“Sheep, or Goats?”
Sermon for 26 June 2016
Texts: Mark 7:24-30; Matthew 25:31-46

As promised last Sunday, | am focusing on Christians loving one another this
morning. This emphasis comes from my devotional work, my pastoral
engagements—in a marvelously confirming and compelling way. | want to talk about
strategic loving—Jesus modeled this in His clear, but merciful ministry of deliverance
to a Gentile woman:

24 And from there He arose and went away to the region of Tyre and
Sidon. And He entered a house and did not want anyone to know, yet
He could not be hidden. 25 But immediately a woman whose little
daughter had an unclean spirit heard of him and came and fell down at
his feet. 26 Now the woman was a Gentile, a Syrophoenician by birth.
And she begged Him to cast the demon out of her daughter. 27 And He
said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not right to take the
children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.” 28 But she answered Him,
“Yes, Lord; yet even the dogs under the table eat the children’s
crumbs.” 29 And He said to her, “For this statement you may go your
way; the demon has left your daughter.” 30 And she went home and
found the child lying in bed and the demon gone. Mark 7:24-30

This model of ministry is perfect. First it shows that even though Jesus appears to
have been fatigued from ministry, and wanted some personal time out, a needy
Gentile woman pressed Him to help her with her demon possessed daughter. He
says Let the children be fed first . . . meaning that in His strategy of spreading the
Kingdom: the House of Israel (the Jews) had priority. Similarly, we, as Christians,
are to be unashamed over loving the church as our priority. It is not that we don’t
care, not that we don’t meet the needs of non-Christians (or unbelievers), we do. It
means that Christians loving Christians is the first order of business in the strategy of
extending the kingdom of God and in the preparation of a loving bride for the Lord.
These are two pieces of what’s really real—two dimensions of what is truly up in the
world we inhabit: God is building the Kingdom and preparing a bride for Jesus. Us.
Sheep may be dumb, dirty and distractible—but, God love ‘em, we are to love them
anyway! It's the Lord’s plan. Love the sheep first, friends . . . the goats can wait!

Now the Lord answered this woman’s request positively—after demurring.
Why? Because by her faith (implicit in her answer to the Lord!), she proved that she
was more of a child of Abraham (by faith) than many Israelites were by religious
pedigree! Therefore, we must also exercise some caution—what appears to be a
goat, may actually be a sheep. Feed it. Love one another. She is church.

Jesus, beginning in Matthew 24:3, teaches on the End Times at the request
of His disciples: Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of
Your coming, and the end of the age? (v.3) The discourse that follows touches on



many topics: There will be famines, pestilences, and earthquakes in various
places All these are the beginning of sorrows. (v. 8) Jesus covers the Great
Tribulation, the heavenly signs of His coming and then He launches into a series of
parables: the fig tree (the signs will be obvious) but counsels them that no one
knows of that hour. . . the Father only. The servant who remains faithful (who
does what is right—as compared to the one who takes advantage of the situation to
further his own interests and does what is wrong) will gain his inheritance (the other
only torment and exclusion). Two more parables occur that stress what to do in the
meantime (the ten virgins and the three servants, also known as the parable of the
investors, or talents). Repeatedly the Lord stresses that what you are doing (or not)
makes a huge difference so that When the Son of Man comes in His glory and all
the holy angels with Him, then He will sit on the throne of His glory and all the
nations will be gathered before Him (The Judgment Day will be universal, visible
to all), He will separate them one from another as a shepherd divides his sheep
from the goats. (v.32)

Now on first reading, you might conclude that this sorting out of sheep and
goats appears to be something for the nations. But Then the King will say to those
on His right hand (His sheep, the blessed of my Father (v.34) . . . the righteous
who go into eternal life (v.46), we are driven to the startling conclusion that the first
judgment of the Last Judgment, performed in front of all the world, is the purging of
His church—the goats are separated out on the left side. And, it follows that the
Lord addresses His sheep (the righteous, again, v.37) for all to hear (!) and then He
lists the hungry, thirsty, strangers, the naked, the sick and those in prison and
identifies them as “the least of these My brethren. These are Christians loving
Christians! Or Christians loving the church as a self-defining duty of obedience to the
Lord’s command: Love one another, as | have loved you. The song, “They Will
Know We Are Christians by Our Love” may be hokey, or corny; but it has it right. The
pagans noted this characteristic about the early church: “How these Christians love
each other—not how these Christians love everybody.” To state the obvious: they
were not saying that Christians were wonderful philanthropists, always funding
charitable causes, just so kind and generous—always undertaking deeds of mercy
and performing acts of kindness! The pagan outsiders were commenting on the
solidarity, the strateqic love of the kingdom which Christians manifested as they
banded together in a hostile and antagonistic culture—much like the one we are
confronted with today in America. Unfortunately, many of the liberal minded, both
inside and outside the church, have reduced Christianity to benevolence. (In
church-ese that is pronounced “missions.”) If the goats see Christians as “do-
gooders” then Christianity is, they allow, of some worth—even if Christian morality is
an anachronism and awkwardly pesky. The world wants our contributions, but not
our values. Think, the United Way. The worldly who take our money eagerly, even
greedily, choose to spit on Christ; they are not sheep—they are even more like
llamas than goats.

