
g,,, /{ 13 
SUNDAY J MARCH 4J 1984 

"GOOD AND BAD SURPRISES" 

MATTHEW 25:31-46 

BEGINNING WITH THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS OF 

THE BIBLE AND THROUGHOUT THE HISTORY OF THE 

CHRISTIAN CHURCH AND THE-JEWISH FAITH FROM 

WHICH CHRISTIANITY WAS BORNJ THERE HAS BEEN 

THE IDEA OF SOME KIND OF DIVINE JUDGMENT. AT 

TIMES THIS CONCEPT OF DIVINE JUDGMENT HAS TAKEN 

SOME VERY EXPLICIT FORMS. 

FOR EXAMPLEJ THERE HAVE BEEN THOSE WHO HAVE 

EXPECTED CHRIST TO RETURN ANY DAY SOON AND 

HAVE CONFIDENTLY WAITED FOR THAT RETURN. ·I 

REMEMBER ONE MAN THAT I KNEW WHO WAS FILLED 

� TO OVERFLOWING WITH HIS DIRE PREDICTIONS OF 

THE END OF THE WORLD. EACH MORNING HE WOULD 

COME OUT OF THE HOUSEJ LOOK UP AT THE SKYJ 

AND SAY ALMOST JOYFULLYJ nTHIS COULD BE THE 

JUDGMENT DAY.u WHEN ASKED WHAT WOULD HAPPEN 

IF IT WERE J HE WOULD REPLYJ "THE SAINTS WILL 

BE CAUGHT UP IN.GLORYJ AND THE REST WILL BE 

THROWN INTO A SEA OF FIRE.n AND OF COURSE 

HE WAS CERTAIN THAT HE WOULD BE NUMBERED AMONG 

THE SAINTS. 

OTHERS HAVE THOUGHT OF DIVINE JUDGMENT NOT 

SO MUCH AS ONE PARTICULAR DAY ON WHICH ALL 

PEOPLE WILL BE JUDGEDJ BUT RATHER AS THE 

CONVICTION THAT WE LIVE IN A MORAL WORLD AND 

THAT "WHAT WE SOW WE WILL ALSO REAPJ" AS THE 



NEW TESTAMENT PUTS IT. ANOTHER WAY OF SAYING 

THIS IS THAT THROUGHOUT LIFE WE HUMAN BEINGS 

ARE FACED WITH CHOICES) AND WE CAN CHOOSE TO 

DO GOOD OR CHOOSE TO DO EVILJ AND THAT 

CONSEQUENCES FOLLOW FROM THOSE CHOICES, 

BIBLICAL SCHOLARS HAVE NOTED THAT INITIALLY 

THE IDEA OF DIVINE JUDGMENT AS PRESENTED IN 

THE BIBLE WAS ASSOCIATED WITH THE PUNISHMENT 

THAT CAME ON THOSE WHO DISOBEYED GOD, IT WAS 

A DAY OF JUDGMENT FOR ADAM AND EVE WHEN THEY 

WERE DISCOVERED IN DISOBEDIENCE BY Gan AND 

EXPELLED FROM THE GARDEN OF EDEN. IT WAS A 

DAY OF JUDGMENT FOR CAIN WHEN HE KILLED HIS 

BROTHER AND WAS SENT TO ROAM THE EARTH. 
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LATER IN THE OLD TESTAMENTJ THE.PROPHETS 

REGARDED HISTORICAL EVENTS LIKE THE DESTRUCTION 

OF THE CITY J THE TEMPLE} THE EXECUTION OF A 

KINGJ AND THE DEPORTATION OF THE PEOPLES INTO 

EXILE AS DAYS OF JUDGMENT. IN OTHER WORDSJ 

HISTORICAL CRISES WHICH DETERMINED THE FATE 

OF NAT IONS WERE R'EL I GI OUSL Y I NT ERP RETED AS 

JUDGMENTS IN FACTJ JUDGMENTS OF GOD PRONOUNCED 

AT DEFINITE TIMES AND PLACES IN HISTORY, 

JUDGMENT OCCURRED OVER AND OVER AGAIN. 

