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Matthew 7:13-14                                                                              Ruskin Falls, March 24, 2019
The summons.                                 Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

3rd Sunday in Lent

Preface
This morning’s reading consists of two verses from the passage of scripture we know as
Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount. The Sermon on the Mount is found in Matthew 5-7. It opens with
the series of blessings we call the Beatitudes; it closes with a series of warnings regarding
Christian discipleship. Listen now to the words with which Jesus opens that series of warnings.

TEXT (English translation: NRSV)
Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that
leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and
the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it.

(1)
Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount is about living in the present world in the light of God’s coming
kingdom. Not: living in God’s kingdom in the by-and-by. But: entering God’s kingdom here and
now, during our time on earth.

(2)
Our here-and-now world is a world at odds with God. It is a world whose ways contrast horribly
with the righteousness and peace that God intends to reign throughout creation.

God created the world as a place for us to experience existence as God’s own children and to
enjoy it in keeping with God’s own righteousness and peace. However, forces of animosity,
callousness, haughtiness, injustice, and violence have set up shop in human hearts and minds
and communities everywhere. The world is now awash in scenes of egoism, greed, jealously,
resentment, prejudice, hatred, hostility, aggression, cruelty, rancor, arrogance, and lies, that run
utterly counter to God’s creative aim. In a word, the world is awash in what the Bible calls sin – 
life that is turned in on itself and away from what God is doing with and among us – life lived as
if we rather than God are in charge of the meaning of things and the satisfying of our own
deepest needs. 

Consider the attitudes, interests, desires, and needs that preoccupy, motivate, push, pull, and
drive us most powerfully most of the time. They have little or nothing to do with turning to and
heeding God. They have little or nothing to do with discerning God’s word, God’s command,
God’s will, God’s truth. Our lives are not genuine acts of constant prayer to God for guidance,
much less genuine acts of actual obedience. Rather, our lives are focused in narrowly self-
interested ways on obtaining things from the world for ourselves independently of any genuine
effort to listen for, learn from, and actually heed God’s word, God’s command, God’s will, God’s
truth. In fact, we are so entangled in sin that, even when we presume to be honoring God, we
remain in sin’s grip. Even when we set out to honor God, we end up clinging to the God we
ourselves want rather than opening ourselves to and learning from the God who is there. 

The God who is there, the God whose reality, whose truth, whose presence, is revealed to us
through Jesus Christ, is the God whose thoughts and ways are utterly different from, are wholly
other than, and, so, pose an enormous challenge to, the thoughts and ways that presently shape
our lives and our life together. Trying to have the God we want rather than turning to the God
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who is there, we give sin a foothold in and even dominance over God’s good creation. We let our
own narrow sense of what is good for us overrule the good that God would have us know and
do. And this is not a situation that God will let go on forever. And, so, in all the mystery of God’s
ways, God is out to redeem us from sin by drawing us into a future that is truly ruled by God’s
own righteousness and peace – a future that will be what God, in the beginning, created us to
experience and enjoy – the future that Jesus called God’s coming kingdom. That is to say: God’s
own kingdom is coming to redeem what sin has done and to replace the present order of things
with life truly ordered by the righteousness and peace of the God who really and truly is there.

Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount sets our sights on that kingdom of God that is coming, that
kingdom of God in which sinners shall meet with divine redemption and be restored to true
communion with God. The Sermon on the Mount also summons us to this challenge:  Don’t
passively await God’s coming kingdom as something to be entered only after death; rather,
enter God’s kingdom this very day, through the life of discipleship as a follower of Jesus.

(3)
You see, the kingdom of God proclaimed and served by Jesus is not just a mysterious realm the
other side of death. It is that, but it’s not just that. It’s also a mysterious realm that Jesus desires
for us to enter here on earth before we die. It’s a mystery-filled relationship with God that we are
invited to enter here and now. Jesus’s summons to us is this: to enter God’s coming kingdom
here and now by becoming true disciples. Jesus’s summons to discipleship is a command to us
to seek God in this sin-filled world by living in the light of the kingdom of God that is still to come
and yet that also already is shining into the world through Jesus’s life and mission.

