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Beatitudes (see Mt. 5:2-11) by the word of “the King” 
(Mt. 25:34, “come”) and, therefore, will “inherit the 
kingdom prepared for you” (v. 34) and “eternal life” (v. 
46). Included in Matthew’s broader picture are also those 
“disciples of all nations” who, in accordance with Jesus’s 
command to His Galilean disciples, will also be made 
by “baptizing” and “teaching” (Mt. 28:19). That the 
kingdom has already been “prepared” for all disciples 
of Jesus “from the foundation of the world” (Mt. 25:34) 
shows the gratuity and security of the Father’s merciful 
election of the sheep through Christ, the shepherd king. 
Christ’s kingdom is greater than that of David, the other 
shepherd king, since David himself “in the Spirit, calls 
him [i.e., Jesus], Lord” (see Mt. 22:43, citing Ps. 110:1). 
Therefore, the greater kingdom “inherited” by those who 
heed the voice of the shepherd king (Mt. 25:34, “come”) 
delivers nothing less than life eternal with God, that is, 
communion and fellowship with Christ in His kingdom 
without end.

EXEGETICAL NOTES

Telling the Story

 The text paints a striking picture of Christ’s coming at 
the Last Day to judge “all the nations” (v. 31), which, as 
the language of sitting on “his glorious throne” shows (v. 
31), draws attention to the Son of Man’s divine lordship 
or kingship over all creation (see the references to Christ 
as “the King” in vv. 34, 40, and as “Lord” in vv. 37, 44). 
Such lordship extends not only to “all the nations” but 
also to the unseen world, since “all the angels with him” 
serve as the instruments of His judgment (v. 31; see, 
for example, Mt. 24:31 where “his angels…will gather 
his elect”).

 Matthew explains who are the people under the Son 
of Man’s judgment by drawing a clear contrast between 
“the sheep” or “the righteous” (vv. 37, 46) and “the 
goats” (vv. 32-33), between those “who are blessed by 
my Father” (v. 34) and the “cursed” (v. 41). A farming 
image dramatically highlights such contrast by depicting 
the final judgment as a shepherd’s gathering of all animals 
(v. 32, “all the nations”), but not without first separating 
the sheep from the goats (v. 32) by placing the former 
“on his right” and the latter “on the left” (v. 33). That 
the shepherd “will place the sheep on his right” (v. 33) 
indicates their share in His glory, since their Lord Jesus 
sits at God’s right hand (see Mt. 22:43). 

 In the Gospel’s broader context, the sheep are his 
“disciples” who have been declared “blessed” in the 



SERMON NOTES

Lutheran Immigration & Refugee Service  |  700 Light Street, Baltimore, MD 21230  |  (410) 230-2700  |  LIRS.org/refugeesunday

Matthew 25:31-46

Rev. Dr. Leopoldo A. Sánchez M., Director, Center for Hispanic Studies at Concordia Seminary

Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod

“go away,” Mt. 25:46). Apart and away from Christ, their 
lawlessness and unrighteousness follow them and thus 
their destiny is hopeless and bleak, to wit, “the eternal 
fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Mt. 25:41; 
see Mt. 18:8) or “eternal punishment” (Mt. 25:46). The 
way of the kingdom of life is sweeter: Those who belong 
to the King cannot do other than extend the hand of 
welcome and care for “the least of these.”

APPLICATIONS FOR TODAY

Not Like Goats

 Strictly speaking, “the least of these my brothers” 
in this particular text are disciples of Jesus. He who 
rejects them rejects Jesus Himself. How many refugees 
and asylum seekers are actually disciples of Jesus from 
all nations, and thus our own spiritual brothers and 
sisters? Yet we find that, especially in the midst of highly 
politicized times and sensationalist media coverage 
about immigration and immigrants, Christians themselves 
at times speak harshly about disciples of Jesus who are 
escaping violence and death in order to seek a better 
way of life in this country. When a brother or sister in 
Christ turns against one of their own, the contemporary 
prophet can use the text as a stern warning to the old 
sinful creature in us. An offense against “one of the least 
of these” is an offense against Jesus Himself, especially 
if one considers seriously their identity as representatives 
of the Lord in the world from whom we have much to 
learn about Christian faith, hope, and love in the midst of 
great suffering and hardships.

 The text also draws a contrast between the types of life 
in the world exemplified by the sheep who heed the call of 
their shepherd, and the goats who do not. Matthew draws 
such a contrast through a representative Christology, 
that is, one in which Christ comes to all people in the 
form of (or is represented by) His disciples, “the least of 
these my brothers” (Mt. 25:40; “the least of these” in v. 
45; see also Mt. 28:10). Matthew frames Jesus’ whole 
eschatological teaching on “the Son of Man” within the 
context of this representative Christology, according to 
which “whoever receives you receives me, and whoever 
receives me receives him who sent me” (Mt. 10:42). He 
who receives the Son receives the Father, and he who 
receives the disciples receives the Son. The disciples act 
in the name of, under the “authority” (see Mt. 28:18) of, 
or as an extension of their Lord in the world. As their 
Lord, they too can be rejected or welcomed. 