LATER ON J THE NOTION OF DIVINE JUDGMENT WAS 

TRANSFORMED IN ITS CONCEPT· TO ONE GREAT JUDGMENT 

DAY AT THE END OF THE WORLD WITH Goo BEING 

ON THE; JUDGMENT THRONE PRONOU�IC I NG DOOM UPON 

GOVERNMENTS } INDIVIDUALS} AND NATIONS. THE 

BOOK OF DANIEL IN THE OLD TESTAMENT} FOR 
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EXAMPLE ) IS FILLED WITH DESCRIPTIONS OF SUCH 
A JUDGMENT DAY J AS IS THE BOOK OF REVELATION 
IN THE NEW TESTAMENT. NO LONGER IS IT SOMETHING 
THAT HAPPENS TO PEOPLE IN HISTORY. IT IS ACTUALLY 
THE LAST DAY J THE DAY WHEN THE WHOLE OF CREATION 
MOVES INTO A NEW PHASE OF MEANING. THEN BEGINS 
THE GOLDEN AGE ON EARTH AND. IN HEAVEN, 

So AGAIN) REMEMBER THESE TWO POINTS: 1) THE 
IDEA OF SOME FORM OF DIVINE JUDGMENT AND A 
DAY OF JUDGMENT IS AN ESSENTIAL PART OF THE 
JEWISH HERITAGE FROM �HICH CHRISTIANITY CAMEJ 

AND 2) THE CHRISTIAN NOTIONS OF DIVINE JUDGMENT 
GENERALLY HAVE FALLEN INTO THESE SAME TWO 
CATEGORIES) NAMELYJ THAT JUDGMENT IS A FACT 
ENCOUNTERED IN DAILY LIFEJ OR THAT THERE WILL 
BE SOME KIND OF FINAL DAY AT THE END OF HISTORY 
WHEN ALL WILL BE BROUGHT BEFORE THE JUDGMENT 
SEAT OF Goo. 

IN ADDITION TO THESE IDEAS ) JESUS ALWAYS 
EMPHASIZED TWO OTHER POINTS CONCERNING DIVINE 
JUDGMENT -- FIRSTJ THAT NO ONE KNOWS EXACTLY 
WHEN OR HOW DIVINE JUDGMENT WILL TAKE PLACE; 
THUS J HE CAUTIONED HIS DISCIPLES TO BE PREPARED 
ANDJ AT THE SAME TIME J NOT TO DWELL TOO MUCH 
ON TRYING TO FIGURE OUT ANY TIME OR PLACE) 
BUT RATHER TO GO ABOUT ONE'S BUSINESS, AND 
THE SECOND POINT WHICH JESUS ALWAYS EMPHASIZED 
ABOUT Goo's JUDGMENT) WHENEVER AND HOWEVER 

IT MIGHT TAKE PLACE) IS THAT THERE ARE GOING 
TO BE SURPRISES) SOME GOOD AND SOME BAD. THE 
PARABLE OF DIVINE JUDGMENT WE ARE LOOKIN.G AT 



THIS MORNING ESPECIALLY MAKES THIS POINT) AS 
WE SHALL SEE. 

LET'S NOW.LOOK AT THIS PARABLE OF JUDGMENT) 
ORJ AS IT IS SOMETIMES CALLED) THE PARABLE 
OF THE SHEEP AND THE GOATS. IT IS MUCH MORE 
THAN A PARABLE OF JUDGMENT. No OTHER PIECE 
OF JESUS' RECORDED TEACHING EXPRESSES SO 
ELOQUENTLY AND BEAUTIFULLY THE ETHICAL SPIRIT 
OF BOTH JUDAISM AND THE CHRISTIAN FAITH. 

THE PARABLE MAKES THREE MAIN POINTS) AND ALL 
CONTAIN THE ELEMENT OF SURPRISE. 