We don’t know just how, when people die, God opens up for them the gates of God’s kingdom in
all its fulness. We don’t know just how God finally turns bodies of flesh into resurrection bodies –
or, as the apostle Paul puts it: into spiritual bodies. We don’t know just how God finally fits
human sinners for an eternity in God’s holy presence where there is no sin. What we do know,
though, is this: The call to Christian discipleship is a summons to not let our merely worldly
desires and ends consume us, but, rather, in the light of the coming of the kingdom of God
proclaimed and served by Jesus, to let our time on earth become a genuine striving for real and
true communion with God and, through God, with one another.

(4)
Note well: Christian discipleship can’t be reduced to something that happens in a moment’s time.
It is misleading to urge people to make a “decision for Christ” as if a decision to identify oneself
with Jesus is the same thing as Christian discipleship. It is misleading to identify Christian
discipleship with what is sometimes called a “Damascus road experience” or with any particular
“change of heart” one might have experienced all of a sudden in relation to Jesus.  Discipleship
is not a point in time; it unfolds over the course of a lifetime. Discipleship is a journey of growth
toward true communion with God. It is a journey marked by ups and downs, false starts and new
beginnings, enlightenment as well as self-deception, both accomplishment and failure,
enthusiasm and dread, authenticity and insincerity, insight and ambiguity. Discipleship is not a
point in time but a process. And it is an uneven process at that. In this life, discipleship is never a
finished accomplishment; it is never at its end; it is always about striving toward that end amidst
a world of obstacles to that end.  

Discipleship is a sinner’s journey of growth within a sinful world toward the God whom sin is out
to separate us from. Discipleship means striving for true communion with God in a world of
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hindrances and impediments to such communion.  It is a quest to affirm the ends of God in a
world constantly inducing us to let our own worldly ends steer us wide of God’s will.

Life that is consumed by merely worldly ends is destructive of the relationship with God and one
another that God created us to know and enjoy and even relish. Life that seeks and that strives
for increasing nearness to God here and now, is what Jesus calls and blesses us to embrace.

I repeat: Just how God works out our relationship with God beyond this life is another matter; the
Sermon on the Mount is about the life of real communion with God here and now. How God
saves us in the end is another matter; the Sermon on the Mount is about the life of true
communion with God here and now. God’s way with us after death is another matter; the
Sermon on the Mount is about the life of genuine communion with God here and now.

What matters here and now is this: Christ summons you and me here and now, to not let our life
be consumed by our own merely worldly ends, but, rather, to let ourselves become seekers and
doers of God’s good will and way.  What matters right now is this: Christ summons us to let our
life in the present become a journey to the God whose thoughts and ways are wholly other than
merely worldly thoughts and ways, yet whose divine light nevertheless shines among us in this
world and summons us through Jesus Christ. In the light of Christ we can and should live as
seekers of true communion with the God whose thoughts are not how this world thinks, the God
whose ways are not this world’s ways of doing business and getting things done, the God whose
ends are wholly other than the ends the present world would have us embrace.

(5)
I hope we can, another time, explore more extensively together what it means to seek and to
experience true communion with God here on earth. I hope we can explore more extensively
together what can be expected to happen to us when desire for things on earth really and truly
becomes subordinated to and infused with desire for God. This morning, though, I want simply
to emphasize what Jesus said at the end of his Sermon on the Mount, about entering God’s
kingdom here and now.  He said this: the way is narrow and hard, and there are few who find it.

