Restoring the Reality of the Gospel #2

“The Great Divide”

Matthew 7:13-14

Decisions, decisions, decisions…


Life is full of choices. Many choices are relatively insignificant, while the effects of other choices reverberate for many years—and can alter our lives. Sometimes making no decision is actually making a decision, in those circumstances when one cannot remain neutral. 


Such challenges are not new. From the opening pages of Genesis, when Adam and Eve were faced with a decision between two courses, Scripture delineates the choice that faces every person.


Moses addressed the people of Israel in Deuteronomy 30:19, 
This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live. 

One generation later, Moses’ successor confronted the nation in similar terms in Joshua 24:15, 

But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord. 

Centuries later, the choice was made clear by one of God’s prophets in 1 Kings 18:21, 

Elijah went before the people and said, “How long will you waver between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.”

Of all the decisions we will ever make, none is so important, with such far-reaching ramifications, as our choice regarding Jesus Christ. As John MacArthur puts it, “Salvation…is a once-for-all verdict with ongoing implications and eternal consequences—the ultimate decision.”


Jesus Himself said in Matthew 7:13-14,

Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. 


These words demonstrate the great divide among mankind, between two diverse droves heading in two different directions, moving toward two distinct destinations. Unlike popular polls that allow people to register their opinion as “undecided,” everyone falls into one camp or the other. 

Two Different Directions


Let’s first consider the two different directions mentioned here. Jesus defined the one as a “broad road” with a “wide gate,” while the alternative is a “narrow road” entered by a “small gate.” 


The obvious choice might seem to be the broad one, a road that is “spacious.”
 (Think of an interstate highway with several lanes going each direction, and you have the picture here.) There is plenty of room to maneuver, and lots of space for other travelers to journey. The broad road promotes freedom, openness, and acceptance. It is the way of tolerance, of political correctness, where everyone is accepted as they are with no questions asked and no expectations for change. As we will see in a moment, the broad road is a very popular path.
On the other hand, a narrow road with a small gate heads in another direction. The “small gate” is best understood as a turnstile, through which only one person can pass at a time. As MacArthur writes, “One cannot get through a turnstile with armloads of suitcases.” He continues,

For those who insist on taking luggage, the broad gate may be more appealing. It is marked “Heaven”—it may even be marked “Jesus”—but it is not going to heaven and it has nothing to do with Jesus. It is the gate of religion for the masses, a wide, open gate through which anyone can pass without ridding himself of self-righteousness, pride, material possessions, or even sin. But there is no salvation for those who choose this gate.


The alternative, though, is narrow…and for this reason many fail to find it. Jesus’ thought here is that the narrow road is far from an obvious way to go; it must be “found.” No one drifts into the narrow way by chance.


At the beginning of the narrow road is a “small gate,” and Jesus defined what he meant by that in the fourth gospel. John 10:9 records His words, “I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will come in and go out, and find pasture.” Jesus claims that He Himself is the gateway to life. Through Him mankind finds salvation. Furthermore, in John 14:6, He claims to be the only gateway to life, “Jesus answered, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’” 


Many believe that there are several possible entrances into Heaven. “As long as you are sincere,” they claim, “you will be accepted.” But Jesus cuts across our easy-going syncretism—this view that there are many routes to God.
 He is the only Gate. 

Certainly this does not paint a rosy picture for mankind, especially when one considers how many different options are employed to impress God. This did not escape the minds of those who listened to Jesus. Luke 13:23-24 captures this dialogue,

Someone asked him, “Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?” He said to them, “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to.”


Perhaps the questioner expected Jesus to consider the magnitude of the question and provide a comforting answer that many, if not all sinners will be saved. But instead Christ issued a challenge. The Greek word translated by the phrase “Make every effort” was a technical term for competing in the Olympic games, and from it we get our word “agonize.” It points to no half-hearted effort.
 

“This does not square with what I have been taught about salvation!” someone may object. “I thought salvation was completely free—this speaks of human requirements!”


