Sermon on the Mount #28

“Life’s Crossroads”

Matthew 7:13-14

Decisions, decisions!


Every day we make a variety of decisions.  Many are relatively unimportant—what outfit will I wear today?  Which cereal will I eat for breakfast?  Other decisions are more significant and can have lasting consequences.


How we make decisions says something about us as well.  The Preacher’s Commentary suggests, 

Life is made up of decisions, and decisions reveal the inner nature of a person. One makes decisions out of the inner conditioning that is determined by goals and priorities. Setting goals and establishing priorities are our responsibility. Man, as a free moral agent, is responsible for his own decisions; he is accountable to God for this responsibility.


With this in mind, the ultimate choice in life is depicted in Matthew 7:13-14, where Jesus says,

Enter through the narrow gate.  For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.  But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. 


Jesus challenges His listeners with a choice that each person must make.  He lays out the options—two—and gives us all the pertinent information about these options.  Immediately we are stuck by the absolute, black-and-white nature of these alternatives.  Most of us would rather have many more choices than two, though some would prefer to have everything lumped together into one, so that no choice would have to be made at all!  But our Lord doesn’t let us off that easily.  As John Stott writes, “Jesus cuts across our easy-going syncretism. He will not allow us the comfortable solutions we propose. Instead he insists that ultimately there is only one choice, because there are only two possibilities to choose from.”



Such challenges were not new.  From the opening pages of Genesis, when Adam and Eve were faced with a decision between two courses of life, Scripture delineates the choice which faces every person.


Moses addressed the people of Israel in Deuteronomy 30:19, “This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live.” One generation later, Moses’ successor confronted the nation in similar terms.  We read in Joshua 24:15, 

But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living.  But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord. 


Centuries later, the choice was made clear by one of God’s prophets in 1 Kings 18:21, Elijah went before the people and said, “How long will you waver between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.” But the people said nothing.  Many more instances can be cited in the Old Testament as well as the New Testament to this emphasis.  Indeed, Scripture itself centers on the person and work of God, and His primary work is the salvation of lost sinners.  As John MacArthur puts it, “Salvation…is a once-for-all verdict with ongoing implications and eternal consequences—the ultimate decision.”


The decision, referring back to Matthew seven, is between the wide gate and the broad road on the one hand, and the small gate and narrow road on the other.  How is this to be understood?  In these two options, we see a drastic difference in doorways, difficulty, and destinies.

A Drastic Difference in Doorways


The first distinction made in this passage is between doorways, or entrances.  Jesus defines the one as a “broad road” with a “wide gate,” while the alternative is a “narrow road” entered by a “small gate.”  These two are drastically different.

The “narrow gate” is best understood as a turnstile, through which only one person can pass at a time.
  Each person must make their own decision for Christ.  No one will enter Heaven because of a choice made by their parents, grandparents, spouse, friend, or anyone else.  Though the phrase has become a bit worn out, the emphasis of accepting Christ as one’s personal Savior and Lord is important.

Furthermore, the narrow gate limits what we can take with us.  Anyone who has tried to enter a turnstile at an airport carrying lots of luggage can attest to the difficulty of this.  Jesus warns us that a lot of “baggage” will not be allowed through the narrow gate.  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones mentions two things that cannot fit through the narrow gate: worldliness and selfishness.
  We cannot enter the Christian life and presume that we can continue to live a life of sin like the rest of the world.  So many think they can “trust” Jesus Christ, yet never leave the broad road—trying to walk on two roads, in two different directions, at the same time.
  Christ says this just doesn’t work.

Sin and selfishness are not the only things left at the narrow gate.  It is not always the bad things in our lives that interferes with our Christian walk; sometimes it is good things that keep us from the best.  Relationships that require higher allegiance from us than our commitment to Christ must be sacrificed if He is to be our Lord.


Jesus defines what is meant by the “small gate” in the fourth gospel.  John 10:9 records His words, “I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved.  He will come in and go out, and find pasture.”  Jesus claims that He Himself is the gateway to life.  Through Him mankind finds salvation.  Furthermore, in John 14:6, He claims to be the only gateway to life,  “Jesus answered, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’” 


Certainly this does not paint a rosy picture for mankind, especially when one considers how many different options are employed to impress God.  This did not escape the minds of those who listened to Jesus.  Luke 13:23-24 captures this dialogue,

Someone asked him, “Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?” He said to them, “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to.”