It is crucial for “the cause of the kingdom” that we not allow anything to divide,
distract or detract us from loving the sheep, the church, the “one another” of the
household of faith. It is imperative that the bride of Christ be well schooled in loving,
loving the church, the body of Christ starting now and never ceasing. The love of the



church for the church was, is and must remain our identity, our witness. We aren’t
merely nice, kind and generous persons (no one needs to be saved to be any of
that!); we are sheep, the children of God by faith, the elect and chosen of God who
love the church because that is what we are commanded to do as a strategic
priority.

We may, of course, do more than that—but never less than that! Caring for others is
on top of caring for our brothers and sisters first—it is above and beyond if anything
be left over.

Here is what we are to conclude: that the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit
results in faith (leading to justification) and in love of the sheep. Vv. 34-40 are
directed to the sheep and the hungry, thirsty, naked, sick and imprisoned (for
conscience’s sake—not for petty crime and wickedness because sheep dont do that
stuff!) and suffering brethren—not outsiders, the lost, the goats. Do not misinterpret
me. | am not saying that we shouldn’t be loving to those in the world (we should) but
that in a crucial, preliminary manner, we should be loving in costly, real and
sacrificial ways the church. Thus Paul writes to Timothy to instruct the brethren
(from v. 6): And these things command, the they may be blameless. (cm.
Philippians 2:15) But if anyone does not provide for his own (relatives),
especially those of his own household, he has denied the faith and is worse
than an unbeliever. (1 Timothy 5:7-8) If believers would take care of the church, the
church would be better able to shoulder its obligations to the widows and orphans,
the poor and the stranger in our midst first—then abroad. The church loved well is
both a witness and a power to be reckoned with. Remember, failure to love the
brothers and sisters is to deny the faith! It is to be worse than an unbeliever!

Now that should be a warning shot across the bow of those who are asleep,
or who are careless or indifferent to the needs of our brothers and sisters in the
church! Or how about those who say, | don’t have to go to church to be a Christian .
.. you might as well say, | needn’t go home to be a father! Or that mothers do not
have to be home to tend their children! (Or worse, mothers who abort their
children—how can they be called mothers?!) If a parent is not home to watch the
children grow, if one is not there to hear, to know their needs, what kind of a parent
is he?!

Just so, the church has need of your presence and of your attentiveness to
others. Love the sheep. Everyone else, including the self-centered, self-
advancing and self-preserving in the church(!) are the “goats.” And when the
Lord speaks to the goats later, they are cursed and are cast into hell with the devil
and his angels. Why? Because they did not love Him, or His sheep. Jesus did this
and was hated for it and so will we be hated. We will be vilified, excoriated by those
who are worldly, unrepentant, have no “Kingdom Coming” consciousness (The time
is fulfilled, The Kingdom of God is at hand, repent and believe the gospel.
(Mark 1:15))—they have no welcome of the King in their darkened hearts, only
hatred, revulsion and holy terror. And because they “don’t get it” they are violent,
looters, pillagers, takers, thieves and even murderers—they are utterly lost, utterly
confused and without God in the world.




11 Therefore remember that formerly you who are Gentiles in the flesh
and called uncircumcised by the so-called circumcision (that done in
the body by human hands)— 12 remember that at that time you were
separate from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, and
strangers to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without
God in the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far
away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. Eph. 2:11-13

We do not have to go so far as to consider the martyrs’ drastic needs to
understand what Paul is driving at in 1 Timothy, or our Lord in Matt. 25!

How do we assess whether we are self-centered, self-advancing and self-
preserving? Are we goats in sheep’s clothing? By the depth and the cost of our love
for the brethren, the church! Or are we truly sheep?

Do we have a “witness of solidarity?” Do we love one another according to
Matthew 25? For this is pleasing to God. This is faithful obedience. Jesus said If
you love Me, keep My commandment to love one another. Next week | will move
on to assist us in further defining what it means to love. Specifically, | will address
how to love God as Hls sheep and we will revisit the Ten Commandments, as His
children, eager to know how to love our God better. Let us prepare our hearts to
come as sheep wanting to know.

Amen