 Will people, the nations, receive Jesus in His 
representatives (that is, his “brothers”) and, in doing so, 
welcome Him into their lives? By giving food to the hungry 
and drink to the thirsty (see Mt. 10:42), clothing the 
naked, welcoming the stranger, and visiting the sick and 
those in prison (Mt. 25:35-39), the righteous or blessed 
ones “did it to me” [i.e., Jesus] (v. 40). Their place in the 
kingdom of life has already been prepared for them, and 
their works follow them, and so the King welcomes them 
into their inheritance at the Last Day. Those who “did not 
minister to you” [i.e. Jesus], or “did not do it to me” [i.e., 
Jesus] through acts of care and compassion on behalf of 
“the least of these my brothers” are not welcomed into 
the kingdom (“depart from me,” v. 41, see Mt. 7:23; and 
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They are the beneficiaries of Christ’s command to His 
first disciples to make disciples of “all nations” through 
baptism and teaching, and thus “will be gathered” before 
the Son of Man at the final judgment to enjoy eternal 
fellowship with Him. The text proclaims sure promises to 
“the least of these my brothers” (and sisters) or Jesus. 
The preacher can speak these promises to disciples 
of Jesus in the local congregation, as well as to those 
disciples who are strangers in our midst. Both are heirs 
of eternal life.

Their Fruits Follow Them

 The text weaves faith and works into one narrative. 
Those who hear the voice of the shepherd and put 
their faith in Him bear fruits of hospitality and welcome 
towards their brothers and sisters in Christ. Becoming 
one with Christ, His saints or disciples become one 
with each other. They become a community of happy 
exchanges because they share all things in common—
both their struggles and their blessings. Reflecting on 
Mt. 25, Luther notes that “whoever does him a kindness 
does it to Christ and all his saints…Again, man must be 
willing to share all the burdens and misfortunes of Christ 
and his saints, the cost as well as the profit.”1

 Luther explains further: “As love and support are given 
you [by Christ through his saints], you in turn must render 

 How many of these disciples of Jesus from all nations 
need food, drink, and clothing? How many are strangers 
craving for a welcoming hand? How many are alone 
and anxious in prisons and detention centers, hoping 
for someone to visit them? Moreover, has our harsh 
rhetoric, or apathetic silence, led others to reject or 
ignore these neighbors? By not attending to their needs, 
by not promoting the ministry of hospitality among 
them, we act like “goats” or the “cursed” who reject 
Christ and deserve nothing but “eternal punishment.” 
Otherwise stated, the time to repent has come lest we 
hear the words “depart from me” from the Son of Man 
and are separated from Him forever. The text calls us to 
contrition for not welcoming Jesus as He comes to us in 
His suffering saints.

Sheep We Are

 The text also offers the preacher a great opportunity 
to remind the “sheep” of their identity in Christ, their 
shepherd king, who will call them to “come” and “inherit 
the kingdom” or “eternal life” at the Last Day. They are 
the saints whom the Father has “blessed,” and for whom 
a place is already “prepared” in the kingdom “from 
the foundation of the world.” In Christ, their election is 
secure and their future bright. They receive their King 
and Lord gladly and welcome Him into their lives—a 
picture of faith and trust in Christ.

1 Martin Luther, The Blessed Sacrament of the Holy and True Blood of Christ, and the Brotherhoods, trans. Jeremiah J. Schindel, 
in Luther’s Works, ed. Helmut T. Lehman (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1960), 35:52-53.
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2 Ibid., 35:54.

3 “Therefore God rightly calls all persons murderers who do not offer counsel or assistance to those in need and peril of body and life. He 
will pass a most terrible sentence upon them at the Last Day, as Christ himself says. He will say: ‘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 me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in 
prison and you did not visit me.’ That is to say, ‘You would have permitted me and my family to die of hunger, thirst, and cold, to be torn to 
pieces by wild beasts, to rot in prison or perish from want.’” The Large Catechism, Ten Commandments, 191, in The Book of Concord, (p. 412).

continued…

them. This evangelical perspective bestows a certain 
dignity upon neighbors from all nations that allows us to 
reach out to them with the love of Christ in concrete acts 
of service.

 Moreover, there is an interpretive tradition even 
in Luther, which sees Matthew 25 broadly in terms 
of Yahweh’s identification with strangers in the Old 
Testament (see notes on Deuteronomy 10:12-22). In the 
Gospel, Christ mirrors Yahweh’s own heart in his own 
self-identification with strangers. Luther’s explanation 
to the 5th commandment in his Large Catechism serves 
as an example of this approach. Christ’s identification 
with “those in need and peril of body and life” functions 
as an expression of God’s own will for His children.3 As 
disciples of Christ, we are thus exhorted to promote the 
well-being of strangers in our midst. What opportunities 
do we have in our communities to advocate for and 
promote the life of refugees, asylum seekers, and other 
immigrants among us? Many of them are, quite literally, 
“in need and peril of body and life,” and require the 
priority of our love.

love and support to Christ in his needy ones…You must 
fight, work, pray, and—if you cannot do more—have 
heartfelt sympathy. See, this is what it means to bear 
in your turn the misfortune and misery and adversity of 
Christ and his saints.”2 When you are lonely in prison or 
a detention center, I visit you and accompany you. And 
when I am the stranger in need of a friendly hand, you 
extend that hand of welcome to me. That’s what happy 
exchanges look like among brothers and sisters in Christ.

