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The Way of Jesus:  The Radical Choice 

Matthew 7:21-29 

 

Release children - Upcoming stuff, including the budget… 

Introduction – The Fatal Choice  

Most of you are probably aware that I had the wonderful privilege of teaching at a Christian 

University for five years.  One of my assignments during that time was teaching a “capstone 

course.”  The goal of a capstone course it to bring all of the experiences and courses that the 

student has had during his or her academic journey at the institution together and shape a 

personal philosophy of life as they move on after they complete their degree.  Of course, in a 

Christian university, that philosophy of life is going to centered on Christ.   

 

It was an exciting class to facilitate.  I didn’t do a lot of lecturing.  The students were given 

assigned reading and then required to make several presentations to the class.  Fully half of their 

grade was also dependent upon a paper that they would write integrating their faith and their 

learning as they would intend to apply it to their future vocation.  Really good and meaningful 

stuff! 

 

I will never forget reading one of the students’ papers.  He was a very bright theater student that I 

had also had in a previous course that I taught.  The presentations that he had done were 

adequate.  He was probably headed for a “B” in the class.  Perhaps he thought I was easy.  Or 

perhaps he thought I wasn’t the brightest faculty member in the school.  I’m not sure.  But I was 

dismayed at the fatal choice he made that resulted in a “F” for the course.   

 

Plagiary is the bane of higher education.  It is the practice of using someone else’s ideas or words 

without giving them proper credit.  It’s unethical.  It’s intellectual theft.  And, in the end, the 

student loses.  No learning occurred because no real thinking was done.    Every professor has a 

statement in their course syllabus stating that evidence of plagiary is grounds for receiving an 

“F.”  There is no mercy. There are no do-overs.  It is university policy.  Well, when I read the 

student’s paper, I began to suspect that those weren’t really his words.  He was smart, but not 

that smart.  So I just did what every professor does now when they suspect plagiary.  I googled 

one of his sentences and up came a document that contained nearly half of his paper.   
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He signed up for the course.  He paid his tuition.  He attended most of the class sessions.  But he 

failed the course because of the fatal choice that he made.  I took no pleasure in it.   

 

Tragically, there are some who call themselves Christians who make a similar fatal mistake and 

assumption. At one point they may have prayed a prayer or been confirmed.  They may have 

been baptized and even given their money to the church.  They may attend church and Sunday 

School most every week.  All of those things are good and should characterize every Christian.  

 

But in the end, they fail to enter the kingdom of God because they did not do what Jesus said. 

There is no more tragic passage in the Bible than Jesus’ closing warning in the Sermon on the 

Mount.   

 

Text – 

“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 from me, you workers of 

lawlessness.’ 

 

“[Therefore] everyone…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.” 

 

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. 

Matthew 7:21-29 (ESV) 
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Prayer 

 

Words Are Not Enough 

I’m sure many of you remember the Sunday School song about the wise and the foolish man.  

You know, it had all the cool motions:   

 

The wise man built his house upon the rock…and the rains came a tumblin’ down. 

The rains came down and the floods came up… 

And the house on the rock stood firm. 

The foolish man built his house upon the sand…and the rains came a tumblin’ down. 

The rains came down and the floods came up… 

And the house on the sand went whoosh! 

 

If you’re like me, you may have thought that that story stood alone by itself.  You know, Jesus is 

the Rock and the sand is the world’s way.  But as I read this passage several months ago in 

preparation for finishing out this series, I became greatly burdened.  The story about the houses 

begins with the word, “therefore.”  It is connected to the previous passage.  And as I began to 

reflect on what Jesus was teaching here, I became more and more burdened by the weight of this 

passage.   

 

There are no sadder words in the Bible than what we just read.  And if we believe the whole 

Bible is the Word of God then we must fully consider what is before us.  For the last two 

messages in this series, we have been considering Jesus’ final closing words to his Sermon on 

the Mount.  This is the application section where the rubber meets the road.  It is full of warning.  

He warned that the many people who are on the broad way are headed for destruction.  Those 

whose lives don’t produce good fruit will be cast into the fire.  In today’s passage he declares 

that those who don’t do the will of the Father will be rejected, no matter what they say.  And 

finally, even those who hear his words but don’t do them will find their lives pulverized, 

shattered, and swept away in the storms of life.  These are serious and damning warnings.  We 

cannot ignore them.  According to the clear teaching of Jesus, there is a heaven to be gained and 
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a hell to be shunned.  It is fashionable in some Christian circles to question the reality of hell.  

But if hell is not real then Jesus was a liar.  It is that plain. 

 

My heart weeps when I consider the words of Jesus on Judgment Day, “I never knew you.  

Depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”  And this he said to people who called him “Lord” 

not only once, but twice!  Not only did they make a loud profession of faith, but they did 

wonderful things “in his name.”  Look at the text.  Jesus says it clearly.  “In his name…” 

 

 They prophesied – meaning they spoke great things about God… 

 They cast out demons… 

 They did many mighty works… 

 

Surely these people would enter the kingdom of heaven!  Jesus said, “I never knew you.  Depart 

from me…”  They made a lot of noise.  They boldly and publically spoke of God.  They did 

great things in Jesus name.   

 

Some people make a public profession of faith – they may even be baptized.   

 It is not enough. 

Some people have had a great spiritual experience some time in their life but they never 

continue the path of spiritual transformation and change that characterizes a true disciple 

of Jesus. 

 It is not enough. 

Some people may be faithful in attending church and may even be really involved. 

 It is not enough.   