Perhaps the questioner expected Jesus to consider the magnitude of the question and provide a comforting answer that many, if not all sinners will be saved.  But instead Christ issued a challenge.  The Greek word translated by the phrase “Make every effort” was a technical term for competing in the Olympic Games, and from it we get our word “agonize.”  It points to no half-hearted effort.


This is not to say that salvation is earned by mankind through their own efforts.  Salvation has been bought by the blood of Christ shed on the cross.  But there is no encouragement in these words for those who think they can be saved by a casual acceptance of the facts regarding Jesus Christ.  As MacArthur writes, “One cannot get through a turnstile with armloads of suitcases.”  He continues,

For those who insist on taking luggage, the broad gate may be more appealing.  It is marked “Heaven”—it may even be marked “Jesus”—but it is not going to heaven and it has nothing to do with Jesus.  It is the gate of religion for the masses, a wide, open gate through which anyone can pass without ridding himself of self-righteousness, pride, material possessions, or even sin.  But there is no salvation for those who choose this gate.


The broad gate is very accommodating.  “Come as you are,” it invites, “and stay that way!”  Jesus invites us to come as we are, but He loves us too much to leave us that way.  He strips away everything that would get in the way before we enter through the narrow gate.

A Drastic Difference in Difficulty


Secondly, there is a drastic difference in difficulty in these two choices.  One is hard, the other is easy—it’s just that simple.  What may be more surprising is that it is the Christian life that is the hard one!  For so many churches and pastors, the Christian life is depicted as one life-long glorious existence, jumping from one cloud-nine experience to another.  “Come to Jesus,” the lost are told, “and He’ll take care of all your problems!  You just sit back and take in all the blessings from God!”


But this isn’t how the Christian life is described in the Scriptures.  Lloyd-Jones writes, 

The Christian way of life is difficult. It is not an easy life. It is too glorious and wonderful to be easy. It means living like Christ Himself, and that is not easy. The standard is difficult—thank God for it. It is a poor kind of person who wants only the easy and avoids the difficult.
 


How did Jesus describe His call to discipleship?  “Deny yourself, take up your cross daily and follow me,” He said in Luke 9:23.  Later He added in Luke 14:27, “Anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.”  What’s easy about that?  “When Christ calls a man, he bids him to come and die,” Bonhoeffer writes.
  MacArthur adds, “The message of Jesus cannot be made to accommodate any kind of cheap grace or easy-believism. The kingdom is not for people who want Jesus without any change in their lives. It is only for those who seek it with all their hearts.”


Because the life of discipleship is difficult, most people will not choose it.  “True discipleship is a minority position, a matter of deliberately opting out from the mainstream, but it is a matter of life and death.”
  Think of the salmon who swim upstream, struggling against the current to get to where they need to go.  How much easier it would be to allow the current to carry them downstream, along with all the other fish?  The “current” of our culture is the easy path, the philosophy that says, “Look out for number one,” and, “If it feels good, do it.”  There is no need for self-discipline, restraint, or discernment on the broad path.  Furthermore, the broad way is populated by large numbers of people.  “Anybody can join the crowd and be a part of some popular religious movement; but it takes devotion, prayer, obedience, and submission to worship God “with reverence and godly fear.” ‘Popular religion’ is usually false religion, for the road to life is narrow and lonely, and those who walk it are invariably persecuted”.
 

The “straight and narrow way” is difficult, and that is why it often seems deserted.  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer warns,
A little band of men, the followers of Christ, are separated from the rest of the world. The disciples are few in number, and will always be few. This saying of Jesus forestalls all exaggerated hopes of success. Never let a disciple of Jesus pin his hopes on large numbers. “Few there be....” The rest of the world are many, and will always be many. But they are on the road to perdition. The only comfort the disciples have in face of this prospect is the promise of life and eternal fellowship with Jesus.


Here we must be careful as a Christian Church.  Every church wants to grow.  We want to see people added to our numbers.  Whenever preachers get together and ask how each other’s churches are doing, the answers tend to be numeric.  This desire for growth—in and of itself not a bad thing—has led some preachers and churches to readjust their thinking toward ministry.  John MacArthur identifies this as “pragmatism,” and he warns against its harmful effects:

Pragmatism is the notion that meaning or worth is determined by practical consequences…. Pragmatism has roots in Darwinism and secular humanism. It is inherently relativistic, rejecting the notion of absolute right and wrong, good and evil, truth and error. Pragmatism ultimately defines truth as that which is useful, meaningful, and helpful. Ideas that don’t seem workable or relevant are rejected as false.

