Sermon on the Mount #30

“Just Do It”

Matthew 7:24-27

For the last eight-and-a-half months we have been examining our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount.  (I’m sure those first listeners were glad He didn’t take that long!)  This morning we arrive at the final word of this message, as Jesus summarizes His teaching and challenges His audience.

He does so, as was so often His practice, with a parable, found in Matthew 7:24-27,

Therefore whosoever heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them, I will liken him unto a wise man, which built his house upon a rock: and the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell not: for it was founded upon a rock. And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand: and the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell: and great was the fall of it.


Using simple, ordinary images that everyone could understand, Jesus contrasts two kinds of hearers in this parable.  Just as there were two paths and two trees in earlier texts, so now there are two builders, each constructing a house.  One Jesus calls “wise” and the other He calls “foolish.”  We should not assume, however, that Christ is distinguishing between the Christian and the atheist here.  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones writes, 

Clearly the words are addressed to those who are professing Christians. They are not ad​dressed to people who have no interest whatsoever in the kingdom; they are addressed to people who have been listening, and who like listening, to teaching concerning it. These words are obviously addressed to members of churches, to those who make the claim of being Christian, who profess discipleship, and who are seeking the benefits and blessings of salvation. Everything about the picture emphasizes that, and we see that it, again, is meant to show us the differ​ence between the false and the true profession of Christianity; the difference between the Christian and the seeming Christian; between the man who really is born again and is a child of God, and the man who only thinks he is.


With that in mind, let us consider what Jesus says about these two builders, and what they mean to us.

Different Construction 

Many commentators note the similarities between these two individuals: they are both building a house, probably in the same vicinity (since the storm and flood hits both), and perhaps built houses that appeared to be similar to the casual onlooker. 

But Jesus marks a contrast between them as to how they built their houses.  These two builders represent very different construction.  One dug down until he found rock and built his house on that foundation; the other simply put up the structure on the ground without any kind of foundation at all.


Chuck Swindoll notes, “Jesus is not talking about building literal houses on literal rock and literal sand but about building lives—establishing values and determining priorities on contrasting philosophies or lifestyles.”
  But what does Jesus mean by building on a rock as compared to building on sand?

Interpreters have proposed several interpretations of what it means to build on the rock. Some have pointed out that God is called a rock in Psalm 18:2, or that Paul referred to Christ as the only foundation in 1 Corinthians 3:11. Paul teaches that there is only one foundation—Jesus Christ—the only way to salvation. But Paul goes on to say that each Christian is called upon to build upon that foundation, who is Christ.  And, he advises, we must be careful how we build on that foundation.  Perhaps Paul developed his teaching from this parable of Jesus. As one commentary puts it,

Faith is the root of salvation and works are its fruit. The works of man do not produce his own salvation. In fact, to the contrary, this entire message shows that man’s human efforts alone are futile in gaining his salvation. Having made His point, Jesus also clearly stated that while salvation is by faith, it is by a faith which shows itself in a changed life. There is a repentant faith, a life-changing faith, a faith that works!
 

In Matthew 7, Jesus does not distinguish these builders as one who heard His teaching and one who did not.  They both heard, but what they did with the Word was the difference.  The wise man, Jesus taught, heard His words “and put them into practice” [niv], while the foolish man merely heard His words.  As John MacArthur notes,

True believers cannot be hearers only. The Greek word for “hearer” is akroates, a term used to describe students who audited a class. An auditor usually listens to the lectures, but is permitted to treat assignments and exams as optional. Many people in the church today approach spiritual truth with an auditor’s mentality, receiving God’s Word only passively. …Merely hearing God’s Word results in worthless religion. In other words, mere hearing is no better than unbelief or outright rejection. In fact, it’s worse! The hearer-only is enlightened but unregenerate.

The tragedy of this kind of person is that they think they are okay with God.  They rely on what they know to get them by.  They figure that, because they went to church and heard about Christ and can even repeat some Bible verses or doctrinal statements, they are saved.  But, as we saw last week, those folks are in for a surprise—just like the foolish builder will be by the end of Jesus’ parable!

