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24 ‘Everyone then who hears these words of mine and 
acts on them will be like a wise man who built his 
house on rock. 25 The rain fell, the floods came, and 
the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did 
not fall, because it had been founded on rock. 26 And 
everyone who hears these words of mine and does 
not act on them will be like a foolish man who built 
his house on sand. 27 The rain fell, and the floods 
came, and the winds blew and beat against that 
house, and it fell—and great was its fall!’ 
 
28 Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, 
the crowds were astounded at his teaching, 29 for he 
taught them as one having authority, and not as 
their scribes.  (Matthew 7:24-29, NRSV) 
  

 

 
I’ve never been in a storm that threatened to knock 
down my house.  What I have experienced is an 
earthquake with that potential.  I was in the middle of 
the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake that struck Northern 
California in the middle of the World Series and did 
extensive damage.  63 people died that day.  Another 
4,000 were injured.  100,000 buildings in the Bay Area 
were damaged.  That afternoon I was in the Hyatt 
Regency at the San Francisco Airport attending a 
convention for church youth workers.  The moment the 
earthquake hit I was – I’m not making this up - in the 
middle of a seminar on how to deal with crisis.  The 
seminar leader had been going on and on about how to 
handle yourself and lead others in the midst of crisis.  
I’m certain that he had no idea that in a moment we 
were all going to have the opportunity to find out if he 
could live up to his credentials.   
 
How many of you have been through a major 
earthquake?  I’ll tell you this, I have never experienced 
anything that physically powerful in my life.  The very 
earth was moving beneath us.  This massive hotel 
seemed to me like a house of cards ready to collapse in 
on itself.  It’s one of the few times in my life that I 
thought I was about to meet my Maker.   
 
Imagine you live in earthquake country.  Your house is 
on top of a major fault line.  A world renown 
seismologist, a leading expert when it comes to 

predicting earthquakes, believes that it’s only a matter 
of time before a massive quake shakes your city.  In an 
effort to be prepared, he works with local officials to 
make certain that all the buildings in town are up to 
code and ready to withstand the immanent crisis.  
Unfortunately, the homes in your neighborhood were 
built at a time when contractors didn’t pay much 
attention to such safety codes.  So by recommendation 
of the experts, each home on your street, including your 
own, needs significant work done in order to make it 
earthquake-ready.  Basically, you and your neighbors 
each need a new foundation under your homes.   
 
The problem, of course, is that this is no easy fix.  To 
redo the actual foundation of the house will require lots 
of money, lots of time, and lots of inconvenience.  Still, a 
few your neighbors decide to bite the bullet and bring 
their houses up to code.  As a result, life for them 
becomes very difficult, at least in the short term, while 
they make the necessary changes.  But other neighbors 
decide against such drastic measures.  After all, that’s a 
lot of sacrifice for a new foundation which won’t even be 
noticeable when it’s all done.  So instead, they invest 
their time and money into much easier and less costly 
home improvements that lead, by contrast, to a much 
more noticeable increase in curb appeal.  New paint and 
landscaping, new floors and countertops, new pool in 
the backyard, really beautiful improvements.  In the 
end, and from the outside, these homes generally look 
far more appealing than the homes with the new 
foundations.  In fact, driving down the street, you can’t 
tell for certain which homes have a solid foundation and 
which homes do not.   
 
So what do you decide to do with your house?  That, of 
course, is the question.   
 
I’ve put a Northern California spin on Jesus’ parable, 
but hopefully without missing his point.  Jesus tells this 
parable about the two houses at the end of the Sermon 
on the Mount.  It’s the last of three warnings he gives 
to his audience who have just listened to him teach 
about what it looks like to be his apprentice in this life 
and learn to live life as he would live life.  He concludes 
his message with this very stark contrast between the 
wise and the foolish builders as a way to grab attention 
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and force a choice in the minds and hearts of his 
listeners.  As always, he only gives two options.    
 
Let’s be clear that Jesus is speaking to insiders here.  He 
tells this parable to people who have been listening to 
his teaching.  In other words, he doesn’t have those 
outside the church in mind here because those people 
aren’t listening to him at all.  This parable is directed 
towards the church.  In our context, the story about the 
two builders is a story contrasting two different kinds 
of Christians, not a story contrasting Christians and 
non-Christians.1  That fact alone ought to make all of us 
pay very close attention.   
 
The point of the parable is actually quite simple.  
Listening to Jesus’ teaching is not enough.  Listening 
must lead to obedience, or listening counts for nothing.  
To be clear, this does not mean that listening is of no 
value.  No, listening is of immense value.  As Lorie 
pointed out last week, there are plenty of places in the 
church these days where people don’t even listen to 
Jesus at all any more.  They listen instead to false 
teachers, teachers much more interested in personal 
motives or political agendas than the message of the 
gospel which Jesus declared.  The Apostle Paul warned 
long ago, “For the time is coming when people will 
not put up with sound doctrine, but having itching 
ears, they will accumulate for themselves teachers 
to suit their own desires, and will turn away from 
listening to the truth and wander away to myths.”2  
That cannot be us.  We must listen carefully to Jesus’ 
teaching, immersed in the scriptures constantly, 
studying, reflecting, being corrected when necessary.  
This book is living, in the sense that the resurrected 
Christ, through the Holy Spirit, speaks in real time and 
in specific ways through these pages into the lives of 
those who are listening with, as Jesus often put it, ears 
to hear.   
 
