Altar calls are interesting things. As you will know if you have been here any length of time, we do not do traditional altar calls. This does not mean that we avoid calling people to make decisions or that we think it is a bad thing to “do business” with God. Part of our philosophy is that we simply do not think the traditional “altar call” is the best format in which for people to respond to God. You do not need to walk an aisle to respond to God. You do not need to come forward to interact with Him. 

That said, as I mentioned, we do believe that people should “respond” to the hearing of God's Word. In fact, God's Word demands such a response. Whether a church has an altar call or not, everyone “responds” when the Word is preached – some by positively hearing that Word and heeding that Word and some by negatively ignoring that Word or neglecting that Word. People may very well respond differently, but we all respond. And this issue of response is absolutely critical. 

Why do I say all that? I say it because, interestingly, Jesus Himself recognized the centrality of personal response to His Word. As we have seen in Matthew's gospel, Jesus came as the promised Messiah, and He came bringing the Kingdom of God by preaching and teaching and healing. In these chapters (Matthew 5-7), we have a grand example of His teaching in which He lays out the realities of the Kingdom (how to enter it, how to live in it, what it involves and includes, etc.). And now, as we reach the end of this grand sermon, we see Jesus call His readers – very emphatically and boldly – to respond and to make a decision. In short, by using a series of comparisons and contrasts, He makes clear that there is no neutrality with regard to Christ. We are either for Him or against Him (Matt. 12:30). We either obey Him or disobey Him. There is no other way. 

And so it is still today.  These contrasts still serve to reveal our hearts and help us understand who we are and who we follow. So let us look at them in turn. 

I. There are two paths (7:13-14). 

First, Jesus declares, “Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (7:13-14). So Jesus' first illustration is that of “ways” with “gates”. There are two (figurative) roads on which to walk through this life. They are very different and have very different ends. And Jesus calls us to follow one of them in particular. 

According to Jesus, there is one path that seems very attractive. First of all, it has a “wide gate” - there is very little restriction here, and it is easy to get in. Second, the path (or “way”) itself is “easy” - there is very little difficulty or resistance, and very little is required of the person walking on it. Third, there are “many” who find it – it is very popular and provides plenty of company along the way. 

The second path is the exact opposite of the first in every way. As opposed to the “wide gate”, the second path has a “narrow gate” - entrance is very restrictive, and in fact, there is only one way to get in (John 14:6). And as opposed to the “easy” first path, the way of the second path is “hard” - it is full of difficulty and suffering, and it requires something of us. And as opposed to the popularity of the first road, there are “few” who find the second road. 

Based on those descriptions, it would seem that the right road is easy to spot. Who would want difficulty when it can be avoided? Who would want to struggle when there is an easier path? Who would want to avoid having as many friends as possible? And yet, Jesus is emphatically clear: “Enter by the narrow gate.” How can Jesus say this? It is because of the destinations that lie at the end of the two roads. The easy, popular road with the wide gate “leads to destruction”. And the difficult, sparsely populated road with the narrow gate “leads to life”. 

Here is one of the great paradoxes of the Christian faith. The road that ends in glory and joy and blessing is the road that is hard and difficult. The road that ends in pain and wrath and eternal suffering is the road that is easy. The road to true glory is the road of temporary suffering. The road to true suffering is the road of temporary glory. We can see the truth of this in the fact that it worked this way for Jesus Himself. Though He never sinned, He suffered, bled, and died before being exalted to the right hand of the Father. We are called to follow Him. 

So, as we sit here today, and meditate on the end of Jesus' grand sermon, we must examine ourselves. Which path are we on? The answer makes all the difference in the world. We must choose wisely because temporary suffering will issue in eternal glory and good while temporary ease and pleasure will issue in eternal suffering and pain. The road to life is difficult and painful and may cost us much, but it will be worth it. The road to death is easier and less painful (in some ways) and will cost us little, but it ends in horrible suffering. 

Maybe you're not a believer and you are walking the easy road. I would plead with you to please turn around because you are like a condemned man walking to the gallows who does not even know what is happening. 

Maybe you are a believer and things are hard and you are discouraged, do not turn aside or around, because struggles are not necessarily signs that God does not care or the path is wrong but could be signs that you are exactly where you need to be. Persevere to the end, and you will be saved. You will find glory, and you will find a place where all suffering is ended. You will find that the momentary afflictions of earth have stored up for you an eternal weight of glory (2 Cor. 4:17). You will find that the sufferings of earth are not worth comparing with the glory that you experience (Rom. 8:18). Enter by the narrow gate. 