 

All of those things are good – indeed, they are essential for each Christian.  Romans 10:9 tells us 

that public confession of Christ is essential for salvation.  Every true believer has some unique 

spiritual experiences.  And every follower of Jesus is to be part of a local Christian community.  

There is one other essential element that is necessary for one to enter into the kingdom of 

heaven.  Jesus said it clearly: “the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.”  And 

the will of the Father and the teachings and life of Jesus are one and the same.   
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Am I teaching salvation by works?  No, we must take Scripture as a whole.  We are saved only 

by grace through faith.  The New Testament is clear. But authentic saving faith, just as we read 

in James (2:14-26) this morning will always be evidenced by obedience.  The Apostle John says 

the same thing: 

 

Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth 

is not in him, but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By 

this we may know that we are in him: whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the 

same way in which he walked. 

I John 2:4-6 

 

The question that you and I cannot avoid is, “are you living like Jesus.  Is your life becoming 

more and more like him as you follow him?”  How unspeakably tragic for someone to have 

made a public profession of faith and joined our church only to hear Jesus say to them on the 

Judgment Day, “I never knew you.  Depart from me…”  The thought is terrifying.  I beg you: do 

not be self-deceived.  You must truly follow Jesus.   

 

Knowledge Is Not Enough 

Jesus illustrates the sober warning with the story about the two houses.  In this story, the rock is 

not Jesus.  He is called the Rock in other places of the New Testament, but that is not what he is 

talking about here.  The difference between the two houses is obviously the foundation.  On the 

surface, both houses may look alike.  In the illustration that Jesus gave, both the foolish man and 

the wise man heard the words of Jesus.  Both are church members because that’s where you 

regularly hear the words of Jesus proclaimed.  Both read the Bible because that’s where you find 

the words of Jesus written.  They look the same but their foundations are radically different.  The 

real question is not whether they hear the words of Jesus but whether they do what they hear.  

Luke, in relating the same teaching of Jesus in his Gospel, put it this way,  

 

“Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord’ and not do what I tell you?”  (Luke 6:46) 
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Simply put, the wise man does the words of Jesus; the foolish man hears them and does not do 

them.  It is a question of obedience.  And the storms of life will reveal what kind of person we 

really are.   

 

Historically, the Church was the strongest in its earliest days.  From a small band of disciples, 

they radically changed the world and the culture by following the way of Jesus.  They obeyed his 

word.  And, as most of you know, they faced terrible persecutions and yet remained faithful.  

They were the house built upon the rock that withstood the rains and the flood.  One of the great 

pastors and preachers from that era wrote these words concerning building your life upon 

obedience to Christ’s teachings: 

 

This gives you the ability to withstand certain misfortunes, such as false accusations, 

plots, bereavements, deaths, loss of family members, insults from others, and all the 

horrid things in life about which one could speak….does not give in to any of these 

potential disasters.   

Chrysostom (349-407) 

 

That, my friends, is why the gates of hell did not prevail against the early church.  They did the 

words of Jesus and the house stood firm through the storm of persecution.  

 

What Will You Do? 

The world needs that kind of church today.  We bemoan the fact that we are quickly being 

pushed to the margins of American culture.  It was embarrassing this week because some 

Christians rose up and complained that the Starbucks paper cup had no Christmas-themed 

designs this year.  Give me a break, people!  Don’t we have better things to do like consider how 

we will respond to the humanitarian crisis of the massive refugee migration into Europe?  No 

wonder the world scorns us.     

 

The world will mock what we say.  They will ridicule what we believe.  But they will be 

convinced by the way we live.  It happened nearly two thousand years ago when Jesus-followers 

transformed the violent pagan Roman Empire.  That’s exactly what Jesus intended his followers 
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to do.  It is not what we say.  It is not what we believe – though they are both essential to true 

Christian faith.  It is how we live that will make a difference in our culture today.  Are we 

obedient to Jesus?  Do our lives mirror his? 

 

Friends, this is at the heart of our new mission statement.  Our mission is to help people find and 

follow Jesus.  You see, unless we’re truly following Jesus, we are self-deceived and destined for 

eternal destruction.  Jesus teaching here is also the essence of our vision statement: “…being 

transformed as Jesus-followers through the power of the Holy Spirit, changing our families, our 

community, and the world for the glory of God.   

 

The world needs that kind of faithful church.  Aberdeen needs that kind of church.   

 

I began this message focusing on the seriousness and the sobriety of Jesus’ teaching in this 

passage.  I want to return to that idea because it is too easily brushed aside because it is too 

painful to face.  I have never preached a more serious or weighty message than this one.  You 

can ignore me, but, I beg you, do not ignore the Word of God.  You can say the sinner’s prayer.  

You can make a public profession of faith – perhaps even be baptized.  You can join the church.  

You may do all that, but unless your faith is demonstrated by actually doing the things that Jesus 

taught, you will hear his terrifying words on Judgment Day, “I never knew you. Depart from 

me…” 

 

The Sermon on the Mount ends with the threat of judgment.  Is Jesus trying to scare us into the 

kingdom of God?  In a way, yes.  Jesus’ pronouncements should produce in us holy fear.  We 

truly become poor in spirit – which is where Jesus began in the Sermon on the Mount.  And it is 

where we must begin.  We cannot save ourselves.  Jesus is the Savior.  These dreadful warnings, 

if we will truly heed them, press us to Jesus.  You see, even  in the horror of these warnings, 

Jesus is inviting you – with all the warmth of his infinite love – to come and follow him.  It is the 

narrow way.  But it is the only way of life.   

 

These are the very words of Jesus.  This is the way of Jesus leading to eternal life. 

 


