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November 23, 2014   

Ephesians 1:15-23 

Matthew 25:31-46   Surprise! It’s Jesus! 

 

There are good surprises. And then there are bad surprises. A good 

surprise is putting on your jeans and finding twenty bucks in your 

pocket. A bad surprise is putting on your jeans and finding gum stuck in 

your pocket. Good surprise: at work, all of your projects are ahead of 

schedule. Bad surprise: At work, your computer crashes and you lose 

everything.  Good surprise: You’re going on vacation! Bad surprise: It’s 

in North Dakota in January. Good surprise: Chocolate cake! Bad 

surprise: It’s made with sauerkraut. 

There are good surprises and there are bad surprises. And in today’s 

parable we find that on Judgment Day there will be surprises. On the day 

when Jesus comes and sits on his throne of glory. And he separates the 

sheep from the goats. And he judges the nations gathered before him. 

And we find out who will inherit the Kingdom and who will depart to 

eternal fire. On that day, there will be surprises all around. Good 

surprises for the righteous. Bad surprises for the unrighteous. And a mix 
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of both those for us as try to make sense of the coming judgment of 

Christ the King. 

Surprise is a theme in our reading today. It is a theme that runs through 

all three of the final parables in Matthew’s gospel. In each of the three 

parables, there is a ‘surprise’. First, in the parable of the bridesmaids, the 

five foolish ones maids get a surprise. They are surprised to find they are 

unprepared. They do not have enough oil for their lamps. And when the 

bridegroom arrives, they miss him because they are out finding oil. They 

return to find themselves locked out of the wedding banquet. Surprise! 

In the second parable about the servant’s entrusted with the master’s 

talents, two servants invest and use what was given to them. The third 

hides his talent instead of using it and increasing it. And when the 

master returns, he throws him out into the outer darkness where there is 

weeping and gnashing of teeth. Surprise! And if we still don’t get it, if 

the parable of the talents was too vague, and the parable of the 

bridesmaids was too subtle, then today’s parable makes it absolutely, 

without a doubt clear to us. The Son of Man will come in all his glory. 

And we will be judged by whether we lived with mercy or not. And 
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Surprise! The righteous will spend eternity with God, while the 

unrighteous will spend eternity with the devil. Do you get it now?, the 

gospel of Matthew asks us. Do you understand?  Stay awake, O 

Christian. Be ready for the Lord.  Watch and wait. If you do not, if you 

do not keep your lamp burning and your talents engaged and your hands 

at work serving, then you will end up with a surprise, a big, bad one, on 

Judgment Day. 

The gospel of Matthew wants us to get it. It wants us to understand. It 

wants us to know that in no uncertain terms-- Jesus will return. And 

Judgment Day will come. And we must live in anticipation of it. 

Because we get one shot, we get one life to live for Jesus. And this 

gospel is determined for us to know it. And it is determined for the 

church to live it. So that in the end, there won’t be any surprises. 

Having said that, no matter how many times we read Matthew’s 

parables, they are surprisingly hard to take in. These stories are not 

gentle or easy. It’s hard to find much of God’s grace in them. But the 

more I’ve wrestled with them, the more I think of them as something I 

need to hear. And something the church needs to hear. In a time when 
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the world is frightened and frightening, and God seems far away and 

Jesus feels absent, we might be tempted to disengage, to hide ourselves, 

to shield our eyes from what’s happening out there and in here. We 

might be tempted to stop seeking and stop thinking and stop asking the 

important questions of who are we in Christ. And what we are we meant 

to do. And how are we are meant to be in the world. Matthew writes 

with those questions in mind and he writes to startle us. He writes to 

wake and shake the church. He writes with fiery inspiration that our 

lamps need to be lit, and our talents need to be in use, and that serving 

Jesus means actively serving the least and the last among us. 

Because on Judgment Day, we will be judged. But unlike the sheep and 

the goats, it will not be a surprise for us. We know what will happen. 

Matthew gives us a cheat sheet for the day. He flips to the back of the 

teacher’s manual and gives us the answers to the test. There won’t be 

any surprises for us. We will come to that Day, prepared and ready for it. 

Knowing that Jesus won’t judge us by what car we drive or where we 

live or how much money we make or the degrees we’ve earned or the 

titles we’ve held or the number of likes we have on social media. It 
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won’t matter what church we went to, or how long our family went there 

or what creeds we confess or what opinions we have about Jesus or what 

editorials we wrote about him. What will matter in the end is not how 

big our church building was or how many people came to our church or 

how much others thought of our church, but how much we thought about 

the least of these among us. The most in need. What will matter is how 

we cared for the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick, and 

the imprisoned That is how Jesus will judge us. By our acts of mercy. 

