“The Highway to Hell” (Matthew 7:13—-23)

In the early 90s, | played basketball at MultnorBithle College. My basketball career is now a blfur o
mediocrity. However, one particular game stands¢@ute: Multnomah Bible College vs. Reed College.
Reed is a well-known bastion of tolerance thahésantithesis of Multhnomah. What | vividly recaibi
this game was the warm-ups. The moment our teakntkmofloor for our layup drills, Reed starting
playing AC/DC'’s infamous songs “Highway to Hell”étHell's Bells” over and over. The Reed players
and fans laughed and mocked while we just wenttafmaubusiness. This desperate but rather clever
attempt to “get into our heads” failed. We beatrih®y a whopping fifty points! (I had to share this.
What | remember, however, was my grief that mahgdt all) of these young people were headed to a
Christless eternity. What these players and famsght was one big joke was actually dead seriohis. T
led me to ask the question, “What is the differenetveen these Reed students and me?” | quickly
thought through total depravity and unconditiorlatgon, but then recognized that certain passages
emphasize the necessity to believe in Christother words, from humankind’s vantage point tvha
distinguishes us from one another are the choieemake. We make decisions and then those decisions
turn around and make &30 say it another way:Your decision about Christ affects your destination

In Matthew 7:13—-23 Jesus gives two charges that will help you to nakeect choices.

1. Choose narrow over broad7:13-14)? In these two familiar verses Jesus warns, “Dowitrywabout
being PC—Palitically Correct; instead, be SC—Spaily Correct. He begins with a command and then
follows it up with two reason$Enter through the narrow ° gate for the gate is wide and the way is
broad that leads to destruction, and there are manyho enter through it. For the gate is small and
the way is narrow’ that leads to life, and there are few who find it"(7:13—14).Jesus sets before the
crowd an either/or choicegarding eternal lifé There are two gates, two ways, and two destifies.

key to understanding this section is that one sriteough the gate and then begins traveling thd ab
discipleship. Jesus is the narrow gate. His nagat& leads to a kingdom. The way of discipleshgmth
stretches throughout one’s years on earth, ultijéeading to life eterndl.Unfortunately, many people
will choose the more appealing wide and broad gateealizing that it leads to eternal destruction.
Obviously, Jesus didn't say these words with aesimil His face. It doesn’'t make Him happy that anly
few find the way; He’s simply stating a sad factifef. Even in America, only 34% of people consider
themselves born-again Christians. Yet, more reddermbservations place the percentage at about 23%.
That means 77% of Americans are headed to destnuctind America is one of the greatest Christian
nations in the world. No matter how you slice ihriStians are a minority in any population sanidBait
Jesus predicted this 2,000 years ago.

Interestingly, Jesus uses the term “narrow” in boft8 and 14° This description has never been
welcome, but it is particularly offensive to*2dentury ears. “Call me vain, call me proud, cadl m
mean—but don’t call me narrov&i'”PeopIe are all about tolerance, pluralism, antigigism. Yet, Jesus
said, “| am the way, and the truth, and the life;ame comes to the Father but through Me” (Johf)14:
Peter declared, “And there is salvation in no dee ghan Jesus]; for there is no other name under
heaven that has been given among men by which veé lmeusaved” (Acts 4:12). This message isn’t too
popular in our pluralistic culture. But this is may idea; it was Jesus’ idea...and it is His messhgtie
end, therefore, life’s biggest decision is what gouwith Jesus. There are two gospels in this vkl
polluted gospel: Christ + something = nothing,he pure gospel which is Christ + nothing = evenghi
You cannot find God’s will or way by appealing teetmajority™ Instead, you must look to Christ. The
word that is translated “find'heurisk is never used to describe an intense yet futisgch for

something that is hard to find; it's used to ddsesomething that is found simply by making therffo
look for it.'®* Seeking and finding are closely related. The iogtlon is not that many people look for the
way yet never find it; the implication is that moany bother to look. If you look to Christ you withd
Him. Your decision about Christ affects your destination



[Jesus says, “Choose narrow over broad” becauseatihew way leads to life. The second charge that
Jesus shares is...]

