The Wise and Foolish Builders (Matthew 7:24-29; 15/2/09)

Introduction

There is a College in Wrexham, near where I grew up. On one occasion it was parents’ evening just before the students sat their important A level exams. One boy, the son of a farmer, was expected to do very well – three A’s perhaps - and go off to Oxford or Cambridge. The farmer made his way from his farm to the college, and sat down before one the teachers. He began with a question: “This education for my son, it’s all very well I suppose, but will it do him any good?” The teacher must have been taken aback! But it was a fair question! Teachers had taught his son for two years. Had it been a waste of time, or would it do him any good?

I feel a little like that father as we come to the end of the Sermon on the Mount. We have heard Jesus teaching about life in the kingdom of God. He has taught on many aspects of that life – about murder, hatred and reconciliation; about adultery, lust and marriage; about oaths and truthfulness; about revenge and loving your enemies; about giving to the needy; about prayer and fasting; about materialism and riches in heaven; about anxiety and trusting our heavenly Father; about judging others; about asking, seeking and knocking for God’s help; about the narrow and the broad roads; and about false prophets and phoney professions. 

I now feel like the father, and ask the question: “It’s all very well looking at Jesus’ teaching, but will it do us any good?” Have we been wasting our time? Would we have done better giving attention to something else? Jesus answers that question with a final picture. It’s a parable about a wise and a foolish builder who both build houses. Today I’d like to work through this parable backwards!

1) The People and their Reaction (v28-29)

The people are astonished at the teaching of Jesus. What astonished them? He taught with authority, and not as their teachers of the law. Their religious teachers taught by quoting others: “Rabbi Benjamin said this and Rabbi Isaac taught that.” But people noticed that Jesus said, “I say to you, and I tell you the truth”. Jesus taught with the conviction of his own authority. When he taught about prayer or heaven or the human heart or God as Father he knew what he was speaking about. There was a ring of truth about what he said. This is because he’s God the Son, Immanuel, God with us (1:23). He didn’t have to appeal to any higher authority. And that’s what astonished the people. Christ’s teaching was also matched by his life; he practised what he preached. This must have been part of his authority.   
I remember seeing a TV programme of a man giving a live weather report. The official weather man had failed to turn up, so this poor man had been pushed into his place and asked to do his best. But it was obvious that he didn’t know what he was talking about! By contrast imagine a group of film critics discussing the Star Wars films. One man speaks with a distinct authority. “How do you know so much?” they ask. “I’m George Lucas! I created the films.” He has the authority of the author!

Jesus Christ is called the author of life (Acts 3:15). He’s proved that by rising from the dead. So he’s the authority on life: all things were made by him, and without him nothing was made that has been made (John 1:3). Have you ever been astonished by his authority? His teachings are recorded for us in the Gospels. Have you ever read them and been struck by the fact that these are not merely the opinions of a religious teacher – one among many – but the very words of God the Son? One of the signs of God working in you is that you start to take the words of Jesus seriously and they begin to affect your life and thought. Are you astonished?

2) The Storm of Devastation (v27)

Jesus paints a picture of a storm: the rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew. This is a violent picture of tsunami or hurricane proportions – able to destroy houses. What does this storm represent? Does Jesus mean the ‘storms of life’ – the buffets of evil opposition, suffering and disaster in this world? Sometimes Bible writers use storm image to describe this (Ps 55:8), but not here. The word therefore (v24) links this parable to the previous section, where Jesus has taught about that day (v22), when people will stand before him and he will pass judgement upon them. This devastating storm is a picture of that day of judgement. Jesus has also used other pictures: a bad tree is cut down and burned in the fire (v19) and a broad road that leads to destruction (v13). Is Jesus trying to scare us? Is this cruel or loving? 
In the news last week we have seen the terrible fires that have been sweeping across parts of Australia. Some have been started deliberately. They have destroyed everything: crops, houses, cars and people. Of course, the government and rescue services have been monitoring the fires’ paths. They can be seen from satellite! What if they could tell that a fire was heading for a particular town? What should be done? Wouldn’t a serious, urgent warning be the right response – even if it meant scaring the residents?  