By what we did when we thought God wasn’t looking. 

Matthew doesn’t want us to be surprised. Not like those in our parable 

today. They are surprised that serving the last and the least equals 

serving Jesus. The goats are especially surprised by all of this.  They are 

surprised by Jesus’ judgment, and by his condemnation of them. They 

are surprised that because they did not feed or clothe or visit or welcome 

or care for the least of these, they have not served their Lord as they 

should. They didn’t do those things, they say, but they would have. They 

would have done those things, had they but known. Had they but known, 

they would have done things differently. “WHEN was it that we saw you 
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and did not take care of you?”, they ask. When? When did we see YOU, 

Jesus among all those wretched people? 

It’s a terrible surprise for them. When was it that we saw you? When did 

we see you hungry or naked or in prison? Because if we had seen YOU, 

Lord. If we had seen you, we would have helped you. If we had seen 

you, Jesus, we would have emptied out our fridges to feed you. If we 

had seen You, we would have turned on our taps and given you all the 

expensive Midway water you could drink. If you were naked, we would 

have given you all the clothes in our closet. If you were sick, we would 

have visited you every day in the hospital. If you were in prison, we 

would have come and we would have emptied out our pockets and gone 

through the metal detectors and we would have been buzzed through 

every locked door to see you. But we didn’t see You, Lord.  

You didn’t see, says Jesus. You didn’t see me among the least of these. 

But that was me. I was the single mom at the food bank. I was the man 

working two jobs to take care of my kids. I was the man without a warm 

coat. I was the bag lady. I was the illegal alien. I was the one sleeping on 

a park bench. I was the one passed from foster home to foster home. I 
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was the one who came to school with yesterday’s clothes on. I was the 

one in need of mercy. That was me. Surprise! 

The goats did not know. On Judgment Day, they are surprised. They are 

surprised by the eternal ramifications of what they did not do. They are 

shocked. And so are we. We are shocked by the harshness of it all. We 

are shocked by the abrupt, no-second-chances condemnation. But I think 

that’s the point. I think that’s Matthew’s point and Jesus’ point. That we 

need to be shocked, right now. We need to be surprised now so we 

won’t be surprised later, come Judgment Day. The church needs to be 

surprised so that we will wake up and shake off our indifference and 

become the church that surprises the world with mercy. With how we 

care for the least of these as if we are caring for Jesus himself. With how 

we love the unloved when everyone else thinks God isn’t looking. 

Surprise, says the Bible. The least of these is who Jesus identifies with. 

It’s who Jesus cares for and loves. It may be a surprise to the world, but 

it’s shouldn’t surprise us. Because we know Jesus. We know how he 

was born in a cold barn, a hungry baby in need of food. We know he 

was a refugee on the run to Egypt, in need of a cup of cold water. When 
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he grew he was a traveler, an itinerant preacher, a stranger in need of 

welcome. He became a convicted criminal, a prisoner, a man on death 

row, in need of compassion. He was a naked body on the cross, beaten 

and bruised and broken, in need of a shroud to cover him. Jesus was all 

of those. He was in need of mercy. And though we can’t care for him 

now, we can do the next best thing. We can care for those like him, the 

least of these in need of mercy now. 

On Judgment day, we know how it will go. We know what Jesus will 

expect. We know how he wants us to live and how he wants us to be the 

church. Like the sheep in the parable that lived with mercy. Because of 

the mercy of a God who is merciful to us. Who offers us the least likely 

of people, the riches of heaven, a glorious inheritance, as Paul calls it. A 

gift. For me, for you. Surprise! The mercy of God is ours. So we live 

mercifully. We are to do the most humble of jobs with the greatest of 

love. We care for the least and the last as if we are caring for Jesus. We 

live to surprise the world with God’s grace. 

Live, O church, with mercy. Love, O people of God, the least of these. 

So that on that great day when we meet our Savior face to face there will 
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be no bad surprise. Only the good surprise that God was with us when 

we weren’t looking. When did we see you, Lord? Surprise, I was that 

waitress you tipped well. I was the family that ate food from your 

Community Garden.  I was the neighbor you welcomed. I was the 

parolee that you be-friended. I needed coat for the winter and you gave 

me one. I needed someone to listen, I needed someone to see me, I 

needed someone to love me and you did. Now come, you that are 

blessed by my Father, and inherit the kingdom.’ For you saw the need 

and the hurt of the world, and you responded as if it were the hurt and 

need of Jesus. Well done, good and faithful servant. Well done. 


