Sermon on the Mount #29

“Are You In For A Surprise?”

Matthew 7:15-23
Those who have heard me preach know that I often use quotations from other preachers and authors.  Some of my sermons take on the resemblance of a research paper!  But this morning, I would like to borrow the title for my message from someone a little closer to home.  This past week, as I was studying this text, I remembered a sermon my father preached a number of years ago on this same passage of Scripture.  He entitled his message, “Are You In For A Surprise?”
  That is the same question I want to pose to you today.

Do you like surprises?

Sometimes surprises are good, like a surprise birthday party or an unanticipated gift.  In entertainment, surprises have become marketable.  Movies and television shows depend on surprises to keep the attention of their audience.  One of my favorite authors, Jeffrey Archer, is famous for his surprise twists—in fact, one of his books is a collection of short stories called A Twist in the Tale.


Not all surprises are good, though.  The unexpected bill, the early morning phone call, the idiot driving toward you in your lane on a two-lane highway—sorry, that happened to us this past week. 


Jesus speaks of this kind of a surprise in our text for this morning’s message, Matthew 7:15-23,

“Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them. 

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’”
This would qualify as one of those not-so-welcome surprises.

This morning I would like to use another device often used in Hollywood: We are going to see the end of the story first, then trace back to find out how things turned out the way they did.  

A Shocking Declaration

The final verse of this passage, verse 23, contains a shocking declaration made by the Lord.  “I never knew you,” He will say on that day. “Away from me, you evildoers!”  The “day” of which Jesus speaks is Judgment Day, a theme that echoes throughout the Bible.  Hebrews 9:27 puts it succinctly, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.”  This brief statement packs a load of theological truth!  All mankind is destined to die (except for those Christians alive at the return of Christ); our death is described as “an appointment,” not a haphazard chance; there is no reincarnation or second chance (i.e., purgatory); and all mankind must stand before God to give account for themselves.

Jesus describes this event in John 5:25-30,

“I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live. For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in himself. And he has given him authority to judge because he is the Son of Man.

“Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned” [niv].

This concept of divine judgment is probably familiar to you.  Unless you are a universalist who cannot conceive that a God of love would send anyone to Hell, there is nothing about God’s judgment of sinners that would be surprising.  The shocking aspect of this text regards who is being judged in this way.  John MacArthur writes, 

Many who think they are saved…will be shocked to discover in the final judgment that heaven is not their destiny. It is hard to picture a more horrifying scene than that described by Jesus in Matthew 7:21–23…. Tragically, Christ will turn them away from heaven.

These folks who one day will stand before the Lord Jesus Christ in judgment will be in for a surprise.

A  Stammering Dissent

But why?  What led these people to the place where they stand before God, fully expecting to be rewarded by Him and welcomed into Heaven, only to hear the shocking words, “I never know you.  Away from me, you evildoers”?

Verses 21-22 reveal a stammering dissent made by those who hear Christ’s words.  “Lord, Lord,” they will say, “did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?”  See, these folks are not the atheists, the cultists, or even the agnostics who claim they can’t know if there is a God.  These people are not mass murderers, hardened criminals, or ones who flaunted an immoral lifestyle in God’s face.  No, these are church people!

Notice how they address Jesus: “Lord, Lord.”  The term translated “Lord” in English can have a couple of connotations.  In the New Testament world, to address someone as “lord” was a polite and respectful way to speak to someone, similar to the word “sir” in modern English.  Many translators believe this is how Saul used the word in Acts 9:5, when he asked the voice from Heaven, “Who art thou, Lord?”  This could be the way these people on Judgment Day will address Christ, but as John Stott points out, “Although to call Jesus ‘Lord’ may mean no more than ‘Sir’, the present context contains allusions both to God as his Father and to himself as the Judge, and therefore seems to imply more.”
  Therefore, we may conclude, they have a proper theology regarding Jesus Christ.  But that was not enough.  Perhaps Jesus was thinking of this kind of people when He said in 6:46: “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?”  
The subjects of Jesus’ words in Matthew 7 relied upon three things to get them into Heaven, and Jesus states that none of them will do the job.  First, they were trusting in their assent.  Since they knew the facts about Jesus, about the Bible, and about God’s plan of salvation, they figured they were saved.  Unfortunately, 

one segment of evangelicalism has even begun to propound the doctrine that conversion to Christ involves “no spiritual commitment whatsoever.”  Those who hold this view of the gospel teach that Scripture promises salvation to anyone who simply believes the facts about Christ and claims eternal life.  There need be no turning from sin, no resulting change in life-style, no commitment—not even a willingness to yield to Christ’s lordship.  Those things, they say, amount to human works, which corrupt grace and have nothing to do with faith.

A glaring example of this is found in The Ryrie Study Bible, which includes a synopsis of doctrine that lists repentance as “a false addition to faith” when made a condition for salvation, “except when [repentance is] understood as a synonym for faith.”
  Because of this, the Christian church today is filled with people who know the facts about Christianity much like a student learns the facts about history, and their lives are impacted about as much as that student who forgets all the information as soon as the exam is over.  As my father said in the aforementioned sermon, “If you expect to be welcomed into Heaven based on that kind of belief, you are in for a surprise.”

Secondly, these folks are relying on their affirmation for their salvation.  They’ve said the right words, either praying a prescribed prayer or repeating the “good confession of faith” before the church or at baptism.  That means they’re saved, right?  After all, doesn’t Paul say in Romans 10:9-10, “if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation”?  Say the right words and you’re in, right?  Afraid not.  James 2:19 speaks of intellectual belief: “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder” [niv].  Mark 5:7-8 records the words of one such demon:

He shouted at the top of his voice, “What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? Swear to God that you won't torture me!” For Jesus had said to him, “Come out of this man, you evil spirit!” [niv]. 