2. Choose accuracy over appearand@:15—23)** When Satan wants to steer people in the direction o
the broad gate, he uses special human messendeds“tase prophets” (7:15). In the verses thdlofe,
Jesus warns us to differentiate between true dsd faophets® Why is it so important to be able to
recognize a false prophet? Because a prophet sfiggked! He stands at the crossroads, where the tw
gates are, pointing people either to the narrow gathe wide one. If what the prophet says is gron

then all who believe his message are in dangeeiofjdost foreverln 7:15, Jesus speaks a principle that
clarifies this sectiori‘Beware of the false prophets, who come to you irheep’s clothing, but

inwardly are ravenous wolves."The word translated “bewareffosechd is both a warning and a
command, which means you should constantly be. 8/&te reason for concern is that false prophets are
deceptive—always have been, always will be. Thighg 24 out of 27 New Testament books warn
believers against false teachers. If they were &adgtect, there would be no need for continual
warnings. Furthermore, one of the primary respalitils of elders is to protect the church (i.desp)

from false teachers. In the fourth century, Augwessaid, “There are many sheep without, many wolves
within.”*” Augustine unknowingly prophesied about the chufcAmerica in the 2% century! Think

about it: If you were Satan, how would you seellé¢oeive people? You would most likely use religion
and religious teachers. The church of Satan iexteme and in-your-face, but cults and world ielig

are Satan’s “bread-and-butter!” The backdoor ocogmito approach is always more effective. Remember,
“Satan disguises himself as an angel of light” 2 €C1:14).

Appearances can be deceiving. Every Yeoplemagazine publishes an issue dedicated to the 50 mo
beautiful people in the world. (I guess I'm #51caese I've never been included in their list.) Tikisne
of their most popular issues, because these afagtinbeautiful people. But when you look beyohd t
perfect smiles, perfect hair, perfect bodies araiheére the content of these people’s lives, you saé
that they are just as messed up as anyone—if na swo Their lives are characterized by divorce and
rehab and career conflict and on and on. They reaid 50 most beautiful people, but they're notafie
most “together” people; they're not the 50 most tionally well-adjusted” people; they're not the 50
most godly peopl& But, of course, an entire issue dedicated to &tlysse topics probably wouldn't sell
very well because we are appearance oriented.&lyibelievers can be duped by appearances when it
comes to preachers we prefer. If a preacher imigan unimpressive in stature or appearance, we
disregard him. If a preacher is captivating, gamaking, and speaks positive thoughts we adore Wm.
can be very gullible! This is why Jesus says wetrhaware of false prophets.

In 7:16-20, Jesus explains how to identify falssppets:You will know them by their fruits . Grapes
are not gathered from thorn bushes nor figs from tistles, are they? So every good tree bears good
fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree
produce good fruit. Every tree that does not bear god fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. So
then, you will know them by their fruits.” These verses are bracketed by the phrase “yoknallv
them by their fruits” (7:16, 20). This section afripture has been used by believers to supporigdg
whether someone is saved. | have heard countlagsiffspectors” exclaim, “Bill/Jane is not livifike a
believer so he/she can't be a Christian! Afteryal) will know them by their fruits.” While this iga
sound biblical, it is not! The Bible does not conddfruit inspecting” as it pertains to someonets
salvation. It is God's responsibility to judge, iyours or mine! There is an old maxim: “A text adt
context is a pretext.” Matt 7:16, 20 may be thet base in point. It is widely assumed that theitflin
this passage refers to “the fruit (note singuldithe Spirit” of Gal 5:22—-23. However, every bekev
struggles with the fruit of the Spirit. If salvatidgs dependent upon the fruit of the Spirit, angllggerson
would assume he or she is lost. Others believethiedruits refer to “works” that give evidenceafe’s
salvation. Yet, by whose measure of works shoulgusge someone’s salvation? The amount of fruit
necessary to please one Christian “fruit inspeattay not please the next “fruit inspectdt.”




What is false about false prophets is not theiward works?’ Jesus has just declared that they look like
sheep! If false prophets did not perform good wark®ne would believe them. Today false prophets
often live and act like Christiad$How many times have you heard someone say otiatctiBut he

lives such a good life, | can’t believe he’s ndlaristian.” Thus, their falsity is not found in the

actions? Obviously, there has to be another more reliablietion to these verses. And there\ighat

makes a prophet a prophet? What makes a falsegirdphgerous? The answer to both of these questions
is words specifically, prophetic words or propheciBgy. “fruits” Jesus is referring to what comes from
thelips of a false prophet, not thiée of a false prophet. This is confirmed in Matt 12:37 where Jesus
uses nearly identical langua@jeTherefore, Jesus admonishes disciples to be ffrsjtectors” of those
passing themselves off as prophets.

