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“God’s Family Plan” 
September 24, 2017 

Risk-Taking Mission and Service series 

 

Not all families look the same.  My family includes biological connections, but 

also people who have become family like Ivan’s host parents.  For most of us, the idea of 

“family” goes beyond those with whom we share biology.  I remember when I finally 

realized that a woman I called “Aunt Lil” was in fact not my aunt at all, but my mom’s 

close friend.   

I grew up on a farm, and neighbors become like family as you help each other put 

up hay or get the crops harvested before the big rain comes.  If a farmer gets hurt and 

can’t get their cows milked, neighbors figure out how to help.  If a farmer is struggling to 

make ends meet, neighbors pull together and give what you can.  I know that’s not just 

farmers, but it was one way I had a sense of a broader idea of family caring for each 

other.    

I felt it in the church, too.  I spent a lot of time with church family as a kid and felt 

loved and cherished.  Those who offered their gifts as teachers and leaders became a 

part of the larger family I could trust, and it mattered.  I have great parents who loved 

me and provided for me, wonderful sisters who guided me, and grandmothers and 

relatives who loved me dearly, but I’m grateful that my sense of family was bigger than 

them alone.  

Even with a broader sense of family, the challenge is to see God’s deep desire - 

that we see ourselves connected to one another beyond biology, but even more as 

people who share a connection as God’s creation.  We aren’t called to simply “care for 

our own,” but to realize that when we care for those who are most vulnerable, who are 

in rough places, going through rough patches, or whose lives have been simply been 

rough, we’re caring for Jesus himself.  Ultimately, we serve God by serving others.  We 

love God by loving others. 

Our theme is risk-taking mission and service that pushes us out of our comfort 

zones.  It’s “all that we do to make a positive difference in the lives of others for the 

purposes of Christ, whether or not they will ever be part of the community of faith.”  

One more dimension is that it stretches us beyond the circle of relationships and 

practices that routinely define our faith commitments.  That means that we’re called to 

develop a broader sense of “family.” 

Today we heard from Matthew’s Gospel.  The parable of the sheep and the goats 

is about the last judgment - and how God will judge us for what we’ve done and what 

we haven’t done.  I’m always struck by the fact that those who have cared for “the least 



   

 

 2 

of these” didn’t realize that they were caring for Christ himself.  And it’s pretty 

straightforward: feeding the hungry, offering water to the thirsty, welcoming the 

stranger, clothing the naked, caring for the sick, and visiting the prisoner. 

The challenge is that even though it’s a list, it’s not easy to check it off.  If you’re 

like me, you might struggle.  I’ve found myself asking questions: How do I know she’s 

hungry?  How do I know he really needs clothes?  How can I be sure that she really 

doesn’t have the funds to pay for medicine?  How do I know?  The answer is: I don’t. 

And when Jesus talks to Peter after the resurrection, he drives home the point of 

caring for others.  Notice that Jesus asks Peter if he loves him three times (the same 

number of times Peter betrayed Jesus), but for Jesus to say “feed my sheep” or “take 

care” of them three times must mean it’s important!   

This is one of the last conversations we have recorded before Jesus ascends into 

heaven.  And this is what he wants his followers to do - take care of others and help 

others in his name.  Bishop Robert Schnase says, “Love, incarnate in ministries of 

compassion, mercy, and justice, bears witness to the living Christ.”  The ministries we’re 

a part of are nothing less than a witness to the presence and power of Jesus Christ!     

Perhaps that’s why Jesus’ words in Matthew 25 cut to the heart.  Many times we 

use them to talk about the ministry that we already do.  We celebrate the ways that we 

feed the hungry, give water to the thirsty, help the stranger, clothe the naked, care for 

the sick, and visit the prisoner.  As we hear Jesus explaining what it means to serve him, 

it’s clear what he desires from us.  We can feel good about it, but it’s important to face 

the truth about ourselves: when have we not served Christ and shown the love of God? 

There are challenges here.  For the first listeners who heard Jesus tell this 

parable, there might have been an expectation that Jesus was talking about the Jew and 

Gentile divide.  This was about being of the right ethnic group and religious group.   