Seeing with the Eyes of the Shepherd

 What of those who are not disciples yet? Here we must 
look at the text more broadly and note its broader cosmic 
end-time setting and potential evangelical trajectory. We 
may ask what the text says to the church in her mission 
in the world. She still awaits that Last Day, but in the 
meantime, continues to make disciples of all nations. The 
church must, therefore, see every single human being as 
someone for whom Christ gave His very life by taking 
the form of a servant king. That teaches His disciples 
today to see vulnerable neighbors with compassionate 
eyes and take the form of a servant in their dealings with 
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II. Proclamation of Identity in Christ: 

Sheep We Are

a. Christ welcomes us: Because of Christ, our shepherd 
king, God has blessed us and prepared a place 
for us in the kingdom. Our election in Christ is a 
sure promise. At the Last Day, Christ will call us to 
“come” into eternal life and inherit His kingdom 
which has no end. Christ gathers and welcomes us 
to enjoy fellowship with Him. (Depending on the 
hearers, the preacher can proclaim these promises 
to disciples of Jesus, who are in the U.S. as either 
citizens/residents, or to those who are from among 
other nations in our midst.) 

b. We welcome Christ in His saints: Because Christ has 
welcomed us, we welcome Christ in our lives. We 
do this in two ways, namely, through faith (trust) in 
Christ, and by loving Christ in His suffering saints. 
(The preacher may refer to a quotation from Martin 
Luther’s The Blessed Sacrament, where he speaks of 
saints sharing each other’s burdens and love, cost 
and profit.)

c. Happy exchanges: Luther speaks of salvation as 
a “happy exchange,” in which Christ gives us His 
righteousness for our unrighteousness. In The 

Blessed Sacrament, Luther applies this image to our 
relationships with one another. Matthew 25 gives us 
an example of what “happy exchanges” look like 

SERMON OUTLINE

Applications for Today in Sermon Outline Format

I. Call to Repentance: Not Like Goats

a. Many refugees, asylum seekers, and immigrants 
are “the least of these,” that is, disciples of Jesus 
from among the nations. (The preacher could point 
out, for example, that there are Middle Eastern 
and Central American immigrants who are, quite 
literally, disciples of Jesus in distress and fleeing 
persecution. We have much to learn from them 
about faith, hope, and love.)

b. It is bad enough when Christians lack compassion 
for any vulnerable neighbors. It is a real shame 
when disciples of Jesus in the U.S. show a lack of 
concern for their own spiritual brothers and sisters 
in Christ. When they do so, they do not only reject 
the brother or sister, but the Lord Jesus Himself.

c. Due to the old nature (flesh) still clinging to 
Christians in this life, they must be warned against 
acting like “goats.” (The preacher can point to 
examples of what such acting looks like, as well 
as to the terrifying end the goats will meet when 
Christ returns.) 

continued…
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c. Christ reflects Yahweh’s love towards strangers in 
the Old Testament. (The preacher may choose to 
refer to the assigned Old Testament text from Deut. 
10:12-22). Because Yahweh’s love for the strangers 
includes neighbors outside the house of Israel, we 
can also see Christ’s love for strangers in the Gospel 
text as an instance of a broader biblical reality, 
namely, Christ’s mercy towards strangers both 
among and around God’s people.

d. The church is called to care for people of all nations 
“in need and peril of body and life,” wherever 
they are. Here Christ’s compassion is enacted and 
extended by His disciples to a hurting world. (The 
preacher may refer to Luther’s explanation to the 
fifth commandment in his Large Catechism. The 
preacher may then suggest potential ways to reach 
out to strangers in our midst, expand on the idea 
of a “priority of love” for needier neighbors, or 
suggest that “happy exchanges” can also occur 
out among the nations as we share in the lives of 
refugees and other immigrants.)

as we deal with each other. Here are some sections 
of the assigned text (see Mt. 25:35-39) that can be 
rephrased to illustrate such “happy exchanges”:

 
 1. I give you my lack for your abundance (can   

 apply to food, thirst, and clothing).
 2. I give you my need for belonging (marginality)   

 for your hospitality (welcome).
 3. I give you my sickness for your healing.
 4. I give you my loneliness for your 

 companionship (visitation).

III. Invitation to Service: 

Seeing with the Eyes of the Shepherd

a. The mission of the church is to make disciples of 
all nations. This task continues until the Last Day. 
The nations are in our midst today, and we should 
readily look at them through the compassionate 
eyes of our Shepherd.

b. Therefore, we see all strangers and prisoners in 
our midst today—particularly, refugees and asylum 
seekers in jails and detention centers—as people 
for whom Christ also gave His life. This evangelical 
attitude allows us to treat these suffering and 
traumatized neighbors in the best possible way, 
as well as to think and speak of them in the best 
possible light.