Yes, it does. And this is consistent with the context of Scripture as a whole. Jeremiah 29:13 states, “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.” This is not to say that salvation is earned by mankind through their own efforts. Salvation has been bought by the blood of Christ shed on the cross. But there is no encouragement in these words for those who think they can be saved by a casual acceptance of the facts regarding Jesus Christ.
 So many think they can “trust” Jesus Christ, yet never leave the broad road—trying to walk on two roads, in two different directions, at the same time.
 Jesus says this just doesn’t work.

Two Diverse Droves


A second aspect of this great decision is two diverse droves. Jesus speaks of “many” who travel the broad path, while “few” journey on the narrow road. We must not make the mistake of judging spiritual reality by statistics; the majority is not always right.
 In fact, considering the biblical view of the sinful nature of man, one wonders if the majority is ever right!


I call the ones traveling on the broad road the fashionable crowd. They move in packs, their views reinforced by majority opinion. Instead of convictions, these folks are attracted to the craze of the moment…and when the fad fades, they move on to the next popular trend. The fashionable crowd is all about convenience and comfort, with no strings attached. They want easy relationships, easy responsibilities, and, whenever possible, easy religion.


Meanwhile, the faithful company make their way down the narrow road. Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, “The disciples are few in number, and will always be few. This saying of Jesus forestalls all exaggerated hopes of success. Never let a disciple of Jesus pin his hopes on large numbers.”
 Unfortunately, the church too often adopts “exaggerated hopes of success,” pinning our hopes on large numbers. To do so, the “narrow road” must be broadened to make it more appealing to the public at large. The modern term for this is “marketing”; in spiritual terms, it is “compromise.” Too often we cheapen the gospel when we try to attract the large crowds.


This is not to say that the good news of Christ is not for the whole world. We have been commanded to tell every person of the opportunity for life offered by Jesus Christ. But when we confuse our mission and try to win them as opposed to witnessing to them—making the end result the primary standard of success—then it becomes too tempting to “sweeten the deal.” I essence we are trying to widen the narrow road…and this is never a good thing. When this is the case, those who “believe” are not true disciples, and even many whom we are attempting to “win” despise us because they know that we are not being accurately portraying Christ.


The truth of the matter is that Jesus did not—indeed, does not—seek multitudes. He seeks and saves individuals who know they are lost.
 While it is true that Jesus taught multitudes, the most powerful interactions recorded in the Scriptures are those one-to-one encounters when the Lord directly challenged the person. And He never sugar-coated His message in order to gain new followers!


Two conclusions emerge from this truth. First, the Christian ought not be afraid, alarmed, or even amazed that they find themselves in the minority when they walk the narrow road. Friends and family may not join you, and peers may not understand your commitment. The rest of the world are many, and will always be many. But they are on the wrong road.
 Don’t be discouraged. The doctrine of the “remnant” is found through all Scripture. In every age there have been only a small number of people who were approved of God.


Second, the Christian church ought not to be ashamed or alarmed that sinners are not breaking down the doors of our churches. God’s people have always been a small minority in the world. Why? Because the way of life is narrow, lonely, and costly.
 It will never be a popular option.

Two Distinct Destinations


Why choose this unpopular option, then? Is it worth the sacrifice and the loneliness? What is the appeal of the narrow road? Jeremiah 21:8 provides the answer, “This is what the Lord says: ‘See, I am setting before you the way of life and the way of death.’” The bottom line is two distinct destinations. The narrow road leads to life, while the broad road steers it followers to death. True, the broad road is easy, and there are many companions along that trail. The narrow road is difficult and at times lonely. But the culmination of the Christian walk is life. Not just eternal life in Heaven after our time on earth is over, although that is included, but also offers fulfilling life on earth now.


This “fulfillment” is not to be understood as having all of my wants met. Scripture does, however, promise to provide all of our needs. There are many in our world whom have everything they want, yet lack the basic necessities of life, such as inner security and a sense of significance. These can only be met by a right relationship with one’s Creator, and that is possible only through following Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.


Many people truly believe that they are on the narrow path and yet they are not. Jesus said in Luke 13:24, “Many will try to enter and not be able to.” In Matthew 7:21-23 that “many” will claim the right to enter Heaven, but will hear the words of judgment, “I never knew you. Depart from me, you evildoers!”