The Jewish audience Matthew addresses would nigtthaik of two Old Testament passages. One refers
to a false prophet whose prophecy actually canpass (Deut 13:1-5};the other to a false prophet
whose prophecy was not fulfilled (Deut 18:20-28)bbth situations, the emphasis is not on how the
prophet lived, but on what he sa&idThe people of Israel were told to observe whaiplpetsaysand see

if it aligns with whatGodsays, regardless of any signs the prophet migfinoe with his prophesying. It
may surprise you to know thatritakes no differenaghether signs or wonders accompany a prophet’s
message. If his message does not agree with withh@osaid, that prophet is to be recognized aksa f
prophet?® The true test for discovering a false prophetacher is to compare his or her message with
God’'s Word. This has always been the test for disdog who speaks for God and who does not. Since
God cannot possibly contradict Himself (Num 23:48) His Word stands forever (Isa 40:8), we must
judge those who claim to speak for God by the Word.

Fortunately, the Scriptures provide several catéor indentifying false prophets. Deut 18:20 styse
prophets speak in the name of other gods; Micah &a¥s false prophets prophesy for money. In 1 Cor
12:3 false prophets do not confess Jesus as LoddJbhn 4:2 false prophets do not confess Jestrsgha
and remaining in the flesh. In Matt 24:24-27 fgdsaphets do not view Jesus’ return as a cosmicteven
In 2 Pet 2 false prophets have libertine ethia&e can discern whether a prophet’'s message B ligls
knowing thetruth! The FBI trains their agents to detect countetidis by studying authentic bills. If
they can master the genuine article they can episikyout what is counterfeit. This is also truehwiialse
teaching. If you immerse yourself in the Scriptuned biblical teaching, you will be able to feroet

what is false. You don't have to be a “cult exgergu just need to be a diligent Bible student.

In 7:21-23, Jesus utters some of the most frightemérses in the entire Biblgéesus saysNot

everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,? will enter the kingdom of heaver?® but he who does the
will of My Father ** who is in heaven will enter. Many will say to Me o that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did

we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name casiut demons, and in Your name perform
many miracles?’ And then | will*! declare to them ‘I never knew*? you; DEPART FROM ME,

YOU WHO PRACTICE LAWLESSNESS.” Many have looked at these verses and althoughhivesy
lived godly lives have wondered, “Have | been geadugh?” Some have even used that phrase, “And
then | will declare to them, ‘I never knew you' tearn Christians that if their lives and servicetfte
Lord is inadequate they may not get to heaven—aa iwhere taught in Scripture. If Jesus’ point in
7:21 were that faith is not enough, that good warnksbedience is also necessary in order to bedsave
then Jesus should have said something like this2iz: “Many will say to me in that day, ‘Lord, Lardie
trusted in you alone, we had faith in you alone bekeved the Bible and your words.” But of course
Jesus says nothing of the sort. The key to undetistg these verses is found in the context. Ititical

to see that these verses directly tie into theiptsvdiscussion on false prophets (7:15-20). Ma&6-23
clearly distinguishes between “you” and “them."7123, the pronoun “them” links back to the “them” i
7:20% The “them” in 7:20 refers to the false prophet§df. So Jesus isn't talking about believers in
general, but false prophets in particular. In thbsee verses, He shares three ways that we clmitify
false prophetd’




We cannot identify false prophets by the vocabulary they use. They will acknowledge the
lordship of Jesus Christ, addressing him as “Lokbt only will they say it once, they will repeat
it: “Lord, Lord.” Recognizing the gravity of thetgation, they will plead for their lives. This
repetition of “Lord” may also suggest that theynththey are on familiar terms with Jesus. Next,
they will ask Jesus a series of questions, callihgst as a witness in their defense. Notice that
they will not directly assert that they have donedyworks. They will speak in interrogative, not
declarative, sentences. Because of this, theindefaill actually be much stronger than their
own mere declarations would have been: They willChrist Jesus Himself as their defense
witness. They will ask Him to testify to the fadfstheir lives: their prophesying, exorcising, and
wonderworking®® Yet, these false prophets have not truly trustetesus Christ as their Savior.

We cannot identify false prophets by the miracles they perform. What could be more notable

than prophesying, casting out demons, and doingymanderful works? | don’t know about

you, but | haven't performed any of these workergly. These are astounding works! But is it
really possible for an unbeliever to be used by%¥és it is. Judas is an example. The disciples
all went out two by two and they all came back sgyi'The demons are subject to us” (Luke
10:17). There is no hint that Judas stood out gsldferent from the others. It is possible to

