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THE COMING OF CHRIST 
 
The coming of the Son of man on the last day 
Today, it's a kind of New Year's Eve. On the next Sunday, the first Sunday of 
Advent, a new liturgical year begins. It is good practice to reflect during the last 
day of the year on what has happened in the past twelve months. Then the 
balance is drawn up. Companies and institutions write annual reports, stating 
what has happened, because account must be given to the various authorities. 
The remarkable thing about the liturgical New Year's Eve is that no thought is 
given to what happened in the past year, but to a distant future, to the end of 
time. Then the Son of man will come, in glory, escorted by all the angels; then 
he will separate people one from another as the shepherd separates the sheep 
from goats, as we heard in the gospel reading. 

The gospel uses a language of images and parables. Let us begin with the 
image of the Son of man. This figure goes back to visions of the prophet Daniel. 
He saw four great beasts, which symbolized four consecutive empires. Then he 
saw, coming on the clouds of heaven, as it were a son of man. On him was 
conferred rule, honour and kingship (Dan. 7:13). The Son of man means the 
counterpart of the four beasts. He symbolizes the Jewish people, oppressed by 
all those empires, all those beastly regimes, but who will be saved by God.  

The separation of the sheep and the goats is a parable taken from the 
world of the shepherds. Sheep and goats together formed one flock. But in the 
evening the goats were separated from the sheep. The goats had to spend the 
night in the warm stable. The sheep with their thick fur could stay outside. Since 
sheep are more precious animals than goats, they are placed on the right hand of 
the shepherd, for the right side is the favourable side. The goats are placed on 
the left.  
 
The coming of the Son of man in the present 
But is today's gospel really about the last day? On closer inspection, the gospel 
turns out not to be about a distant future, but about the present. For the diligent 
listener it does focus on the current events of the moment, for which account 
must be given.  



At the end of his gospel, Matthew makes Jesus say, I am with you always, 
yes, to the end of time (28:20). These are Jesus' last words to his disciples. In 
today's gospel he indicates how he will be with them every day. We hear the Son 
of man say: I was hungry and you gave me food ... We hear the righteous ask: 
when did we see you hungry and feed you? And we hear the answer: In truth I 
tell you, in so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you 
did it to me. We hear what the Son of man says to the people on his left: I was 
hungry and you never gave me no food… We hear their question: When did we 
see you hungry… and did not come to your help? And we hear the answer: In 
truth I tell you, in so far as you neglected to do this to one of the least of these, 
you neglected to do it to me. The Son of man appears to be in our midst in the 
hungry, thirsty, strangers, etc. He is present in everyone who appeals to us.  

In Daniel the Son of man is a collective concept: the persecuted and 
perished righteous of Israel. In Matthew, the Son of man is a name given to 
Jesus. Jesus, the Son of man, appears in people who cross our path with requests 
for help. In them Jesus, the Son of man, the judge of the last day, appears. 
Judgment does not take place on the last day, but at this moment. The question 
is: how do I respond to the Son of man who is approaching me now? The answer 
is that we are face to face with him when we meet our neighbour. We need to 
realize that Jesus, the Son of man, represents God. What we do for our 
neighbours, we do, as it were, for God. We can think of the following sentence 
from a Jewish writing, where God says: if you give food to the poor, I count it as 
if you gave me to eat.  

By means of the image of the coming of the Son of man on the last day, 
Matthew says what is really important in our life. He shows us how important 
and decisive simple and everyday actions can be. This also applies to omission. 
The condemned are not so much people who actively did wrong, but who failed 
to do good. Their evil is neglect. They had forgotten to feed the hungry and 
thirsty and to clothe the naked. That is what Pope Francis calls globalized 
indifference. 

 
On the last Sunday of the liturgical year, the feast of Christ the King, the gospel 
says that Christ the King is hidden in the least of his brothers and sisters. What 
seems small - the good that is done for granted and without fuss and show - 
turns out to be great and decisive. 
 
 
 