II. There are two types of trees (7:15-20). 

The second contrast Jesus lays out is that of two trees. Like the paths, the contrast is intended to highlight that there are two (and only two) options – each markedly different from the other. 

But Jesus begins this contrast with a more specific exhortation: “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves” (7:15). Jesus focuses His attention on one specific group: “prophets”, and He makes clear that not all prophets are the same: some are true sheep and some are wolves dressed up like sheep. Some are genuinely trying to teach and lead the sheep and some are trying to lead the sheep astray. Some do not truly belong to God or speak His word, and Jesus tells us to avoid those prophets. 

But how can we recognize them? If they are dressed up as sheep and not openly proclaiming that they are wolves, how can we recognize them in order to avoid them? Jesus declares, “You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thornbushes, or figs from thistles?” (7:16). According to Jesus, the central way to determine if a prophet is false is to look at his “fruit”. The fruit will not lie. How does the person live? Is their life characterized by righteousness and by obedience to the very word that they are proclaiming? Moreover, what are the people who follow them like? What is the result of their teaching and influence? By this fruit, Jesus says they will be known. 

And then, Jesus uses this illustration of prophets to highlight a deeper principle – another contrast like that of the two paths. Using the imagery of fruit, He says, “So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit. A healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus you will recognize them by their fruits” (7:17-20). Once again, two similar things are starkly contrasted. This time, instead of paths on which people walk, you have “trees” - which represent the people themselves. 

On the one hand, there are “diseased trees” or “bad trees”. The inevitable result of a bad tree is bad fruit because the fruit are inseparably linked to the root. The same principle applies to people: a bad root (wicked heart) produces bad fruit (sinful actions). The bad fruit are described in various Biblical texts (Matt. 15:18-19; Gal. 5:19-21), and they are always connected to a bad root. 

On the other hand, there are “good trees” which inevitably bring forth good fruit. As with bad trees, there is an inseparable connection between root and fruit. And, once again, the principle applies to people: a good root (a good heart) produces good fruit (righteous deeds). Such fruit might take various forms but Paul describes it as “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23). This is the “good fruit” that a “good tree” produces. 

But why is this so important? Why should we care? Once again, it is because of the ultimate end. According to Jesus, “every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire”. John the Baptist gave the same warning (Matt. 3:10) – every tree that is not good will be destroyed. Like those who go down the wide, easy path, there is destruction waiting for bad trees. 

Conversely, the good trees are cared for and endure. Jesus does not address it specifically in Matthew 7, but in a similar section in John 15, Jesus makes clear that good trees will get pruned by the Father so that they will bear more good fruit. 

Before we move on, we should once again consider this reality. Remember that this is the conclusion of Jesus' teaching, and He is pointing His readers to the reality of their own hearts. Just as we should look at our lives to see which path we are on, we should examine our hearts to see what type of tree we are. A good tree produces good fruit, and a bad tree produces bad fruit. Do not deceive yourself. Judge rightly – based on what Jesus has said. 

If you are a bad tree, recognize that there is only one way to become a good tree: repent of your sins and trust Christ and He will transform you. He gives life where there was death. It is only by abiding in Him that good fruit comes (John 15:4-6). Only He can bring life because He is the life (John 14:6). And if you are a “good tree”, then rejoice that God has made you so. Remember that you only bear fruit as you abide in Him. Bear fruit in keeping with repentance. 

III. There are two types of disciples (7:21-23). 

Jesus continues with yet another contrast – though this one is more implicit. It  focuses almost exclusively on one reality and points to the other only by implication. Jesus says, “Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?' And then will I declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart form me, you workers of lawlessness'” (7:21-23). So after using the images of paths and trees, Jesus now contrasts true disciples with false disciples. 

The things Jesus says about false disciples are very sobering – all the more so because it seems that the false disciples are shocked as anyone to learn that they are false disciples! Notice what Jesus says. First of all, these false disciples claim Jesus as Lord – at least verbally. This means that the verbal declaration alone is insufficient. It is not mere words that make a disciple. Satan himself, and his demons, know that Jesus is Lord, and yet they will be destroyed. Second, these false disciples do many might works in His name. Like the verbal declaration, signs and wonders are not sufficient. Pharaoh's magicians did signs and wonders, and yet they were not true worshipers of God. But what is wrong with these people? Why are verbal declaration and mighty signs not enough? According to Jesus, it is because He does not “know” them and because they are “workers of lawlessness”. It is interesting – in a day when there is so much talk about “knowing God” and “knowing Christ” (which is good and right) – that these people are rejected because Christ does not know them. They do not walk in fellowship with Him. Though they call Him “Lord”, they do not have relationship with Him. It seems they have not “trusted” Him. Moreover, like the false prophets, their fruit gives them away. They are “workers of lawlessness” who do not obey God and Christ. And, as a result, they are commanded to depart on the last day into eternal torment. 