What’s wrong with pragmatism? After all, common sense involves a measure of legitimate pragmatism, doesn’t it? … But when pragmatism is used to make judgments about right and wrong, or when it becomes a guiding philosophy of life, theology, and ministry, inevitably it clashes with Scripture. Spiritual and biblical truth is not determined by testing what “works” and what doesn’t. We know from Scripture, for example, that the gospel often does not produce a positive response (1 Cor. 1:22, 23; 2:14). On the other hand, satanic lies and deception can be quite effective (Matt. 24:23, 24; 2 Cor. 4:3, 4). Majority reaction is no test of validity (cf. Matt. 7:13, 14), and prosperity is no measure of truthfulness (cf. Job 12:6). Pragmatism as a guiding philosophy of ministry is inherently flawed. Pragmatism as a test of truth is nothing short of satanic.

Nevertheless, an overpowering surge of ardent pragmatism is sweeping through evangelicalism. Traditional methodology—most notably preaching—is being discarded or downplayed in favor of newer means, such as drama, dance, comedy, variety, side-show histrionics, pop-psychology, and other entertainment forms. The new methods supposedly are more “effective”—that is, they draw a bigger crowd. And since for many the chief criterion for gauging the success of a church has become attendance figures, whatever pulls in the most people is accepted without critical analysis as good. That is pragmatism.

…. Even worse, theology now takes a back seat to methodology. One author has written, “Formerly, a doctrinal statement represented the reason for a denomination’s existence. Today, methodology is the glue that holds churches together. A statement of ministry defines them and their denominational existence.”
 Incredibly, many believe this is a positive trend, a major advance for the contemporary church.

Some church leaders evidently think the four priorities of the early church—the apostles’ teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread, and prayer (Acts 2:42)—make a lame agenda for the church in this day and age. Churches are allowing drama, music, recreation, entertainment, self-help programs, and similar enterprises to eclipse traditional Sunday worship and fellowship. In fact, everything seems to be in fashion in the church today except biblical preaching. The new pragmatism sees preaching—particularly expository preaching—as passé. Plainly declaring the truth of God’s Word is regarded as unsophisticated, offensive, and utterly ineffective. We’re now told we can get better results by first amusing people or giving them success tips and pop-psychology, thus wooing them into the fold. Once they feel comfortable, they’ll be ready to receive biblical truth in small, diluted doses.

Pastors are turning to books on marketing methods in search of new techniques to help churches grow. Many seminaries have shifted their pastoral training emphasis from Bible curriculum and theology to counseling technique and church-growth theory. All these trends reflect the church’s growing commitment to pragmatism.
 

A Drastic Difference in Destinies


Finally, these two paths have a drastic difference in destinies.  This, too, is seen throughout the Scriptures.  In Psalm 1, the two destinies are described as “prospering” and “perishing.”  Moses told the Israelites in Deuteronomy 30:15 and 19, 

See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction…. This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live.

Jeremiah nearly repeats these words in Jeremiah 21:8 provides the answer, “This is what the Lord says: ‘See, I am setting before you the way of life and the way of death.’”  We often use the euphemism of a “life-and-death decision” when the situation is not that drastic.  But in this case, such strong words are warranted.  The straight and narrow way leads to eternal life; the broad and easy way leads to eternal death in Hell. As Stott writes, “The broad road is suicide road.
  Proverbs 14:12 states so clearly, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.” 


Why, then, do so many follow the broad road to destruction?  Why doesn’t anyone in their right mind choose life?  While the choices are that drastically different, they are not always presented that way.  MacArthur notes, 

The narrow way and the broad way do not contrast religion with paganism. Jesus is not setting the higher religions against the lower religions, or even Christianity against open immorality. Both systems claim to be the way to God. The wide gate is not marked, “This Way to Hell”; it is labeled “Heaven,” the same as the narrow gate. But it does not lead there.


As Christians and as a church, we must be careful that the message we present to the world is the same gospel Jesus taught when He was on earth.  We must not try to broaden the narrow gate just to get more people into our pews.


Now it’s decision time.  Jesus does not present a philosophy to be considered—we are called to action.  Jesus demands a decision and a commitment.  There is nothing theoretical or intellectual about Christianity; our faith is primarily active and practical.  We “can never maintain a detached attitude to this; and if our concern about these things is a purely intellectual one, which has never affected our lives, then the New Testament says we are just not Christian.”


The choices are clear-cut. He demands a decision. We all are at the crossroads, and each individual must choose which way he or she will go.
  What is your decision?
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