1. THE FIRST POINT CAN BE SUMMED UP IN THE 
PHRASE) "THE WAY WE TREAT PEOPLE ·Is THE WAY 
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WE TREAT Goo." AND IN THIS PARABLE THE EMPHASIS 
IS ON THE WAY WE TREAT THE KIND OF PEOPLE WHO 
ARE USUALLY FORGOTTEN BY MOST OF SOCIETY --

@THOSE WHO LACK THE BASIC NECESSITIES OF LIFE 
THAT MOST OF US TAKE FOR GRANTED

'"

:·- FOODJ DRI ��KJ 

CLOTHING) AND SHELTER;�vTHOSE WHO ARE LONELY) 
SUCH AS THE STRANGERS IN OUR MIDST} WHICH WOULD 
ALSO INCLUDE THOSE WHO ARE DIFFERENT FROM THE 
MAJORITY AND THEREFORE ARE OFTEN EXCLUDED 
BECAUSE OF OU.R BIASES AND PREJUD ICESn>THE 
SICKJ WHICH INCLUDE THE ELDERLY WHO ARE IN 
NURSING HOMES;(0·AND THOSE IN PR I SON FOR WHATEVER 
REASON. THESE ARE THE REAL OUTCASTS IN OUR 
SOCIETY ) TRULY THE FORGOTTEN, 

THUS J SAID JESUS} WHEN WE ARE KIND AND HOSPITABLE 
TO SUCH FORGOTTEN PEOPLE} WE ARE BEING KIND 
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AND HOSPITABLE TO GoD. "INASMUCH AS YOU DID 
IT UNTO ONE OF THE LEAST OF THESE WHO ARE MY 
BROTHERS AND SISTERS, YOU DID IT UNTO ME.u 
THE WAY WE TREAT PEOPLE) PARTICULARLY THE 
FORGOTTEN AND THE OUTCASTS OF SOCIETY) IS THE 
WAY WE TREAT Goo. SERVICE OF GOD AND SERVICE 
OF OTHER HUMAN BE I �JGS CANNOT BE SEPARATED,. 

NOTICE ESPECIALLY HOW THE ELEMENT OF SURPRISE 
AND ASTONISHMENT ALREADY ENTERS IN. BY WHAT 
CRITERIA DOES GOD JUDGE us? SU·RPRISE!' GOD 
DOESN 'T FIRST ASK US WHAT WE BELIEVEJ OR -IF 
WE GO TO THE RIGHT CHURCH OR SYNAGOGUE, Goo 

DOESN 'T CAR.E IF WE BELONG TO THE UN I TED CHURCH 
OF CHRIST OR THE UNITED PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
OR THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH OR THE ROMAN 
CATHOLIC CHURCH ) A PARTICULAR KIND OF LUTHERAN 
CHURCH) OR ANY OTHER CHURCH

J
_OR IF WE WERE 

BAPTIZED BY IMMERSION OR IN SOME OTHER WAY. 
GOD WANTS TO KNOW: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE WITH 
THE FORGOTTEN PEOPLE IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD OR 
NATION? WHAT ABOUT THE LONELY PERSON WHERE 
YOU WORK? WHAT ABOUT THE PERSON WHO IS NEVER 
INCLUDED AT SCHOOL? WHAT ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
YOU DISLIKE? HAVE YOU VISITED THE LOCAL JAIL? 
OR DO YOU THINK SUCH PEOPLE ARE BETTER FORGOTTEN? 

2. THE SECOND MAIN POINT OF THE PARABLE IS 
THIS: SOME PEOPLE DISCOVER THATJ ALTHOUGH 
THEY HAVE NOT KNOWN IT1 THEY HAVE BEEN ON Goo's 

SIDE ) HAVE BEEN DOING Goo's WORK AND Goo's 

WILL ALL THE TIME, SURPRISE! SOME PEOPLE 

ARE RELIGIOUS IN THE BEST s ·ENSE OF THE WORD 
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WITHOUT KNOWING IT. 

THE FACT IS, THE TRULY RIGHTEOUS ARE ALWAYS 
SURPRISED. "WHO? ME? I HAVEN'T DONE ANYTHING 
SPECIAL!" THEY ARE SURPRISED THAT ANYONE WOULD 
EVEN NOTICE THEIR DEEDS-OR CALL THEM GOOD. 

