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Matthew 7:1-29

Read v. 1

Jesus was teaching a whole new way of looking at other people.  The religion of Judaism made it easy for people to judge others.  When your religion is based on doing a long list of actions in order to please God 
it's kind of easy to look at other peoples' actions and visually judge whether they make the grade, or not.  But Jesus is teaching a whole new way of looking at people.  Remember, Jesus reminds us that God is more like a counselor than a policeman.  God looks at our heart, at our motivations, more than he looks at our actions.  And it's a person's heart, a person's motivations, that Jesus is commanding us not to judge.  The Greek word that Matthew uses for "judge" here means to look at someone's inner motives and declare them to be sinful, thereby deciding that they are worthy of Hell.  But whose job is that?  That's God's job.  Only God really knows a person's heart.  Only God has the right to decide if someone is fit for Hell, or not.


Let's take some of the sins that Jesus has mentioned already in the Sermon on the Mount as examples.  You'll remember in chapter 5, and verse 21, Jesus looked at the sin of murder and took it deeper.  What inner feeling did Jesus say is just as sinful as the outward act of murder?  Anger.  The Greek word for anger in Matthew 5:22 is "orge", that strong, inner, habitual, long-term anger that we choose to hold on to and nurse.  That's wrong.  That's sinful.

Now, can you, or I, judge accurately when someone is choosing to hold on to orge, habitual anger, in their heart?  Maybe.  But maybe not.  Only God truly knows the heart.  So it's not wise for us to try, is it?  And, besides, who are we to judge that someone is guilty of habitual anger, when we so often do it ourselves?  These are the reasons why Jesus commands us not to judge others.


Another example.  In Matthew 5:27 Jesus looked at the sin of adultery and took it deeper.  What inner feeling did Jesus say is just as sinful as the outward act of adultery?  Lust.  The Greek word for lust in Matthew 5:28 is "epithumia", that strong, intense, longing and desire for something - in this case to have a sexual relationship with someone.  

Now, can you, or I, judge accurately when someone is choosing to  hold on to lust in their heart?  Maybe.  But maybe not.  Only God truly knows the heart.  So it's not wise for us to try, is it?  And, besides, who are we to judge others for lust, condemning them to hell, when we so often have lust in our own hearts?  These are the reasons why Jesus commands us not to judge others.


Any questions?  Is there a group of people that you often find yourself critical of and, (if there is a just God in heaven), condemning to Hell?  Let's take the worse cases we can think of:  drug dealers and terrorists.  Is it okay to judge their motives, to judge their hearts, and condemn them to Hell?

Here's the thing.  Only God knows a person's heart.  And only God is pure enough to stand in judgment of others.


Jesus felt so strongly about this, that he warned us, "As hard as you are on others, that's how hard God will be on you."  Verse 2.


Read v. 2


Boy, I've known so many people over the years that have really needed to read this verse, every day.  If they could remember that God will judge them as harshly as they judge others then I’m sure they'd back off.  

Instead of judging others, Jesus encourages us to judge ourselves.  Verse 3.


Read vv. 3-5


On the surface that appears to contradict the "do not judge" command that opened this chapter.  But is it?  Is removing a speck from someone else's eye the same thing as judging them?  Apparently it isn't, or Jesus wouldn't have allowed us to do it.  


To remove a speck from someone's eye is not to judge them for the speck.  Or, at least, it shouldn't be.  What should be our attitude when we try to remove specks from others' eyes?  It should be, "I'm not judging your heart and condemning you to Hell for what you're doing.  Only God can judge your heart.  I'm just trying to help you stop doing the visible sin that you're doing."  

This is the difference between judging someone and trying to remove the speck from their eye.  Judging someone is trying to evaluate their heart, their motives, and condemning them to Hell.  Removing specks is just trying to change outward visible behavior.


This should be done out of love and concern for them, not out of condemnation.  It's done to help them live a better life, not to criticize them.  


