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Ezekiel 34.11-16, 20-24 
Ephesians 1.15-end 
Matthew 25.31-end 

The Gospel is about a revolution of the imagination. The passage before us is one of shock 

and surprise, a parable in every sense as it leads us down the garden path in terms of 

expectation – where we are in this parable, who is welcome, and who is excluded – and 

then turns everything violently on its head. In the end everyone is as shocked as everyone 

else to end up where they are, and the hospitality of God, the way God welcomes us, 

depends entirely on the welcome that we have shown – or have failed to show – others. 

This parable overturns our understandings of judgement, inclusion and exclusion, how 

Christ is present in our world,, and about the final working out of a refrain we hear 

constantly in Matthew’s gospel: ‘Go and learn what this means, I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’   

 Pivotal to this story of judgement is Jesus’ statement first to the sheep: ‘truly I tell 

you, just as you did it to one of the least of these.... you did it to me,’ and then to the goats: 

‘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.’ Throughout the pages of Matthew’s Gospel reference is made to ‘the least of these,’ but 

these words have become so familiar to us that they have been drained of almost all their 

power. And yet, if we look a little deeper, we may find they still have the ability to shock 

and disturb us into the kingdom of heaven as in Matthew’s gospel it is ‘the least of these’ 

that mysteriously convey the presence and purpose of God in our world.  

 Perhaps the best known of Matthew’s stories of ‘the least of these’ appears in chapter 

19 where some ‘little children’ are brought forward to receive a blessing (Matthew 

19.13-15). Completely on the wrong side of things as usual, the disciples try to stop them, 

but Jesus is having none of it. ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for 

it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.’ Once again our modern ears 



have been stopped from hearing the true revolution behind this statement as our 

imaginations are immediately filled with cooing babies, cute booties and rosey cheeks. But 

Jesus has none of that in mind. Jesus here understands that children are those with no 

economic or political power, those who are entirely dependent upon others in trust and 

vulnerability. Jesus is saying that the most vulnerable and the most powerless, those who 

are most at risk in our violent and disordered world are precisely those who are at the 

centre of God’s concern. 

 Matthew is well known for being the gospel for the Church, being the only gospel 

who makes use of the word ‘ecclesia.’ What is more important for us here is that in 

Matthew 18 Jesus gives us a dramatic and surprising image for the Church. Not hundreds 

and thousands gathered in a mega-church, or a rich and successful congregation replete 

with mission-programmes, giant events, or even thunderous pipe organs, but ‘two or three’ 

gathered in the name of Christ. This is the church re-imagined. Re-imagined as a vulnerable 

and at-risk community standing in complete solidarity with the poor and outcast, those 

who not only side with the broken and dispossessed, but a church itself comprising of ‘the 

least of these.’ We must remember, as David Bentley Hart reminds us, it is only, ‘after 

Constantine that the church became that most lamentable of things – a pillar of respectable 

society.’ (Atheist Delusions, p.171). But for now, in Jesus’ imagination at least, the Church 

remains a scandal to respectability as it recognises the blessing of God in precisely those 

who are excluded from the normal arrangement of things. 

 Of course, ‘the least of these’ are seen most prominently in the passage we are 

considering today. And here they are far from cute. The threatening stranger, the 

disturbingly naked, the contagious sick, the disorderly and potentially violent prisoner. All 

these groups represent risk. They are people fundamentally at risk in our world as they 

have no power, no voice, no leverage in the world, but they also represent a risk to us as 

they threaten to confuse our categories, to disturb our comfort, to unsettle our neatly 

ordered way of being and doing.  



 It is here that Matthew’s Jesus pushes us into a new imaginative space. ‘Truly I tell 

you, just as you did it to one of the least of these... you did it to me.’ All of these people are 

those the world has had enough of, they have been written out of the world, written off: 

they are dangerous, needy, hopeless, meaningless, useless. But, says Jesus, I am with and in 

these people. This is what Rowan Williams has to say: 

 ‘Wisdom will always be an exile, a refugee, in a world constrained by endless   

 struggles for  advantage, where success lies always in establishing your position at  

 the expense of another’s. The first step in acquiring God’s Wisdom is therefore to  

 search for what one recent writer has called ‘the intelligence of the victim’ – not   

 because it is good or holy in itself to be a victim, far from it, but because looking at  

 the world from the point of view of those excluded by its systems of power free us  

 from the need always to be securing our own power at all costs.’ 

 Another revolutionary theme in this gospel is that of ‘God-with-us’. It should come as 

no surprise that the gospel writer that gives us this most devastating and revolutionary of 

parables – the parable of the sheep and the goats – gives two extraordinary images of this 

divine presence that so transforms the world. The first is in the vulnerability of a wordless 

child, miraculously born to a couple on the edge, a teenage mother and a foster-father, soon 

to be driven into Egypt as refugees fleeing from the violence of a political tyrant. The 

second is this same Jesus, this time as an adult, stripped, mocked, beaten and crucified, 

outside the structures of power, broken by violence and death. God’s presence, wrapped up 

in a vulnerable and helpless baby, hung limply on the cross in death, is finally also to be 

found in ‘the least of these,’ the hungry and the naked, the stranger and the prisoner. But 

what is our response going to be?  