Didn’t it say the words, “Jesus, Son of the Most High God”?  Isn’t that true about Christ?  Yes.  But it didn’t save that demon.  And saying the right words about Jesus will not save anyone else, either.  Words alone do not save.

Finally, these people relied upon their actions to save them.  They will protest, “Did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?”  They were active.  They had been busy doing things in the Lord’s name—even wondrous things, all the while thinking they were serving him with zeal. But their words and their works are empty.
  

Can you imagine the pastor of a successful church, a television evangelist, or a revival preacher hearing the same Jesus they proclaimed tell them, “I never knew you; depart from me”?  According to this passage, there will be people who drive out demons and perform miracles and preach sermons and write books—whoa, that’s getting a bit close to home—who aren’t going to make it!  How can this be?

Consider the event described in Acts 19:13-16, one of the more humorous biblical texts:

A team of Jews who were traveling from town to town casting out evil spirits tried to use the name of the Lord Jesus. The incantation they used was this: "I command you by Jesus, whom Paul preaches, to come out!" Seven sons of Sceva, a leading priest, were doing this. But when they tried it on a man possessed by an evil spirit, the spirit replied, "I know Jesus, and I know Paul. But who are you?" And he leaped on them and attacked them with such violence that they fled from the house, naked and badly injured [nlt].
Didn’t they say the right words?  Sure, but there was no reality behind the words.  Their words were empty.  Anyone who stands before Christ on Judgment Day and tries to rely upon their assent, their affirmation, and their actions to gain access into Heaven will be in for a surprise.

A  Significant Deficiency

Why?  What are they missing?  Jesus points out a significant deficiency these folks have.  In verse 21 He says, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.”  What is it that these folks lack, keeping them from entering eternal life in Heaven?  They did not do the will of the Father.  In Matthew 12:50 Jesus says, “For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.”  The apostle John writes in 1 John 2:17, “The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”  We often speak of “the will of God,” wanting to discern His will for our lives, but did you ever stop to think that your eternal destiny depends upon doing the will of the Father?  What does that mean?

This does not mean that we can earn our way into Heaven by what we do.  Remember that these same people being condemned by Jesus on Judgment Day had an impressive resume of works.  “Doing the will of the Father” does not mean keeping a list of do’s and don’ts.

Rather, I believe we find the essence of doing the will of the Father in two concepts found here in Matthew 7.  In verse 23, Jesus says He will tell these folks, “I never knew you.” As Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, 

But Christ’s followers must ask by what ultimate criterion Jesus will accept or reject them. Who will pass the test, and who will not? The answer lies in the words of Jesus to the last of the rejected: “I have never known you.” Here we are at last, here is the secret we have been waiting for since the Sermon on the Mount began. Here is the crucial question—has Jesus known us or not?

Jesus defined eternal life in John 17:3 this way: “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”  As the old saying goes, “It’s not what you know but who you know that counts.”  Perhaps this is most true when it comes to eternal life.  We must know God.

What does it mean to know God?  Philippians 3:10 says it best, from The Amplified Bible:
[For my determined purpose is] that I may know Him [that I may progressively become more deeply and intimately acquainted with Him, perceiving and recognizing and understanding the wonders of His Person more strongly and more clearly], and that I may in that same way come to know the power outflowing from His resurrection [which it exerts over believers], and that I may so share His sufferings as to be continually transformed [in spirit into His likeness even] to His death.

The last phrase of Paul’s words ties into the second concept found in Matthew 7.  A result of truly knowing Christ is that we are “continually transformed…into His likeness.”  The more we know Christ, the more we become like Christ.  His character begins to be seen in us.  We begin to bear a resemblance to our Lord.


What does this have to do with Matthew 7?  Consider verses 15-20, which up to now we haven’t said much about:

Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them. 


Jesus compares people to trees that bear fruit.  The question is not whether we bear fruit, but what kind of fruit we bear.  What does fruit mean to a tree?  It tells us the character of the tree, and it also tells the condition of that tree.  As Stott comments, “No tree can hide its identity for long. Sooner or later it betrays itself—by its fruit.”
  


Fruit is not the outcome of a tree’s efforts, but of a tree’s essence. An apple tree can try all it wants to produce cherries or peaches, but it can never do so, because it is an apple tree by essence.  Our essence will become evident by the fruit of our lives.


With this in mind, turn to John 15:1-8,

“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 

“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.  This is to my Father's glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. 
The only way we can bear godly fruit is to be connected to the true Vine, who is Christ.  In reality, it is He who produces the fruit it us (i.e., the fruit of the Spirit) and not we ourselves.  The difference between the actions of these people who are rejected by Christ and the actions of true Christians is that true fruit deals with character as much as conduct.  Chuck Swindoll aptly distinguishes between true discipleship and those who try to impress God with their actions:

True believers ultimately do more than believe…they demonstrate a life of obedience as their faith is lived out on a day-to-day basis. They are not saved by works, but works do follow their conversion. Works prove the validity of our faith.


Referring back to Hebrews 9:27, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.”  That means you and that means me.  One day we will all appear before God’s throne in judgment.  What are we trusting in to hold us up when we stand before a holy God?  Are we truly Christ’s disciples?


On that day, are you in for a surprise?
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