciples, ‘You know that after two days the Passover is coming, and the Son of Man will be 

delivered up to be crucified.’” 

Here’s Jesus, He hasn’t much time left, and He fears His headstrong disciples might still have a can-do goat-like attitude. 

This is His last big chance to clear things up and help them to see it’s all by God’s grace. When they see Jesus hungry and 

thirsty on the cross—drinking wine vinegar from a sponge—it’s grace. When they see Jesus unwelcomed like a 

stranger—Him, whose kingdom is not of this world—when they see Him run out of town and put to death outside the 

city—it’s grace. When they see Jesus naked on the accursed tree, not even a fig leaf to cover His shame—it’s grace. 

When they see Him sick—suffocating and bleeding out—the crowds saying, “Physician, heal Thyself”—it’s grace. When 

they see Him imprisoned and standing trial, getting handed His death sentence—it’s grace. And what Jesus does for the 

least of them, His brothers, He does for you and me.  

See, you and I, we’re on Team Sheep alright—“All we like sheep have gone astray, each one to his own way.” Just like a 

sheep, we’re not strong, not very bright, not even all that capable—we desperately need help. Hungry for righteousness, 

our souls panting for the Lord, kicked out of Eden, our sin laid bare before God, sick in spirit, and prisoners to our own 

vices. Left to ourselves, we are utterly lost. But along comes our Good Shepherd, seeking and saving the lost. And it’s 

this Good Shepherd that lays down His life for the sheep. He lays down His life for you and me—and it is only in His 

laying down His life for us that we are able to take up His life again. That’s the only reason Jesus can say to any of the 

sheep, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 

world.” It is only by the death of Jesus, slain from the foundation of the word, that us sheep have eternal life. 

So, that said—grace alone—why does Jesus say anything about good works at all? Well, revealing God’s grace by His 

fast-approaching death on the cross, could it be that Jesus also reveals to us God’s grace by the life He’d been living all 

along? He fed the five thousand and offered the woman at the well living water. He welcomed people on the outs—

Gentiles, lepers, tax collectors and prostitutes. He covered the woman caught naked in adultery with God’s forgiveness. 

He healed the sick and most likely visited John the Baptist in prison. This He all did to graciously fulfill the Law on our 

behalf. 

And this is precisely why He tells us, what we did for others we did for Him. See, what better way for Jesus to credit you 

with His good works, than to put your name on them? And what better way to put your name on them than to say He 

had nothing to do with them? And what better way to say He had nothing to do with them than to be as far away from 

the doing as possible—so distant, so removed, in fact, that He says He’s the one being done to? This way, there’s no 

doubt you and you alone have fulfilled every last letter of the Law perfectly and completely. 
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No wonder the sheep say, “Lord, when did we see you?” Because they hadn’t—but since faith in Jesus borrows His good 

works, they actually have. And then the goats also say, “Lord, when did we see you?” Because they hadn’t either—but 

since their unfaith in Jesus rejects His good works, they still haven’t. But that’s why they’re goats—because they insist on 

believing they’re strong enough, bright enough, and capable enough, demanding that they be judged by their own 

works. And the sheep, well, they own up to their helplessness and admit that they have nothing but to receive the gifts 

from their Good Shepherd, the benefits of His life and death for them. That’s the big takeaway this morning. It’s just like 

that one meme for the Reformation 500—maybe you saw it—it says, “You are saved by works. But not yours.” 

But if that’s still biting off more than you can chew, then here’s another takeaway that’s easier to swallow. When you 

look at how Jesus begins today’s Gospel, you need look no further than his opening self-deprecating remark. He doesn’t 

say “When the Judge comes in His glory” . . . or “When the King comes in His glory” . . . or even “When the Son of God 

comes in His glory.” No, Jesus chooses much softer words—He intentionally says “When the Son of Man comes in His 

glory.” This is a very important clue, because Jesus is saying just who it is that’s going to sit in the seat of judgment.  

It’s not going to be some scary God who’s coming back to give you the punishment you deserve. No, it will be the Son of 

Man—Christ’s term of humility—who came to bear that punishment in the first place and to give you the reward that 

you don’t deserve. It will be the same Son of Man who Matthew also says was “delivered up to be crucified.” It will be 

the same Son of Man who Matthew also says had “authority on earth to forgive sins.” It will be the same Son of Man 

who Matthew also says “came not to be served but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.” And it will be 

this very Son of Man who takes something as terrifying as judgment and turns it into joy! 

Imagine my surprise if, when in gym class, full-well expecting to get picked last for my weaknesses, my ineptitude, my 

incapability, imagine my surprise if the captain enthusiastically calls my name first. And not only that, but he manages to 

instead make me strong, bright, and capable beyond my wildest dreams. And not only that, but he somehow causes me 

to play so well, in fact, I’m breaking school records, I get hoisted on shoulders, the crowd’s going wild! Now, that would 

be pretty unexpected. But today we learn that when Jesus picks His team, we should expect the unexpected. 

 

 