IN THE PARABL�, GOD SAYS TO THEM, °COMEJ 0 
BLESSED, INHERIT THE KINGDOM PREPARED FOR YOU 
FROM THE FOUNDATION OF THE WORLD." IN OTHER 
WORDS, "COME, HERE IS YOUR WELL DESERVED 
REWARD, u BECAUSE GOD SAYS, uWHEN I WAS HUNGRY, 
YOU GAVE ME FOOD; WHEN I WAS THIRSTY., YOU GAVE 
ME SOMETHING TO DRINK; WHEN I WAS A STRANGER., 
YOU WELCOMED ME; WHEN 1 WAS SICK, YOU VISITED 
ME; WHEN I WAS NAKED, YOU CLOTHED ME; WHEN 
I WAS IN PRISON, YOU VISITED ME." 

THEY ARE SURP-R I SED., AND THEY ASK, ."WHE�� DID 
WE EVER MEET YOU, GOD?n 

AND THE EQUALLY 
SURPRISING ANSWER, ''As· YOU DID IT TO ONE OF 
THE LEAST OF THESE MY BROTHERS AND SISTERS, 
YOU DID IT UNTO ME." 

THERE ARE SOME PEOPLE (MAY THEIR NUMBER INCREASE) 
WHO JUST GO ABOUT HELP I t�G ANYONE IN NEED S.I MPL Y 
BECAUSE THAT IS THE RIGHT THING TO DO. IN 

AN OLD NOVELJ MIRIAM'S SCHOOLING., WE MEET A 
PERSON CALLED MRS, JOLL., WHO IS UNPLEASANT., 
UNKEMPT, QUARRELSOME, BUT WHOSE REDEEMING 

QUALITY IS THIS: SHE COMES INSTANTLY TO THE 
HELP OF ANYONE -- STRANGER OR NEIGHBOR -- IN 

HIS OR HER ILLNESS OR NEED. THE NOVELIST SAYS 

• 
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OF HER SHE HAS DONE ''THE ONE THING WHICHJ IF 
EVER THERE IS TO BE A JUDGMENT DAYJ WILL PUT 
HER ON THE RIGHT HAND) NUMBERED AMONG THE SHEEP 
AND NOT THE GOATS; WHEN ALL SORTS OF SCIENTIFIC 
PEOPLE J RELIGIOUS PEOPLE J STUDENTS OF POETRYJ 

PEOPLE WITH EXQUISITE EMOTIONSJ WILL GO TO 
THE LEFT AND BE DAMNED EVERLASTINGLY, u 

CERTAINLY THE PARABLE MAKES IT CLEAR THAT TO 
BE GOOD MEANS TO BE GOOD TO SOMEONE J TO BE 
GOOD FOR SOMETHING, AND THE . TRULY GOOD PEOPLE 
ARE NOT EVEN AWARE THAT THEY ARE DOING GOOD, 

3, THE THIRD MAIN POINT OF THE PARABLE IS 
THIS: THERE ARE SOME PEOPLE WHO ARE GOING 
TO BE SURPRISED IN A BAD WAY.· THEY HAD ALWAYS 
THOUGHT OF THEMSELVES AS RELIGIOUS, THEY WERE 
SURE THEY HAD THE RIGHT BELIEFJ THE RIGHT 
THEOLOGY J BELONGED TO THE RIGHT CHURCHJ WERE 
NUMBERED AMONG THE ELECT, THUS THEY ARE 
SURPRISED WHEN GOD SAYS TO THEM J uDEPART FROM 
ME J YOU CURSED J INTO THE ETERNAL FIRE PREPARED 
FOR THE DEVIL AND HIS ANGELS. '' AND THEY CAN'T 
BELIEVE IT, uWHY?u THEY ASK. aWHAT DID WE 
DO TO DESERVE THAT JUDGMENTJ THAT SENTENCE?» 

AND ACCORDING TO THE PARABLE J GOD ANSWERS J 

nlT'S WHAT YOU DIDN 'T DO THAT HAS CONDEMNED 
YOU. 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 MEJ 
NAKED AND YOU DID NOT CLOTHE MEJ S ICK AND IN 

PRISON AND YOU DID NOT VISIT ME. n 
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uBUT HOW COULD THAT HAPPEN?u THEY ASK IN 
SURPRISE. "WHEN DID WE SEE YOU HUNGRY1 OR 
THIRSTY, OR A STRANGER, OR SICKJ OR IN PRISON?" 
THESE PEOPLE HAD ALWAYS ONLY THOUGHT OF Goo 
AS BEING FOUND IN SAFE PLACES. THEY NEVER 
THOUGHT OF GOD AS BEING PRESENT I�! THE SOCIAL 
OUTCASTS OF THEIR SOCIETY. THEY NEVER THOUGHT 
OF GOD AS BEING PRESENT IN THE PROBLEMS OF 
SOCIETY. 

