THE FORK IN THE ROAD
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“The Christ of the fields and marketplaces has been entombed in cathedrals and holy places, and has been rendered innocuous by making him Lord of the lips and the hymnbooks.” 1 This is a quote from Clarence Jordan, who read, translated, and lived Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Matthew says that in the fields and marketplaces this radical Jesus asks not for lip service but demands, “Choose! Choose whom you will follow!”


I hear it all the time: “I didn’t have a choice! I had no other option!” I think that’s an excuse for not taking personal responsibility. I believe we always have a choice. The two options may be two evils or two types of poison, but we always have a choice. Someone may say, “Cheer for Duke basketball or eat grub worms!” Well, you have a choice, and some say, “Pass the BBQ sauce for those worms.”


Perhaps the greatest learning experience I had was in the summer after I graduated from high school. My father noticed that the eaves on the house needed painting. No big deal. He said, however, that before they could be painted, each eave needed to be scraped. No big deal. Then he said, “You are assigned to scrap and paint them this summer.” Now it was a big deal!  I will confess to you that I do enjoy painting but I do not enjoy preparing to paint! So I grumbled and fumed and protested loudly as only a seventeen-year-old can do. 


Finally my father looked at me and said, “Son, you have a choice. You can scrape these eaves happy or you can scrape these eaves sad.” He did, after all, give me a choice! I remember sweating profusely as I scraped those eaves in the middle of a Florida summer and having those flakes of dried paint fall in my hair and eyes. I decided to scrape the eaves happy in the summer of 1969 and did again a few summers ago.


I realize each day that I have a choice: I can live this day happy or I can live this day sad. It’s not someone else’s choice; it’s mine. I have a choice.


Here in these last verses of what we call the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus calls for a decision—a choice. Jesus wants a response from you and from me to live out our blessing from God.  Follow with me the four movements of Jesus’ call. We have a choice between two gates to two ways; two fruit; two disciples and two foundations. Jesus says we have a choice. Please open you Bible to Matthew 7.

TWO GATES/WAYS: NARROW AND WIDE (7:13-14)

Jesus tells in 7:13-14 of two gates to two ways. One gate is wide and begins an easy road (The word translated “road” also means “way.”) that leads to destruction, yet many choose the wide gate. The other gate is narrow and begins a hard road/way that leads to life, and few choose the narrow gate. He seems to be recalling the two choices of Psalm 1, which we heard today as a call to worship. 


Jesus is not asking us to talk about the gate, describe the gate, do public relations for the gate, believe in the gate or worship the gate. Jesus is calling us to enter through the narrow gate and to walk the hard way he walked. The main teaching of Jesus is “Follow me.” In all of the decisions of my life, however, the gates are not clearly marked “narrow” or “wide,” “life” or “death.” The New York Yankee Yogi Berra supposedly said, “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.” That sounds so simple: “Take it!”


I know I am against evil, but it’s just difficult sometimes to pinpoint which decision leans toward God and which decision leans toward evil. So how do you know when you come to the fork in the road that you have chosen the narrow gate? How do you know which road you are on? In the following verses Jesus gives three tests. 

TWO FRUITS: GOOD AND BAD (7:15-20)

The first test in verses 15-20 concerns fruit. Jesus says that some people can look like sheep but are really wolves in sheep’s clothing. Some can act like they are part of God’s way, but they are spies and infiltrators and do not wish to be led by the power of God. Jesus says in verse 16 and again in verse 20: “You will know them by their fruits” (7:20). Clarence Jordan translates this, “You could know them by the way they live.” Jesus says, “Every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit” (7:17).

When I was growing up in Florida, our family owned an orange grove fifty miles away. Those Valencia trees produced very good fruit. In our yard we had something that had the leaves, bark, shape, and fruit that all looked to be like an orange tree, but it never produced good-tasting oranges. They just were not very good. Ever. A bad tree stock produces bad fruit. Jesus says, “A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit” (7:18).


“You will know them by their fruits,” Jesus says. And each of us can name groups or individuals today who use religious symbols and then act viciously toward others. Some will bomb abortion clinics or child care centers and say, “Jesus told me to do this.” The Klu Klux Klan uses a cross as their symbol. A colleague at work invites you to a Bible study on Friday and then stabs you in the back at work on Monday. Are these passing through the narrow gate or the wide gate, walking on the wide road or the hard way? “You will know them by their fruits,” Jesus says.

TWO DISCIPLES: DOERS AND SAYERS (7:21-23)

 
Not only will you know those in the narrow gate and hard road by their fruits, but you will also know them by what they do. According to verses 21-23, we will not know them by what they say. Those on the hard way to life and those on the easy way to death can say, as Clarence Jordan translates it: “L-o-ord, oh L-o-o-rd, we sure did preach in your name, didn’t we? And in your name we gave the devil a run for his money, didn’t we? We did all kinds of stunts in your name, didn’t we?” Anyone can bleat like a sheep. 


