Matthew 7:12-14
“Choosing Your Way”

Introduction:
     In the previous passage Jesus explained that all His disciples had to do was ask and earnestly seek righteousness from God.  This was because God, out of His gracious goodness, sent Christ to bring to humanity the Good News that perfect righteousness was available by grace through faith.  Receiving this righteousness that what sought from God would enable the one who sought it to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.
     In this passage Jesus continues to elaborate upon the Gospel.  But in these verses, He teaches His disciples that one’s path of life will determine one’s eternal fate.  Therefore He exhorts His disciples to pursue the path to life, and abandon the path that leads to eternal destruction.

I. The Measure of Righteousness: (vs.12)
   The verse begins with the word “therefore” indicating that what is written here expresses some sort of conclusion that is drawn from what was written in the preceding verses.  In this case Jesus is summing up everything He has said thus far regarding the true teachings about the Law of God.
     In this summary, Jesus said, “whatever you want men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets” (vs.12).  Jesus’ point is that those who treat others the way that they wish to be treated, will by definition, obey everything taught in the Old Testament (the expression “the Law and the Prophets” was a common first century way in which Jewish people would refer to what we call the Old Testament).  This is not the only time in the New Testament that we are given a single principle that sums up the entirety of God’s Law:

“Jesus said to him, ‘'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.'    This is the first and great commandment.  And the second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.'   On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.’”
                                                                                           Matthew 22:37-40

“Owe no one anything except to love one another, for he who loves another has fulfilled the law.  For the commandments, ‘You shall not commit adultery’, ‘You shall not murder’, ‘You shall not steal’, ‘You shall not bear false witness’, ‘You shall not covet’, and if there is any other commandment, are all summed up in this saying, namely, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’.  Love does no harm to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.”
                                                                                           Romans 13:8-10

As with Paul’s summary principle; the one we find here in verse twelve centers only on the second great commandment “you shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev.19:18) and thus on those commandments that relate to how we treat other people.  
     This commandment is very practical, and for the most part easy to apply.  However, it is import to remember just what Jesus means by the standard “whatever you want men to do to you”.  What this does not mean is that one’s own preferences are the measure of how we treat others.  For instance, just because we enjoy casual familiarity with others, does not mean that we are to assume that this is how we are to relate to everyone.  Instead, the idea here is to put oneself in another person’s shoes and treat them as you would want to be treated if you were them.  Therefore, if you want others to be patient and forgiving to you, then you are to be patient and forgiving to others.  As the comparison with the summaries of the law above show; treating people as we wish to be treated, is a practical definition that clarifies what it means to genuinely love others.
     But why does Jesus provide this principle here?  Because, as He is about to talk about the two paths of life, and exhort His disciples to take the narrow road, He first provides an easy test that can be applied to reveal to oneself which of the two paths one is really on.  If one’s life is lived consistently with the principle articulated in this verse, then that person is on the path to life.  On the other hand, if a person’s life does not consistently reflect the principle Jesus teaches here, then the indications are that one is on the path of destruction.

II. The Path of Destruction: (vs.13)
     In this verse Jesus gives an explanation why His disciples who follow His admonition to attempt to enter the Kingdom of Heaven by the narrow gate, “Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and there are many who go in by it.”
     First, it is important to understand how we are to visualize the metaphor that Jesus used here in the same way a first century Jewish audience would have.  The “gates” would be understood to be the access point to a walled city.  The “way” would be the specific road one would follow to arrive at that gate.  Therefore, traveling on the way precedes going through the gate in this metaphor.  Also, the gates in this context would be understood to be the point of access to the Kingdom of Heaven.
     The verse begins with Jesus’ exhortation to enter the Kingdom of God by the narrow gate.  This is the main idea in this short portion of the sermon.  Jesus is instructing His disciples that they need to have as their goal; attempting to enter the Kingdom of Heaven in the right way.  Unlike the right way however, there is another path that leads to a different gate.  This second way and gate are described as being “broad”.  The main idea of the term translated as “broad” is that it is expansive, with lots of options, and plenty of room to wander as one goes down that path to its destination.  Practically speaking, the way is broad in the sense that it is easy, attractive, inclusive, indulgent, permissive, and self-oriented.  There are few rules, and no requirements; sin is tolerated, truth is moderated, and humility is ignored.  There is no requirement that one engage in serious study of God’s Word, no urgency about pursuing spiritual maturity, no need to develop moral character, no one asks for commitments, and no one has to make any sacrifices.
     We are also told about the relative popularity of the broad path; many as opposed to few to take this path.  Therefore this is the path that is chosen by the majority.  
     Finally, Jesus tells us the destination of this path; it leads to “destruction”.  This word refers to waste, or ruin; the complete loss of value, in the sense of ending up with nothing.  Neither this word, nor any of the teachings in the NT suggest that after death the wicked are annihilated.  Instead, the NT describes that a horrific, eternal existence awaits the wicked after death characterized by agony, darkness, emptiness, and loss of everything of value.  This is what one finds if they seek to enter the kingdom of heaven in the wrong way.  This emphasizes the tragedy that the majority seek to enter this way only to find destruction.  It also emphasizes the importance of obeying Jesus’ admonition to instead enter by the narrow gate.
     