WHAT EVER IN THE WORLD WOULD GOD BE DOING AMONG 
THE DIVORCED1 THE HANDICAPPED1 THE POORJ THE 
MINORITIES) THE UNEMPLOYED1 THE ABUSED CHILDREN 
OR ABUSED WOMEN OR MEN? WHAT .EVER IN THE WORLD 
WOULD GOD BE DOING AMONG HOMOSEXUALS OR ALCOHOLICS 
OR MENTALLY DI STU.RB ED PEOPLE? ''WE' RE SORRY 
WE MISSED YOU, Goo, OR NEGLECTED YOUJ BUT WE 
DIDN'T THINK YOU'D BE IN SUCH PLACES. WE 

EXPECTED TO FIND YOU ONLY AMONG THE RIGHTEOUS, 
ONLY AMONG THE BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE1 ONLY AMONG 
OUR KIND OF PEOPLE AND IN OUR KIND OF CHURCH. "· 

I N  THE OLD TESTAMENT, THE PROPHET JONAH HAD 
THE SAME PROBLEMi HE WAS SURPRISED THAT Goo 
WOULD BE INTERESTED IN THE CORRUPT PEOPLE OF 
�JI �JEVEH I 

OR PERHAPS THESE PEOPLE WHO HAD MISSED GOD 
WERE SIMPLY WAITING FOR A BIGGER AND MORE 
SENSATIONAL WAY TO SERVE Goo. AFTER ALLJ 

THERE'S NOTHING VERY EXCITING ABOUT FEEDING 
THE HUNGRY OR CLOTHING THE NAKED OR VISITING 
THOSE IN JAIL, WE EXPECT TO FIND AND SERVE 



GOD IN THE BIG EVENTSJ WHERE THE ACTION IS. 
SURELY WHEN WE MEET GoDJ THERE WILL BE A 

BLINDING LIGHT J OR AT LEAST SOME KIND OF 
OVERWHELMING EXPERIENCE. BUT .MAYBE NOT! 

SOME OF YOU WILL REMEMBER THE STORY OF THE 
SHOE COBBLER AND HIS GUEST, THIS ELDERLY 
SHOEMAKER WAS LOVED AND HONORED BY THE PEOPLE 

. . 

IN HIS VILLAGE. IN FACT J THEY OFTEN CALLED 
HIM "FATHER MARTIN. n 

ONE EVENING HE SAID TO HIMS.ELF J llIF JEsu·s WERE 
BORN HERE IN MY TOWN J I KNOW WHAT I WOULD GIVE 
HIM. '' HE ROSE FROM HIS STOOL AND TOOK FROM 
A SHELF OVERHEAD TWO TINY SHOES OF SOFTEST 
SNOW WHITE LEATHERJ WITH BRIGHT SILVER BUCKLES, 
" I  WOULD GIVE HIM THESEJ MY FINEST WORK," 

REPLACING THE SHOESJ HE BLEW OUT THE CANDLES 
AND WENT TO BED. HARDLY HAD HE CLOSED HIS 
EYESJ WHEN HE HEARD 
llMARTIN! MARTIN! ll 

PRESENCE. THEN THE 

A VOICE CALL HIS NAME: 
INTUITIVELY HE FELT A 

, 

VOICE SPOKE AGAIN: 
nMARTIN J YOU HAVE WISHED TO SEE ME, TOMORROW 
I SHALL PASS BY YOUR WINDOWi IF YOU SEE ME 
AND BID ME ENTER J I SHALL BE YOUR GUEST AT 
YOUR TABLE," 

FATHER MARTIN DID NOT SLEEP THAT NIGHT FOR 
JOY J AND BEFORE IT WAS DAWN HE ROSE AND SWEPT 
AND TIDIED UP HIS LITTLE SHOP. HE SPREAD FRESH 
SAND UPON THE FLOOR. ON THE SPOTLESSj LINEN 
COVERED TABLE HE PLACED A LOAF OF WHITE BREADJ 