Conversely, we can learn about true disciples by looking at Jesus' description of false disciples. No doubt, the true disciples – just like Jesus' actual disciples (Matt. 10:5-15) – will also call Jesus, “Lord” and even do great signs in His name. However, unlike the false disciples, they will be known  by Christ because He chose them and they are His sheep. As such, they have heard His voice and followed it, unlike the workers of lawlessness. As opposed to those who merely say, “Lord, Lord”, they actually do the will of their Father in heaven. They walk in obedience. And, as a result, Jesus makes clear later on (Matt. 25:34) that they are accepted on the final day. 

Once again, we should pause and examine our own hearts. Is our allegiance to Christ merely “skin-deep”? Do we call Him “Lord” and yet refuse to do His will? Do we call Him “Lord” and even do great things in His name and yet fail to know Him and fellowship with Him? We should examine our hearts to see where we stand. We must not just naively accept verbal declaration as sure and final evidence of being a true disciple. It is possible to profess Jesus as Lord and do mighty works in His name and yet not be known by Him or belong to Him. 

IV. There are two types of “builders” (7:24-29). 

Once again, in the final section of the text, Jesus offers up another contrast: 

“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it” (7:24-29). 

So, along with the two paths, the two trees, and the two disciples, we have the two builders. Once again, though there are some basic similarities, the focus falls on the distinct differences. 

On the one hand, there is the wise builder. Put very simply, he hears the words of Jesus and does them. And because of that, he survives the storms as they beat against his house. On the other hand, there is the foolish builder. Put very simply,  he hears the words of Jesus but does not do them. And because of that, he does not survive the storms because his house is built on a terribly shaky foundation. 

Clearly, as with His other contrasts, Jesus is not talking about literal builders here. He is using figurative language to talk about life. In reality, we are all “building” something as we go through life. We are raising families and earning money and spending money and using our time and energy. And, in all of that, we are “building” something – just like the people in Jesus' illustration. And interestingly, the wise builder and the foolish builder have a great deal in common. As already mentioned, they are both “building” on something. They also both experience the “rain...floods...wind”. And they both “hear the words” of Jesus. The central difference is that the wise builder “does” the words he hears, and the foolish builder “does not do them”. One listens and obeys; one listens and does not obey – and that difference makes all the difference. The one who obeys survives, and the one who does not obey is swept away. 

Conclusion

So, here at the close of this grand sermon, in which Jesus – as the King bringing the Kingdom – lays out what “Kingdom life” looks like, He calls all of his hearers, as well as all of us reading so many years later, to a point of decision. After revealing, through numerous illustrations, that there are two ways to live in this world, He calls us to obedience. He is the King; He is the authority. The text makes clear, in the last two verses that the people recognized His authority: “And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he was teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes” (7:28-29). This is the King calling us to account and to decision. So, as we come to the table, we are faced with these heart-searching questions: Which path am I on – the path of least resistance that leads to death or the way of suffering with my Savior which leads to life? What type of tree am I – a good tree that produces good fruit or a diseased tree that produces bad fruit? What type of disciple am I – one who honors God with my lips while my heart is far from Him or one who does the will of my Father in heaven? What sort of builder are you – one who is building on solid Rock by hearing the words of Christ and doing them or one who is building on sand by hearing the words of Christ and not doing them? 

As we prepare to take communion, I would encourage you to examine your heart. If you have never repented and believed in Christ, then do so. Turn from your sins and cast yourself on the One who died on the cross, was buried and was raised from the dead. He saves everyone who trusts in Him and His work. Bow the knee to the victorious King, and you will live. If you do not – as Jesus words in this text make clear – you will die. 

If you have repented and believed, rejoice in your redemption. And submit to the King. Take up your cross and follow Jesus on the way of suffering. Abide in the vine so that you will bear much fruit – in keeping with your repentance. Do the will of your Father in heaven so that it will be clear that you are a true disciple – not just one who talks the talk without walking the walk. And make sure you are building on the solid foundation of Christ by not only hearing His words but putting them into practice. Amen. 