III. The Path of Life: (vs.14)
      Jesus then returns to speaking about the path that He does want His disciples to take; “Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads to life, and there are few who find it.”  Textual evidence indicates that the original wording of what Matthew records here is “How narrow is the gate and difficult the road” (as rendered in the HCSB), rather than “because” (as rendered in the NKJV).  Therefore, Jesus was not explaining why many choose the broad way; He was emphasizing just how narrow the narrow way is.  Of course the Greek word translated as “narrow” conveys the opposite of broad, and thus it is a pathway characterized by restrictive and confining limits.  And the word translated as “difficult” continues this emphasis, because it refers to a tight, compressed place.  
     In reading that the pathway to life is restrictive (one does not have the same freedom of options that one has on the broad road), it does not mean that it is this way in order to limit joy.  Rather, it is limited in order to protect the disciple from evil and harm.
     As with the broad path, Jesus tells us about the popularity of the narrow path.  Jesus explains that only a few find it.  The reference to finding this path, harkens back to what Jesus said in the previous section that those who seek, will find.  The subtle implication is that few find the narrow pathway, because only a few actually seek it out.  Also, the meaning of “few” should be clarified.  Jesus was not saying there will be an extremely small amount of people who will enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  He was saying significantly less will enter the Kingdom of Heaven than the number of those who take the path that leads to destruction.  This means there could be millions and millions of people in Heaven; but that number is smaller than those who are destroyed.  This reality should be calculated into how we evaluate our ministries.  We should not be surprised if we do not win over the majority of sinner to repentance.  We are to evangelize with all our passion, but recognize that if many choose not to believe, we have not failed, because Jesus told us it would be this way.
     Finally, we are told that the narrow path leads to life.  In other words, the narrow gate is the way by which one enters the Kingdom of Heaven.   
     The fact that only a few find and enter the gate that leads to eternal life should stimulate the disciple to resist complacency.  In his Gospel, Luke records another occasion where Jesus exhorted His disciples to take the narrow way that leads to life:
“Then one said to Him, ‘Lord, are there few who are saved?’  And He said to them, ‘strive to enter through the narrow gate, for many, I say to you, will seek to 
enter and will not be able.’”
                                                                                          Luke 13:23-24

The Greek word translated as “strive”, refers to an intense struggle to get somewhere, or to accomplish something.  It describes the investment of agonizing effort.  Jesus therefore was stressing that the wise disciple makes it a focus of their lives to be certain that they are on the narrow path of life, because it is so easy to be swept along on to the broad path leading to destruction.  Entering the Kingdom of Heaven should be the defining goal of a Christian’s life.

Conclusion:
     Some would suggest that once a person has made the decision to believe in Christ; passages like this one no longer need to be heeded.  However, is this popular notion actually true, or is it a terrible falsehood?  The answer is revealed in finding out whom Matthew says Jesus was teaching these things to.  We find that Matthew clearly answers this question:

“And seeing the multitudes, He went up on a mountain, and when He was seated His disciples came to Him.  Then He opened His mouth and taught them, saying”
                                                                                              Matthew 5:1-2

A multitude was following Jesus, and the grammar that Matthew uses indicates that the crowd were the ones whom He taught (the pronoun “them” agrees with the noun “multitudes” in gender, number, and case).  But clearly, the disciples are not said to be a distinct group, but is a characterization of the group as a whole.  Therefore, Jesus was teaching those who already identified themselves as His disciples.  This means that thought they had expressed some measure of faith, Jesus was encouraging His disciples not to rest in a decision they made; but whether or not their lives manifested ongoing faith.  This is hardly unique.  No place in the NT is it written that one is assured of salvation because of a decision to believe; they are assured of salvation because they continue to believe and live in a way that reflects that the belief is genuine.  Therefore, this pattern is yet another passage where the follower of Christ is called to examine one’s self to see if one’s faith is genuine.  It one’s faith is genuine, then it is certain that one is on the path to enter God’s Kingdom, as a recipient of eternal life.
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