Let's use an example.  Say you know a Christian who gossips a lot.  
(I define "gossip" as repeating something about someone else that they wouldn't want you to repeat.)  Let's say that you know someone who's always telling you embarrassing things that other people did, or said.  And whenever they do you get this feeling in your stomach that they're gossiping, and that it's wrong, and you wish they'd stop.  But they never stop!  They love talking about other people, in ways that the other people wouldn't want repeated!  What would it look like for you to judge them?  It would be to act like you know that their heart is wicked, and to condemn them to Hell for what they're doing.  What would it look like for you to try and remove the speck of gossip from their eye?  It would be for you to:

a.  Make sure that YOU do not gossip.


b.  Ask them if you could speak to them about their outward behavior,



the outward behavior of gossiping.  Why might this be 



necessary?  Because it's totally possible that they

 

don't know they're doing it.  It's totally possible that they don't



know that it's wrong to gossip.



We need to do this gently, however.  Galatians 6:1 says:

"If someone is caught in a sin, 

you who are spiritual should restore him gently." 

 (Galatians 6:1)


Not that everyone will want you to do this for them.  Not everyone can receive these kinds of truths.  That's what Jesus was getting at in verse 6.


Read v. 6


Jesus did not try to convert everyone, or even try to help everyone live a holier life.  When his hometown Nazareth folks first heard him preach and tried to throw him over a cliff, Jesus didn't keep on preaching to them.  Instead, the Bible says that "he walked right through the crowd and went on his way (Luke 4:14-30)."  And isn't this why Jesus was mainly silent when he was brought before Pilate (Matthew 27:14)?  Jesus knew that not everyone can receive the truth.  

William Barclay writes:

"There are some people who cannot receive Christian truth.  It may be that their minds are shut; it may be that their minds are brutalized and covered over with a film of filth; it may be that they have lived a life which has obscured their ability to see the truth; it may be that they are constitutional mockers of all things holy; it may be, as sometimes happens, that we and they have absolutely no common ground on which we can argue.  A man can only understand what he is fit to understand.  It is not to everyone that we can lay bare the secrets of our hearts.  There are always those to whom the preaching of Christ will be foolishness."

(Daily Study Bible, on Matthew, p. 269)


Though it may not be wise to talk with this kind of person about holiness, and offering to remove the speck from their eye, it is always wise to live like Jesus in front of them.  Hopefully the speck in their eye won't blind them to seeing Jesus in us.  That's always our hope.


Any questions? 


Next, Jesus turns to the subject of prayer, and how to pray.  Verse 7.


Read vv. 7-8


When we put several scripture like this together, we see that there are at least three requirements to getting our prayers answered:


a.  Ask.  James 4:2 tells us, "You do not have, because you do not ask." (James 4:2)  Why is that?  Why doesn't God just give us the things we need, without our asking?  Because he has also given us free will.  This means that God will never give us something that we haven't asked for in prayer - or that someone else hasn't asked for on our behalf in prayer.


b.  Ask for things in prayer according to God's will.  1John 5:14 says, "This is the confidence we have in approaching God:  that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us." (1John 5:14)

c.  And Jesus' words here in Matthew 7 add another piece to the puzzle.  For the words "ask," "seek," and "knock" in Matthew's Greek language are written in a tense that really means "ask and keep on asking, seek and keep on seeking, knock and keep on knocking".  Jesus is teaching us to be persistent when we pray, not to just ask once.


I have to ask why?  Why does God want us to ask and keep on asking, seek and keep on seeking?  Do we need to wear God down?  Do we need to change his mind, convince him that we're right in what we're asking?


I don't think so.  I believe God wants us to ask and keep on asking for things in prayer for these reasons:


a.  To discover for ourselves if we really want what we're asking for, or if it's just a casual "if you have nothing else to do, God" kind of prayer.


b.  To purify our reasons for asking for something.  Over time, if we keep asking in prayer, we may come to see that we only had selfish motives behind our prayer request.


c.  To eventually learn what God's will is in this circumstance.  Many times this only comes with time.


d.  To discover if there is anything that we can do to answer this prayer ourselves.  God wants us to be co-creators with him, to roll the stone away from Lazarus' tomb ourselves, to feed the hungry ourselves, to initiate healing in a relationship ourselves.


Any questions?