Of course, Jesus blows that expectation apart, and the divide is along an entirely 

different line.  It’s not about ethnic identity at all.  This is about how our faith is lived out 

and the reality that we can’t separate our relationship with God from our relationship 

with others – not just the others we want to serve, but all of God’s people - all of God’s 

family.   

When I read this list, it’s so comprehensive that I realize that Jesus says our work 

is never done.  I always find myself in both groups here – with the sheep for the times 

that I do reach out and do the work of Christ – and with the goats for the many times 

I’ve ignored the needs around me and decided that it was all too much to figure out 

(and so I did nothing), or that someone else was more gifted and graced with abilities to 

get the job done, or perhaps when I simply judged someone and didn’t act. 
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The kicker here is that Jesus says that it’s about what we do that matters – how 

we respond to needs (or not) and not much about what we say we believe.  Again, 

notice that many who are called into the Kingdom are surprised at what Jesus says.  

They simply responded to needs, but perhaps not with the realization that it was the 

way of Jesus.  They ministered to him.  Still others are surprised that this was the point 

all along – that they are not blessed by the King because they didn’t serve the ones in 

need.  They ignored him.  

But perhaps Jesus is focused on the fact that those who know of their 

relationship with him – who understand some sense of forgiveness and grace – should 

have no questions about what it looks like to respond.  If there are some who serve 

Christ without knowing it, think about what it would be like if all who claim to follow 

Christ would respond!   

Both Mission for Area People (MAP) and Kids Belong are anchored in the church.  

Both seek to meet the needs of the most vulnerable and help them to find hope and 

new life.  Again, God’s concern is always with the most vulnerable: those living in 

poverty, the child in need of a stable and loving home, the person who needs help with 

rent or medical expenses in the midst of a crisis, the person who needs food to eat.  

Perhaps this is one way we respond to Jesus’ command to Peter (and to us): “Feed my 

sheep.  Take care of my people.”   

(9:00) MAP celebrates 50 years of serving others in Christ’s name.  Many of us 

have been profoundly impacted by serving at and supporting MAP over many years.  It is 

a hub for us as we seek to follow Jesus and serve others.  I invite us to hear a word from 

our Social Principles on poverty:  

As a church, we are called to support the poor and challenge the rich. To begin to 

alleviate poverty, we support such policies as: adequate income maintenance, quality 

education, decent housing, job training, meaningful employment opportunities, 

adequate medical and hospital care, humanization and radical revisions of welfare 

programs, work for peace in conflict areas and efforts to protect creation’s integrity. 

Since low wages are often a cause of poverty, employers should pay their employees a 

wage that does not require them to depend upon government subsidies such as food 

stamps or welfare for their livelihood. 

Poverty most often has systemic causes, and therefore we do not hold poor people 

morally responsible for their economic state. 

 

(11:00) Kids Belong is fairly new over the past few years, but calls on the church 

to be a place where children and families are cared for as God would have us do.  I was 

thinking about a family in my home church who fostered and adopted children and how 
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powerful their witness was when I was a kid and even now when I think about them.  

I’m grateful for the witness of many in our congregation and the opportunity we have to 

be a part of helping them.  I invite us to hear a word from our Social Principles on the 

family:  

We believe the family to be the basic human community through which persons are 

nurtured and sustained in mutual love, responsibility, respect, and fidelity. We affirm the 

importance of loving parents for all children. We also understand the family as 

encompassing a wider range of options than that of the two-generational unit of parents 

and children (the nuclear family). We affirm shared responsibility for parenting where 

there are two parents and encourage social, economic, and religious efforts to maintain 

and strengthen relationships within families in order that every member may be assisted 

toward complete personhood. 

 

 God’s family plan is broader and wider than ours might be.  As we pray today, I 

invite you to think about your family - and all the people you include in it.  Give thanks 

for them, and ask God to help you see those places where you might widen your scope 

on what family looks like. 

 May God’s family plan be ours: to serve others in Jesus’ name, to care for the 

least of these, and to feed and take care of one another in his name.   

MOVE INTO PRAYER TIME… 