Why are some people like this?  Lloyd-Jones points to a key attribute:

…the trouble with him ultimately is that he does not really desire to know God. He wants God’s blessing, but he does not want God. He does not really desire to serve God and to worship Him with the whole of his being, he simply wants certain things that he believes God can give him. To sum it up, his real trouble is that he does not know the meaning of the expression ‘hungering and thirsting after righteousness’. He is not interested in righteous​ness; he is not interested in holiness. He really does not want to be like Christ; he simply wants to be made comfortable. He is like the man in the picture who wants to build a house hurriedly, so that he can sit in his armchair and enjoy himself. He wishes all to be well with him in this life and in the life to come, but he wants it on his own terms and in his own way. He is impatient, and dislikes all teaching and instruction that warn him that this is not sufficient if he really wants to have a satisfactory and durable edifice.


Like the prototypical man who refuses to ask for directions or to follow the instructions, many people want Christ on their own terms.  They want the benefits without the responsibility.  They want to enjoy things now, rather than working toward that which will last.  As MacArthur adds,

Think for a moment about this: One man built his house the quick and easy way, while the other built the hard way. Building on sand requires no preparation. You do not have to dig. You do not have to prepare. You just slap it up. It is a short-cut, bringing quick results but not lasting ones.

Much of modern evangelism is building on the sand. It allows no time for conviction of sin; no opportunity for deep repentance; no chance to understand why we must come to grips with the reality of our lostness; and no occasion for the Holy Spirit to work. The bandwagon is moving, and if you want to jump on, you’d better do it. Arthur Pink wrote, “There are some who say they are saved before they have any feeling sense that they are lost.”﻿
 Multitudes who name the name of Jesus have foolishly built on the shallow, shifting sand of hearing but not obeying (cf. Matt. 7:26). The contemporary brand of Christianity has become superficial, tolerant of people who have not dug deep and put in the right foundation.

As Christians and as a church, we must be careful that we do not fall into this trap of offering a cheap and easy gospel that really is no gospel at all.  Doctors who give false hope to their patients can be sued for malpractice; how accountable do you think we would be if we gave false spiritual hope, convincing those who are still lost that they are in fact saved?

If the foolish builder is one that only hears the Word, what constitutes a wise builder?  Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes,

We have listened to the Sermon on the Mount and perhaps have understood it. But who has heard it aright? Jesus gives the answer at the end. He does not allow his hearers to go away and make of his saying what they will, picking and choosing from them whatever they find helpful, and testing them to see if they work. He does not give them free rein to misuse his word with their mercenary hands, but gives it to them on condition that it retains exclusive power over them. Humanly speaking, we could understand and interpret the Sermon on the Mount in a thousand different ways. Jesus knows only one possibility: simple surrender and obedience, not interpreting it or applying it, but doing and obeying it. That is the only way to hear his word. But again he does not mean that it is to be discussed as an ideal, he really means us to get on with it.  The only proper response to this word which Jesus brings with him from eternity is simply to do it. Jesus has spoken: his is the word, ours the obedience.


In the words of the famous Nike commercials, Just do it.  That is what Christ calls us to do.  Hearing is good, learning is noble, and knowledge about Christianity should be obtained.  But none of that matters if it stays in the mind.  As William Barclay puts it,

Knowledge only becomes relevant when it is translated into action. It would be perfectly possible for a man to pass an examination in Christian Ethics with the highest distinction, and yet not to be a Christian. Knowledge must become action; theory must become practice; theology must become life.


The different construction between these two builders in Christ’s parable is the difference between hearing, listening, and knowing the truth and doing the truth.  When it comes to the words of Jesus, we are to just do it.
Drastic Circumstances

In this parable Jesus speaks of some drastic circumstances that befall both builders.  A storm arises, dumping torrential rainfall and causing flash floods.  These waters assault the new structures.