A JAR OF HONEY, AND A PITCHER OF MILK, AND 
OVER THE FIRE HE HUNG A POT OF TEA. THEN HE 
TOOK UP HIS PATIENT VIGIL AT THE WINDOW, 

PRESENTLY, HE SAW AN OLD STREET SWEEPER PASS 
BY, BLOWING UPON HIS THIN, GNARLED HANDS TO 
WARM THEM, nPOOR FELLOW -- HE MUST BE HALF 
FROZEN J II THOUGHT MART IN I OPEN I �iG TH.E DOOR, 
HE CALLED OUT TO HIM, ''COME lt� J .MY FR I ENDJ 
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AND WARM YOURSELF AND DRINK A CUP OF HOT TEA," 
AND THE MAN GRACEFULLY ACCEPTED THE INVITATION. 

AN HOUR PASSED, AND MARTIN SAW A YOUNG ) MISERABLY 
CLOTHED WOMAN CARRYING A BABY. SHE PAUSED 
WEARILY TO REST IN THE SHELTER OF HIS DOORWAY. 
THE HEART OF THE OLD COBBLER WAS TOUCHED. 
QUICKLY, HE FLUNG OPEN THE DOOR. nCOME IN 
AND WARM YOURSELF WHILE YOU REST, n  HE SAID 
TO HER. nyOU DO NOT LOOK WELL.n 

" I  AM GOING TO THE HOSPITAL. I HOPE THEY WILL 
TAKE ME IN AND MY BABY BOYJu SHE EXPLAINED, 

"MY HUSBAND IS AT SEA, AND I AM ILL, WITHOUT 
A PENNY.n upOOR CHILD!" SAID FATHER MARTIN. 
"You MUST EAT SOMETHING WHILE YOU ARE GETTING 
WARM. No? THEN LET ME GIVE A CUP OF MILK 

TO THE LITTLE ONE, WHAT A BRIGHT, PRETTY 
LITTLE FELLOW HE IS! WHY, YOU HAVE PUT NO 
SHOES ON HIM.n ul HAVE NO SHOES FOR HIM,n 

SAID THE MOTHER SADLY. "THEN YOU SHALL HAVE 

THIS LOVELY PAIR I FINISHED YESTERDAY�n AND 

HE TOOK DOWN FROM THE SHELF THE SOLF LITTLE 

SNOW WHITE SHOES HE HAD ADMIRED THE EVENING 
BEFORE. AND SHORTLY AFTER, THE YOUNG MOTHER 
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LEFT. 

MARTIN RESUMED HIS PLACE AT THE WINDOW. HOUR 

AFTER HOUR WENT BYJ AND, ALTHOUGH MANY PEOPLE 

PASSED HIS WINDOW AND MANY NEEDY SOULS SHARED 

HIS HOSPITALITY, THE EXPECTED GUEST DID NOT 

APPEAR. "IT WAS ONLY A DREAM,n HE SIGHED WITH 

A HEAVY HEART. ul DID HOPE AND BELIEVE, BUT 

HE HAS NOT COME. u 

SUDDENLY, SO IT SEEMED TO HIS WEARY EYES, A 

VISION APPEARED) AND HE SAW AGAIN BEFORE HIM, 

ONE BY ONE, THE POOR STREET SWEEPER, THE SICK 

MOTHER AND HER CHILD, AND THE OTHER PEOPLE 

H.E HAD AIDED DURING THE DAY. At�D EACH SMILED 

AT HIM AND SAID, nHAVE YOU NOT SEEN ME? DID 

I NOT SIT AT YOUR TABLE?u THEN THEY VANISHEb, 

AND THEN HE HEARD THE WORDS, nfOR I WAS HUNGRY 

AND YOU GAVE ME FOOD; I WAS THIRSTY AND YOU 

GAVE ME DRINK; I WAS A STRANGER AND YOU TOOK 

ME IN, INASMUCH AS YOU HAVE DON� IT TO ONE 

OF THE LEAST OF THESE WHO ARE MY BROTHERS AND 

SISTERSJ YOU HAVE DONE IT UNTO ME. u AMEN. 

\ 