How tragic! Can you imagine someone spending their entire life thinking they are on the right path, only at the end of their lives to discover that they have missed the mark, and will spend eternity in Hell because of it? Or how awful it will be for those who preach a message of cheap grace, having led these souls into a false security of thinking they can claim Christ as Savior and yet continue down the broad road of comfort and convenience and self-gratification? What kind of responsibility will they bear come judgment day?


We need to restore the reality of the gospel of Christ. We must examine ourselves, and insure that we are truly followers of Him. We must examine our message, and insure that we are truly witnessing of Him. As MacArthur concludes,

The narrow way and the broad way do not contrast religion with paganism. Jesus is not setting the higher religions against the lower religions, or even Christianity against open immorality. Both systems claim to be the way to God. The wide gate is not marked “This Way to Hell”; it is labeled “Heaven,” the same as the narrow gate. But it does not lead there.


As Proverbs 16:25 states so clearly, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.” Kyle Idleman writes in his excellent book, Not a Fan,
If it is true that many are traveling the wrong road ending in death, then wouldn’t it make sense for us to slow down? Shouldn’t we hit the breaks, pull over to the side, and make sure that we are on the road that leads to life? Donald Whitney once said, “If a person is wrong about being right with God, then ultimately it really doesn’t matter what he or she is right about.” So before you continue driving down the road, I’m just asking you to slow down the car and look at some of the signs and ask yourself what road you are on. Is it possible that you are wrong about being right with God?


It is not my intention to cause anxiety, fear, or doubts about one’s salvation. I simply want to challenge us to make certain that we are truly followers of Jesus and note merely fans (as Idleman’s book pointedly shows).


As we draw this message to a close, I would like to leave three thoughts with you concerning this great divide:

· The faithful direction is firm; don’t be discouraged
· The fervent disciples are few; don’t be deceived
· The final destination is forever; don’t be deceptive
The faithful direction is firm. Some might use the word “hard” here. Jesus never said that the life of discipleship would be easy and comfortable. In fact, He told His followers that they must “take up their cross” if they wanted to follow Him. As Bonhoeffer put it, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him to come and die.”
 There is nothing easy or comfortable about that!
Yet we know from experience that the best things in life are neither cheap nor easy. Whether we are on a diet, starting an exercise regimen, sticking to a budget, or trying to build a good habit, it takes dedication and determination. But it is worth it! So if, at times, the Christian life seems to be difficult, don’t be discouraged. It is certainly worth it all.

The fervent disciples are few. As much as we would like to see the vast majority of people come to Christ—even the Bible says that God “is not willing that any should perish” (2 Peter 3:9)—the truth remains that most people will reject Christ while only a remnant will follow Him.

But don’t be deceived. The majority is not always right. When it comes to spiritual things, the majority will seldom if ever be right! So if, at times, it seems that you are all alone trying to live the Christian life, don’t be deceived. Elijah complained that he was the only one in all Israel faithful to God, but the Lord revealed to him that seven thousand people had not bowed to Baal (1 Kings 19:18). Satan loves to convince us that we are all alone, for if he can isolate us, he can defeat us more easily. As Christians we will always be swimming against the tides of popular opinion and self-indulgence.

The final destination is forever. We hear the phrase “life and death” so much it has become cliché. But in this matter it really is life and death—eternal life and eternal death, to be exact. What we are talking about in this series of messages is not obscure theological differences or matters of preference and taste. These are fundamental truths about Jesus Christ and His teaching. Those who follow Him through the narrow gate and the strait way will find life; those who go with the crowd down the broad road will find death. Not only must we understand this truth ourselves, but we must be honest as we share it with others. Don’t be deceptive with the gospel in order to make others (or ourselves) feel good, or to bring bigger numbers into the church. We should never measure success by numbers. Jesus never did. We must be honest about Christ, telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help us God!

Where are you this morning? Do you find yourself at the crossroads of life, wondering which way you should go? Robert Frost, in his classic poem “The Road Not Taken,” put it this way:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.


I would encourage you today: Take the road less traveled by. It may be narrow and hard, and there may be fewer folks on it, but it is the right road. Jesus is the Gate, He is the Way, and He is the Life. What more could anyone ask for?
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