So, given these facts about prayer . . .

a.  We need to ask for things in prayer.  (How many times do we have a problem and we forget to ask God to help us solve it?  "Oh what joy we often forfeit, oh what needless pain we bear, all because we do not carry everything to God in prayer.")

b.  We need to ask for things according to God's will.


c.  We need to ask for things over and over again . . .        let's take time now and pray silently before the Lord.  Think of a need in your life right now.  Think of a need in someone else's life right now.  Let's ask God to meet that need, according to his will.


[Pray.]


What do we believe about God that inspires us to take our needs to him in prayer?  The reason that we can pray with confidence is because we believe in God's power, and we believe in God's love.  It's this second part that Jesus lifts up next.  Verse 9.


Read vv. 9-11


If even we sinful humans have the capacity to give good things to our children, how much more will our perfect, loving and holy God give good things to us?  Automatically?  No.  Who does Jesus say God will give good things to?  "To those who ask him!"

Now, if you ask me, I think verse 12 was put in the wrong place - not by Jesus but by those who remembered this sermon, or series of sermons.  I think it fits better back in the section where Jesus was talking about loving others by not judging them.  But here it is anyway, the Golden Rule.

Read v. 12


That's a pretty huge statement.  Look at the OT in your Bible.  Mine is 1633 pages long!  And Jesus sums it all up in 11 words:  "Do to others what you would have them do to you."  If you don't want people to judge you, then don't judge them either.  If you don't want people to remove specks from your eyes when they have planks in their own, then don't be hypocritical towards them either.  Imagine if the whole world lived this way . . .


But it doesn't.  Instead, most of the world goes about living in other ways.  Verse 13.


Read vv. 13-14


What do you think these verses mean?  I think Jesus is saying that the path to holiness and to salvation that he offers is the only one that actually  gets us to God.  


Why does he say that only a few find his path?  Only a few would find it in his day because he was teaching a new path that was so different from the path of Judaism.  He's not saying that it's a difficult path, and only "the few, the strong and the brave" can stay on it.  He's just saying that there are so many other paths to choose from, and in his day few would have the courage to leave Judaism and follow him.


Is it any different today?  We call ourselves a Christian nation.  But are most of the people in your neighborhood active, church-going, Christians?  


This is why we have to be diligently making new friends of pre-Christians, and get them involved in the Body of Christ.  Alpha is a fantastic way to do that.  It is a non-threatening and fun summary presentation of the gospel, that gets pre-Christians thinking about God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit and their place in the Universe.


Who are you actively trying to get on Jesus' narrow path these days?  Can you write their names down?  


Will you invite them to Alpha the next time it's offered?

Next, Jesus talks about "false prophets".  What is a false prophet?  It's someone who claims to speak for God, but really isn't.  How can we tell if someone is a false prophet, or a true prophet?  Let's see how, in verse 15.


Read vv. 15-20

So, how can we tell if someone is a false prophet, or a true prophet?  By looking at their "fruit".  What is "fruit"?  It's their outward behavior.  What kind of outward behavior would you expect from a true prophet?


a.  Someone who practices what they preach.


b.  Someone who isn't just in it for the money.


c.  Someone who is holy in their conduct, following the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount!


Jesus says not to look at a person's outward appearance.  On the outside they may look as harmless as a sheep.  Prophets in the OT were known for wearing rough wool clothing, sheepskins.  (John the Baptist wore even rougher clothing made of camel's hair.)  But Jesus is telling us that it doesn't really matter what a person looks like on the outside.  What matters is their heart, which will reveal itself in their fruit, how they live.


Finally, Jesus ends the Sermon on the Mount with a warning:  unless we do these teachings while we're still here on earth, no amount of faith will get us into heaven.  Verse 21.


Read vv. 21-23


Whoa!  We usually think of prophets and exorcists and miracle workers as super holy people who will get a free pass to the "kingdom of heaven".  But if they are not doing the will of God, found here in the Sermon on the Mount, then they will not get into heaven.


Is this "works righteousness"?  Is this "earning your way into heaven"?  I thought we were saved by faith alone.  Now we're being told that calling on the name of Jesus isn't enough to be saved, that we have to do the will of God.  Isn't this "works righteousness"?  What do you think?

I think we make a theological mistake when we pit faith and works against each other, making it an "either - or" thing.  It's not either, or.  It's both, and.  