If Jesus is scaring us with this picture then it’s for good reason. He is warning us that when judgement day comes, the whole world will be devastated: the sky receded like a scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place (Rev. 6:14) - not as an act of mass murder but an act of justice. Our world is heading for judgement. That day is written in God’s diary, and we will all keep the appointment with him – whether we have died before then or are alive at Christ’s return. Christ warns us here because he loves. People are heading for destruction! If we take him seriously we’ll be afraid and act.

3) The Sand - a Fool’s Foundation (v26)

The fool in the bible is not someone stupid, but someone who knows the truth yet suppresses or ignores it. Christ claims that his teaching is life’s true foundation. The person who hears but does not put them into practice is like a foolish man building his house on sand. The problem is not lack of intelligence or information. The fool hears but doesn’t obey. Maybe because he likes the spot, or because he can’t be bothered to dig down to rock, or because he no-one’s going to tell him what to do, or because he doesn’t believe in storms! So he lives his life according to another authority or opinion, another religion or personal belief system, another god or goal. He may even appear successful: the house may have been impressive, but when the storm of final judgement comes he falls with a great crash. The right foundation is crucial.

The Lord Jesus told a parable about another fool. He was a farmer whose ground yielded a great crop. He decided to tear down his barns and build bigger ones to store his crops and goods. He said to himself: You have plenty of good laid up for yourself for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry. But God said to him: You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself? What was the man’s mistake? He’d failed to prepare for eternity.
What are you building your life upon? Where is your security? What is your perspective? If you are merely thinking in terms of this life, then you are building your life on sand. I live very near a funeral parlour, and often there are funeral cars being prepared, and there are men on duty. I wonder of they ever think about their own death? Or is death seen as something that happens to someone else? Are you like that? The bible gives us this warning: man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgement (Hebrews 9:27). How are you preparing for eternity? What will God say to you? Have you been building on sand?
4) The Rock – a Firm Foundation (v24-25)

The wise person hears Christ’s teachings and puts them into practice. When people obey Jesus Christ they have faith in him; they build their lives on the rock. It’s not those who acknowledge who Jesus is (Lord, Lord, v21) or those who are astonished at his teaching, but those who hear his teachings and put them into practice (v24). Only they will stand firm on judgement day. But does Jesus’ emphasis on obedience mean we effectively save ourselves? No: You shall call his name Jesus, for he shall save his people from their sins (1:21) – by dying in their place. We are saved from judgement by through faith in Jesus. But what’s the evidence of genuine faith? How do you show that you believe Jesus to be the Son of God and the Saviour of sinners? - by obeying him. Faith without works (of obedience) is dead (James 
In Matthew 9 we find two blind men who cry out to Jesus: Have mercy on us, Son of David! They follow Jesus into the house, and in response to their faith, he heals them. The he warns them sternly: “See that no-one knows about this!” But they went out and spread the news about him all over that region (9:30-31). They receive mercy from Jesus. What a marvellous experience it must have been! But they disobey him! They could have spoken for years about the day Jesus healed them, but failed to be his disciples!  
You may have had special experiences in the past – perhaps of healing, or of God’s presence, or of something mystical. Don’t base your salvation on that experience; it could be sand (v22).  The test of any true experience is that it produces a closer obedience to Christ. Don’t think you’re safe because your parents or children or spouse are Christians. You must build your own house on your own foundation.   The only way you can be safe on judgement day is by trusting in Jesus as your Saviour and obeying him as Lord.

Conclusion

One man painted this picture: “The huge weight of eternity hangs on the thin wire of time!” That wire – representing your life – can snap at any time, plunging you into eternity. Will you fall or stand firm? 

Jesus tells us clearly how we can stand firm, and build our lives upon the rock. 

Trust and obey, for there’s no other way

To be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey

On Christ the solid rock I stand

All other ground is sinking sand. 

He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree (1 Peter 2:24). When I realise this, I see that it’s not just the King of the universe who calls me to obey him, but the King of grace, mercy and love, who was willing to sacrifice himself in my place.

Lord of the cross of shame set my cold heart aflame

With love for you, my Saviour and my Master

Who on that lonely day bore all my sin away

And saved me from the judgement and disaster