Remember: Jesus is not talking about what happens after our death.  He isn’t saying it’s hard to
get into heaven, and, so, very few people will end up there. Jesus knows that God has the
freedom and the power to redeem the most wayward of sinners for an eternity in God’s holy
presence. Jesus, is not talking, here, about the by-and-by. He’s talking about the here-and-now.
He’s saying this: The life of discipleship is life that serves first and foremost the cause of God’s
coming kingdom. Nevertheless, for now, you and I are so entangled in the ways of a sinful world,
that the life of real, true, and genuine discipleship will strike us at first as unwanted and
undesirable. It will at first seem to us narrow, constricted, difficult, hard, more like suffering than
like happiness, more like darkness than like light, more a gate we’d rather pass by than a gate
we really want to enter, and more a path to be avoided than one to be pursued.

And so it really is. Indeed, the gate we’re summoned by Jesus to enter here and now can be
compared to the gate that Jesus entered when he came to Jerusalem at the start of the week
that would end in his crucifixion – the week that we have come to call the Passion of the Christ –
the week that began with what we now call Palm – or: Passion – Sunday. Let’s recall that week.

It begins with Jesus entering the Jerusalem city gate, bringing the light of God’s coming
kingdom. He enters that gate as one filled with the blessings of God. He enters as one who
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knows how much greater those blessings are than are all the blessings the world itself could
ever bestow. This world of sin, however, is set on hiding that light, even extinguishing it. This
world of sin is set on making God’s blessings seem not just undesirable but even foolish. By
midweek, Jesus will be the object of criticism, ridicule, and scorn from those so in love with the
world as it is, that they feel threatened by one whose thoughts and ways and presence present
so stark a challenge to the present order of things. Jesus is not surprised. On Thursday, he will
invite disciples to what he knows will be his last supper with them before things start spiraling
into violence. Then, in the dark of that night, he’ll be arrested, humiliated, beaten, whipped, and
bloodied. Friday morning, the world will press onto his head a crown of thorns and nail him to a
cross with a placard mocking him as an imposter, ridiculing him as “King of the Jews” – a foolish
challenger to the powers, authorities, and traditions of this world.  He will hang there on that
cross exhausted, naked, bloody, and filthy, until, unable anymore to breathe, he breathes his last
and dies.

What I want to urge you this Lenten season to remember, is this: It is on his way to that
crucifixion that Jesus summons us saying, “Come, follow me.”  Jesus summons us to enter a
gate, Jesus summons us to pursue a path, that, to worldly sensibilities, will seem narrow,
constricted, difficult, hard, more like suffering than like happiness, more like darkness than like
light, and, so, more like a gate we’d rather pass by than enter, and more like a path we’d rather
avoid than pursue. And, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus summons us to be realistic about
what he’s calling us to do. He knows we need to know how costly discipleship can become.

That said, note well: You do not have to take the narrow and difficult way to get to heaven. You
do not have to take the narrow and difficult way to be a member of Christ’s church. You do not
have to take the narrow and difficult way to become redeemed. You do not have to take the
narrow and difficult way to be the beneficiary of God’s goodness, grace, and love. Jesus Christ
really does summons you to trust God to take loving responsibility for your eternal relationship
with God and, no matter how short of the mark you fall, to get you, in the end, where you need
to be going. Jesus summons you to trust God, in all the mystery of God’s own time and way, to
fit sinners for an eternity in God’s holy presence where there is no sin. Still, in the meantime, for
the sake of this world that God so loves, Jesus summons you, saying, “Come, follow me.” And
he does this on the way to his crucifixion. He does this knowing that, in the world as it is, he is
summoning you to a task that is hard and that can be costly. But, he also does this knowing
that we all have differing strengths, differing weaknesses, differing aptitudes, differing abilities,
differing situations in life. He knows that most of us are not going to enter the gate that he calls
narrow – or, if we do enter it, that most of us are not going to journey all too far along the road
that he calls hard. And in that light, his summons to us is this: Take seriously that, in this world
of sin, the gate that I am calling you to enter is narrow, and the road that I am calling you to
take is hard; the times will be many when you will not be up to the task; but, do not despair;
rather, keep serenely on your heart – and know that God graciously, compassionately, and
mercifully will hear and heed – this prayer of ancient Israel’s renowned King David (in Psalm 51): 

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; 
according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 
For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.
You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. 
Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. 

Amen. 