Before we see what happens to these buildings because of the storm, let’s first consider what the rainfall and flooding represents.  Some see in this image the difficulties that make up human existence.  Swindoll comments, “His story is forcing us to face reality: life is difficult…storms are inevitable…pain and discomfort happen. There is no escaping life’s calamities.”
  Certainly this is true—Christians as well as unbelievers experience the “storms” of life, and how we respond to these circumstances goes a long way to reveal our inner character.  As my father used to say, “You can tell what a person is filled with by what spills out when he is bumped.”

But I’m not so sure that’s what Jesus had in mind here.  I would have to agree with Warren Wiersbe about this verse, who writes,
…the judgment illustrated here probably refers to the final judgment before God. We must not read into this parable all the doctrine that we are taught in the Epistles; for the Lord was illustrating one main point: profession will ultimately be tested before God. Those who have trusted Christ, and have proved their faith by their obedience will have nothing to fear. Their house is founded on the Rock, and it will stand. But those who have professed to trust Christ, yet who have not obeyed God’s will, will be condemned.

Given the context of unbelievers standing before Christ at the final judgment in the previous verses, this seems to be the most natural interpretation.  Not only is the unbeliever ill-prepared for the calamities of life, he is completely without hope when he stands before God on judgment day.

Dramatic Consequences 

The drastic circumstances lead to dramatic consequences, as Jesus says that the wise man’s house withstood the storm while the foolish man’s house collapsed.  Some people hear and act on the message, while some hear but do not act. Our Lord’s obvious lesson is that the difference between the two is a matter of eternal consequence.
  Maybe Jesus had in mind the words of Proverbs 10:25, “﻿When the tempest passes, the wicked is no more, but the righteous is established for ever.﻿” The final outcome of the foolish builder is utter calamity and destruction.

For the true Christian, though, no storm of life or examination before God will shake his faith.  We can confidently sing the words of the classic hymn, 

My hope is built on nothing less

Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness;

I dare not trust the sweetest frame,

But wholly lean on Jesus’ name.

On Christ, the solid Rock, I stand; 

All other ground is sinking sand.

Just as the two paths and the two trees, the differences between the two builders could not be greater, nor their destinies more opposite.  But to the casual observer, the difference between the two might not be so apparent.  John Stott warns,

In the same way professing Christians (both the genuine and spurious) often look alike. You cannot easily tell which is which. Both appear to be building Christian lives. For Jesus is not contrasting professing Christians with non-Christians who make no profession. On the contrary, what is common to both spiritual house builders is that they hear these words of mine. So both are members of the visible Christian community. Both read the Bible, go to church, listen to sermons and buy Christian literature. The reason you often cannot tell the difference between them is that the deep foundations of their lives are hidden from view. The real question is not whether they hear Christ's teaching (nor even whether they respect or believe it), but whether they do what they hear. Only a storm will reveal the truth. Sometimes a storm of crisis or calamity betrays what manner of person we are, for ‘true piety is not fully distinguished from its counterfeit till it comes to the trial.’ If not, the storm of the day of judgment will certainly do so.

We might be able to fool the people around us—even the people closest to us—but we can never fool God.  This is what Paul had in mind when he wrote in Galatians 6:7, “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.”  The truth will ultimately come out about every one of us.

Does this bother you?  Make you feel uncomfortable?  Perhaps it should.  As Stott goes on to add,

In applying this teaching to ourselves, we need to consider that the Bible is a dangerous book to read, and that the church is a dangerous society to join. For in reading the Bible we hear the words of Christ, and in joining the church we say we believe in Christ. As a result, we belong to the company described by Jesus as both hearing his teaching and calling him Lord. Our membership therefore lays upon us the serious responsibility of ensuring that what we know and what we say is translated into what we do. 

Thus the Sermon ends on the same note of radical choice of which we have been aware throughout. Jesus does not set before his followers a string of easy ethical rules, so much as a set of values and ideals which is entirely distinctive from the way of the world. He summons us to renounce the prevailing secular culture in favour of the Christian counter-culture.


The Sermon on the Mount is now complete.  Jesus sets before us a choice: His way or our own way.  Though the original disciples who heard this message have long since passed from the scene, the call to discipleship continues to this day.  Jesus is calling to each of us, “Follow Me.”


What is our answer to Him?
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