And plenty of people that pass through the wide gate do many mighty works and cite Jesus. It’s real hard to tell sometimes, which gate to choose; for those on the easy way and those on the hard way all seem to be saying the same things and doing the same things. 


And yet those on easy street are called “evildoers.”  No, that’s really not a good translation for “anomia” (7:23). They are the “lawless” ones, the “a nomos” the “no law” ones. But how can you tell who are the lawless ones on easy street?


Only the one who does the will of Jesus’ Father. Do you know the will of God? Sound presumptuous, doesn’t it? How do we know the will of God? I guess the third sign for the narrow gate/way may help us. 

TWO FOUNDATIONS: ROCK AND SAND (7:24-27)

In verses 24-27 we have the third test for those on the hard road less traveled. In a previous church, one of the favorite songs I used for our church school’s chapel is the song I just taught for the children’s sermon:  The Wise Man Built His House Upon a Rock.” (Children particularly like the last part when the house goes Smash!) The wise builder on rock hears Jesus’ words and acts on them. The foolish builder on sand hears and does not act on them. Did you notice the difference? Both builders hear the words of Jesus. I imagine both can quote the words of Jesus.


Notice the verb in these verses. The wise man who builds on the rock is known for hearing these words of Jesus and acting on them. The word here in verse 24 is “do” (poieo): “hears these words of mine and does them.” The same word for “do” is in verse 21: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.” 


Look at verses 17 and 18: “Every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit.” The word translated “bears” is the exact word translated “does” in the other verses. “The good tree does good fruit, but the bad tree does bad fruit.” Belief is not enough. Hearing is not enough. Talking is not enough. The good tree does good fruit; the true disciple does the will of the Lord in heaven; and the wise builder does the words of Jesus; 

TWO BLESSINGS (5:3-4)


What does it take for us to do good fruit, do the will of God and do the words of Jesus? Remember: before the Lord asks anything of us, the Lord first gives us something. Here at the end of the Sermon on the Mount we remember that Jesus began the sermon with eight blessings. Do you remember the first one?

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (5:3). In The Message, Eugene Peterson translates it, “You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less of you there is more of God and God’s rule.” The poor in spirit are those who realize their own spiritual poverty and depend upon God as the source and strength of their lives. They know their lives are not in their own control and that they are dependent on God. To be poor in spirit is to know that we are alive by the grace of God. “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the rule of God.”

Jesus also offers another blessing: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” (5:4). We usually think of mourning as dealing with the death of a loved one. That is not Jesus’ primary intent here, although comfort for those who have lost loved ones is an important pastoral task for Christian disciples. Here mourners are those who are aware of their separation from God and cry out for God to fill the vacuum in their lives. They mourn for mercy and recognize that they are not worthy of the love and care of God. Eugene Peterson translates it as, “You’re blessed when you feel you’ve lost what is most dear to you. Only then can you be embraced by the One most dear to you.” 

And this brings us back to the whole theme of the Sermon on the Mount. These three chapters in Matthew are not rules for entrance into heaven. These are not laws for a Christian legalism. Jesus is not giving us more rules so we can qualify to receive God’s love. 


Jesus says we are known by what we do, but the most important point of the Sermon on the Mount is that it’s not really what we do. Listen carefully now, because I don’t want you to miss this point. The choice is not what we do, but the gate and path we choose. And the gate/path we choose is not what we choose to do but whom we choose to follow: myself or Jesus. We have a choice.


We usually ask, “How can we follow these teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount?” I think that’s the wrong question. I think the better question is, “Why should we follow these teachings?” and the answer is “Jesus.” 

Will Willimon writes that we do not so much decide to be good or courageous as we become attached to some object of love and attention that reinforces and releases our energies. 2 Our good actions become not an act of the will but a response to the beloved because we obey whatever absorbs our attention and affection. As Thomas Aquinas said, “We imitate whom we adore.” Matthew gives us the best reason to try to live this way and his answer is “Jesus.” 


When you come to a fork in the road, take it. Once we choose to accept the blessings that are ours from this Divine Graciousness, once we stop resisting God, once we open ourselves up to receive all that God wants to give us, our lives will naturally bear good fruit. And I mean naturally. We are created and blessed by God as good trees capable of “doing” good fruit. We are rooted in Divine Graciousness, embraced by the Loving Parent, and blessed by the Generous Creator. As Jesus says, “You’re blessed when you feel you’ve lost what is most dear to you. Only then can you be embraced by the One most dear to you.” When you come to the fork in the road, take it! Choose to accept the embrace of Divine Graciousness and follow this beloved Jesus. 
HYMN 537: My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less
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