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Many people find comfort in the twenty-third Psalm, and that is so, I think, 

because the shepherd is armed to the teeth – notice that he carries both a rod and a staff.  

Shepherd imagery abounds throughout the Bible, mostly to identify God as the one who 

protects, guides, nurtures, and seeks out the lost. 

The first reading from Ezekiel nails it: “Thus says the Lord God: I myself will be 

the shepherd of my sheep” (34:15).  So, too, in Matthew: At the end of the age, the Son 

of Man – that’s how Jesus often referred to himself – will act as a shepherd does.  All we 

have to do is figure out what they both meant. 

To do that, it helps to bear in mind that Ezekiel was active during the Exile when 

things were looking pretty bleak, even though he was beginning to see a hopeful future.  

And Matthew was writing during a time of social unrest and conflict with Rome.  In 

essence, they were both preaching in times of pessimism. 

You may remember this: in the nineteenth century, some early Christian 

missionaries in Africa encountered resistance from the natives when they started talking 

about Jesus as a shepherd.  The natives asked, “Why does it have to be sheep?  They’re a 

nuisance!  Why can’t it be goats?”  Thinking of Jesus as a goatherd made sense to them 

but not Jesus as a shepherd.  It’s a cultural thing, like Patriots vs. Jets. 

There is nothing sinister about goats.  In and of themselves, they are not accursed.  

In the first century, people kept both goats and sheep so when Jesus included both in his 

story, it would have seemed familiar.  (That’s how Jesus always started his stories and 

parables – with something familiar.) 

Sheep and goats mingle easily in an open pasture, but they don’t do too well when 

penned up together at night.  Goats need to be warm and sheep prefer the open air.  So, a 

good shepherd will separate them as needed every night. 
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So far, so good.  But then the story makes a turn and Jesus starts talking about 

judgement.    And that’s a subject that tends to make people skittish. 

Martin Luther once wrote that “No man (or woman) can know or feel he is saved; 

he can only believe it.”  William Goldman, the man who wrote the screenplay for the film 

Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and a book called The Princess Bride, once said of 

the film making industry, “Nobody knows anything.” 

Now let’s apply those two comments to the sheep and the goats in today’s Gospel 

reading.  Nobody knows anything: not those who ministered to the least of these nor 

those who didn’t.  The righteous can only believe that they will be saved when the Son of 

Man comes in his glory, and the accursed – they will still have no clue. 

When a good person feeds a hungry one, seldom do they think beforehand, “If I 

feed this guy, then I know I will be judged righteous by the Lord at the end of time.”  In 

the same way, a bad person will most likely commit their crime without first thinking, “If 

I do this bad thing now, then I feel I will be accursed when the Son of Man comes in his 

glory.”  And that’s the point: You either do it or you don’t.  We do what we do not just 

once but always, according to our disposition and our attitude toward life. 

People are kind because they love Jesus and learned what he taught them.  People 

do good things because they believe they are doing God’s will with no expectation of 

some future reward.  The end times don’t scare such people. 

In an age when we have a different idea of judgment, in the sense that no one 

likes to be judged for anything, and as we tend to think of ourselves as being pretty good 

people overall, the question becomes, how will the goats be judged? 

Well, what it would look like if we took the goat’s perspective? 

In Ezekiel, God judges between sheep and sheep, between the strong ones and 

those weaker ones whom the strong scatter.  Once again, God has to set people back on 

the path of justice. 

Matthew borrowed that imagery and amped it up to judge between sheep and 

goats.  If ‘all the nations’ are divided into sheep and goats, no doubt we’ll have a lot of 

goats over on this side, and relatively few sheep on this side.  It won’t be an even split.  

But why does Matthew tell this story in the first place?  And only Matthew tells it: of all 

the Gospel writers, this story appears only here, at the end of Jesus’ ministry. 
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Maybe because in the very next verse, ‘When Jesus had finished saying all these 

things, he said to his disciples, “You know that after two days the Passover is coming, 

and the Son of Man will be handed over to be crucified”’ (26:1-2). 

Jesus is going to the cross to die, and for whom will he die? 

Earlier, back in chapter 9, Jesus said to the Pharisees, “Those who are well have 

no need of a physician, but those who are sick.  Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire 

mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have come to call not the righteous but sinners” (9:12-13). 

Jesus came to save the sinners.  He will die for the goats. 

There are three aspects of judgement, at least as far as Jesus is concerned: did the 

people minister to the least, most vulnerable in society; were the people faithful; and 

were the people merciful to those in need? 

We tend to romanticize shepherding, but the truth is, it’s hard, lonely, sometimes 

dangerous work.  Sheep and goats are, to the shepherd, ‘mobile currency.’  There is great 

wealth in a flock of any size, sheep or goats.  Abraham was a wealthy man because he 

had large flocks.  The same was true for his sons. 

Would it surprise you, then, to learn that we are as valuable to God as the sheep 

and goats are to the shepherd?  Like the flock, by God’s grace, we are tended and 

nurtured.  We are looked for when we are lost.  We are rescued when we’re in trouble. 

Why this is so is not explained.  It just is.  Jesus said he will be with us always, 

keeping watch over his flock in which each of us is highly valued. 

All he asks is for us, in this life, to be kind.  To be a blessing and be blessed. 

Amen. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 