So, let's be clear about the steps of salvation:


a.  What does faith in the blood of Jesus do for us?  Faith Jesus' blood erases our past sins and makes us fit for heaven - as heaven is only for the sinless.  


b.  What does doing God's will do for us?  Doing God's will keeps us in the state of sinlessness that Jesus' blood gave to us.  Jesus taught us that our faith in him must be followed by our good works (i.e. doing God's will), in order to prove that we have real faith in him.  It's not "faith or good works".  It's "faith and good works".  As James 2 says:
"What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims

to have faith but has no deeds?  

Can such a faith save him?

Faith without deeds is useless."

(James 2:14, 20)

c.  What about those who teach that we are "once saved, always saved"?  Can we sin away our salvation?  Yes, we are always free to sin away our salvation by deliberately not doing God's will - as in, for example, not following the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount.  Those who teach that once a person believes in Jesus they cannot lose their salvation (a.k.a. "once saved, always saved") are wrong.  (They usually answer the question, "Then what about Christians who sin?" by claiming that if you are a real Christian then you will not deliberately sin anymore.  But how many people does this describe?  I don't know anyone like this.)

d.  If we can lose our salvation by deliberately sinning, does this put our salvation on shaky ground?  Since we are sinful creatures, can we ever be certain that we are saved and fit for heaven?  Yes, by asking God's forgiveness of the sins we've done since we last prayed, by using the means of grace to get God's power, and by living a holy life now.


Any questions?


Read vv. 24-29

What two things give us a solid foundation that enables us to weather the storms of life?


a.  Hearing Jesus' teachings.  Have you heard them?  Look around you.  Isn't it great that there are others here to hear them?  And isn't it sad that there aren't more here to hear them?  Who could you invite to Bible study next week?


b.  Putting Jesus' words into practice.  Again, faith must be followed by good works, or it's not real faith at all.


Do you know people who were Christians until the storms of life hit them?  Why did they fall away from the faith?  Either they didn't know Jesus' teachings, or they didn't put them into practice.  These two are the foundation upon which we weather the storms of life.


How about you?  Are you putting Jesus' words found here in the Sermon on the Mount into practice?  Let's take a test, and see:

The Sermon on the Mount Exam

Directions:  Write either "BGG" or "NMG" next to each of the following teachings of Jesus, found in the Sermon on the Mount, to best describe how often you are putting Jesus' words into practice.


"BGG" = "By God's Grace" you do this 100% of the time


"NMG" = "Need More Grace" to being doing this 100% of the time.

From Matthew 5
________
I am poor in spirit, and never let pride live in me

________
I am meek, and let others have their way when I perceive that




this is what it takes for God's will to be done

________
I do not let impure and/or lustful thoughts stay in my mind and heart
________
I try to make peace with those who have something against me

________
I make a salt-like difference, and let my Christianity show, to others

________
I do not hold on to anger or to grudges against people who have hurt me
________
I do not call people names that I wouldn't want to be called

________
I keep my word and promises to others

________
I do not insult those who have insulted me

________
I give away my rights in a relationship, if it is what's needed to improve




that relationship

________
When rude and mean people place demands upon me, I do more than they




expect of me

________
I treat those who are trying to be my enemy with love

________
I pray for people who hate me, and give me nothing but trouble

________
I go out of my way to say "Hello" to people who hate me, and let them k




know that I wish them all the best

From Matthew 6
________
I do not show my Christianity to others just so that they will think that




I'm special in any way

________
I give money to the needy regularly

________
I pray regularly

________
I fast from food regularly.  (If my health does not allow this, I fast from 




some other real pleasure in my life regularly.)

________
I forgive, deep in my heart, every person who hurts me

________
I care more, (and think more) about doing God's will than I care, (or think




 about), about my money

________
I do not worry

From Matthew 7
________
I do not judge other peoples' hearts, or intentions

________
I do not, in my mind, condemn other people to Hell

________
I do not try to improve faults in others that I tolerate in myself

________
When I'm aware of a need for myself, or for someone else, I ask God

 


to meet that need, and keep on asking him over and over

________
I believe that Jesus is the way to the kingdom of heaven, and that no one




can come to the Father except through Jesus