drive out demons and yet not have faith in Jesa$s(2A9:13). In Matt 24:24, Jesus states that
false prophets may be able to perform such marged@ns and wonders that even the very elect
are almost deceived. The Antichrist himself willzeamiraculous powers (2 Thess 2:9). Even
Balaam’s donkey demonstrates that the devil cadym® imitations® Jesus, however, states that
many people at the judgment will argue that thesedee heaven, that they have a right to heaven
because they have done many wonderful works indinee of Jesus. These individuals do not
believe that the only way to heaven is through s&frist. In short, they do not believe the
gospel, and that is why they are damned. Jesust pere is that no one can expect kingdom
entrance on the basis of his or her works—no mhtierimpressive they may seem. Jesus never
emphasizes the external as being the highest $iguatloenticity®” He is always more concerned
with a person’s heart—motives, thoughts, and aktisu Moreover, Jesus will not partner with
anyone (except God) in salvation. This means thbetome a Christian one must forsake all
works of righteousness and trust in the finishedwad Christ. It is not a matter of doing
something, but trusting Someone. Salvation canea@dhieved; it can only be received.

We cannot identify false prophets by their sincerity. Although these false prophets were sincere,
they were sincerely wrong. In this context, Chsist'arning was to the Pharisees whose message
was that one was accepted by God based on hioraligfforts and good works. Jesus explains
that they failed to do “the will of His Father."sles uses the phrase “the will of My Father” in
John 6:40 where He says: “This is the will of Mythke, that everyone who beholds the Son and
believes in Him will have eternal life, and | Mybulill raise him up on the last day” (cf. 6:28—
29). Matt 7:21-23 therefore becomes a strong wgrtaneligious people. What are you
depending on to get you to heaven: Someone whofdigebu or something you’ve done? The
implication of Christ’s warning is: If the peoplehav seem the most likely to make it will be shut
out of heaven, then plenty of ordinary people Wdl/e the same frightful experience. Many
sincere people who are devoted to their faith, maing never brag about their relationship with
God, and many who just quietly believe and havalgeorks to prove it—these too, just might
miss the heavenly kingdoffiJesus Christ is not addressing wrong actionsinistead wrong
doctrine. He reports that many people will appedote Him at the judgment and will talk about
their works, not their faith. Jesus was quotin@Bs As King David had spoken of vanquishing
his enemies so Christ will purge from His presethose who trust their works (“lawlessness”) to
give them a right standing with God.



This past month, the American Humanist Associatioveiled a provocative $40,000 holiday ad
campaign proclaiming, “Why believe in a god? Jesgbod for goodness’ sake.” These ads will appear
on Washington, D.C. buses starting next week anding through Decembét.Yet, how do we define
“good” if we don’t believe in God? If we reject God’s Word, by what standard can veasure
goodness?

| have a terrible sense of direction. I'm not beimgnble; honestly, | embarrass myself with howr gat
lost while | am driving. Fortunately, a saint inr@lurch bought me a GPS for my car. Since | ddget
to read maps, | use the voice activated featureat\atie didn’t know is that I'm technologically imzd
as well. Instead of finding the narrow gate throtgitthwest Baptist Seminary, | found the Narrows
Bridge. | was sincere, but | was sincerely wrohgad the right equipment, but | used it incorrgctl
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Scripture References
Matthew 7:13-23
Luke 13:22-30
Matthew 24:11, 23-25
Matthew 12:33-37
James 3:1-12

Luke 6:43-46
Matthew 25:1-13

Study Questions

1.

How do | know that | have eternal life (7:13-14)h&Vor who am | trusting in? C.S. Lewis said, “Haéest
road to hell is the gradual one; the gentle slspé&,underfoot, without sudden turnings, withoutesiones,
without sign posts.” How can | explain the conceptsdent in this quote to unbelievers that | cameontact
with? As a believer, how am | seeking to walk thgiodhe small and narrow gate in my Christian life?

From my vantage point, who are contemporary exasnpii¢alse prophets (7:15-20)? How can | disceat th
these individuals are indeed false prophets? Whegr®ask me about these individuals, how can Iidhyand
graciously share a biblical perspective?

When have | been guilty of illegitimately judginther believers according to their fruit (7:16)? Hawuld |
feel if others judged me according to the samedstah(see 7:1)? How would | fare? If | would beridu
lacking, why do | continue to inspect fruit in oth@

Why are good works so deceptive (7:22)? How haexh this to be the case in my own life? Since wark
so deceptive, where should Christians look for @sste? How should Christians interact with those wlaim
to be believers but are not living obedient lives?

Augustine said, “He who believes that God is hoily eespair trying to appease Him.” When have |ated
my utter inability to please God? How has this gehmy view of myself in relation to God? Why istill so
easy to struggle with my own pride and self-willh&V can | do this week to humble myself before @od
others?
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