But as crucial as listening is, listening is not enough.  
The key difference between the two people represented 
by the two builders in this parable is that one listened 
to the words of Jesus and put them into practice, and 
the other listened to the words of Jesus but did not 
obey.  The difference is that simple, but it makes all the 
difference in the world, as big a difference as a solid 
foundation on a house makes when an earthquake 
strikes.   
 
The Hebrew word for “hearing” or “listening” is the 
word shama.  It’s most well-known use is in the most 

                                                           
1 Fredrick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary (Eerdmans, 2004), 369.   
2 2nd Timothy 4:3-4.  This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised 

Standard Version (NRSV).   
3 See an excellent article on this point by Aaron Lynch, “Shama (ַמע  – (שָׁ

Obedience is Hearing”, April 22, 2022. Read at 
https://www.pathofobedience.com/words/shama/  

important passage in the Old Testament, 
Deuteronomy 6:4-5: “Hear, O Israel: [Shama, O 
Israel] The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.  You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your might.”  
But – and this is the key – the word can just as easily be 
translated as “obeying”.  You see, the word doesn’t just 
mean listening with your ears, or even just with your 
mind, but listening with your life.  That means a faithful 
translation of this verse would be, “Obey, O Israel: 
The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.”3 
 
Anyone who is a parent understands this sort of 
listening.  You explain to your young child that he is 
not allowed to cross the street by himself and even give 
him all reasons why he must not.  But then he goes and 
crosses the street by himself anyway.  So you ask him, 
“Did you hear me tell you not to cross the street?”  Yes.  
He heard you.  “Did you understand all the reasons I 
gave you for not crossing the street.”  Yes.  He 
understood.  But in the end, has he heard you?  No, not 
in this sense, because there is a sort of hearing that 
implies obeying, and this is the sort of hearing that 
Jesus is after in us.   
 
Let me remind you of a distinction we have been talking 
about all year.  Jesus is not inviting us to be his 
students, to merely know what he knows.  Jesus is 
inviting us to be his disciples, his apprentices, to live 
and love like he lived and loved, to do what he did.  I 
pray that by now you see the difference.  As Dallas 
Willard puts it, a disciple is “someone who has decided 
to be with another person, under appropriate 
conditions, in order to become capable of doing what 
that person does or to become what that person is.”4  
Said another way, the teachings of Jesus do not by 
themselves make a life, they presuppose or assume a life.  
Jesus doesn’t teach for the sake of only communicating 
information to us, but for prompting transformation in us. 
 
The protestant reformer, Martin Luther, who was most 
famous for his insistence that we are saved by grace 
alone and not by works, even he declared, “Doctrine is a 
good and a precious thing, but it not being preached for 
the sake of being heard [only] but for the sake of action 
and its application to life.”5  The martyred German 
theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it this way, 
“Humanly speaking, we could understand and interpret 
the Sermon on the Mount in a thousand different ways.  
Jesus knows only one possibility: simple surrender and 
obedience, not interpreting it or applying it, but doing 

4 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (Harper, 1997), 282. 
5 Cited by Scot McKnight, The Story of God Bible Commentary: Sermon on the 

Mount (Zondervan, 2013), 277. 

https://www.pathofobedience.com/words/shama/
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and obeying it…He does not mean that it is to be 
discussed as an ideal, he really means us to get on with 
it.”6  Jesus’ little brother, James, put it this way, “But be 
doers of the word, and not merely hearers who 
deceive themselves.”7   
 
Hearing is obeying.  To hear Jesus is to allow his words 
not only to penetrate your ears, but your heart, your 
hands, your lips, your feet, your whole life.  Such a 
person is a wise person, according to Jesus.  It is a wise 
homeowner who heeds the advice of the expert warning 
that the house, in it’s current condition, will not survive 
the coming earthquake.  It’s the wise child who obeys 
her parents’ instruction and does not cross the street 
alone.  And it’s the wise Christian who not only listens 
to Jesus’ teaching, but does everything he or she can 
possible do to put it into practice.   
 
If we think about it, this makes perfect sense.  Just 
consider the things we have heard Jesus teach us these 
past several months as we have walked through the 
Sermon on the Mount.  Wouldn’t you like to be a 
person who could live the sort of rich and unshakable 
life Jesus describes here?  Wouldn’t you like to be free 
of fear, shame, guilt and loneliness, and instead be filled 
with other-worldly joy and peace?  Wouldn’t you like to 
learn how to love your neighbors as you love yourself, 
and find a way to be free of anger, and envy, and lust, 
and self-righteous judgment?  Imagine having no need 
for human praise to boost your ego.  Imagine the 
freedom of not needing material things or wealth to 
make you content.  Imagine being a person who gives 
generously without any need for recognition?  What 
would it be like to be a person who naturally blesses 
those who curse you and serves those who mock you, 
and finds great joy in doing so?  How would you like to 
learn to pray in such a way that you knew your Father 
in heaven not only heard you, but answered your 
prayers?8   
 
If this is the life Jesus offers to those who will truly 
listen to him with obedience, why would anybody not 
listen to him?  The answer is simple.  The ‘why not’ is 
always a matter of trust, of faith.  People don’t listen to 
Jesus because they don’t trust Jesus.   
 
The word “fool” Jesus uses here is the Greek word 
moros.  Yes, it’s where we get our English word moron.  
The term is one that is found deep in Israel’s Wisdom 
tradition.  Read the Proverbs and you’ll hear countless 
descriptions of the life of a fool.  It’s also a word that is 
found often on the lips of Jesus, who did not hesitate to 

                                                           
6 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (Collier Books, 1963), 218. 
7 James 1:22 
8 I’m borrowing here from an excellent article by Dallas Willard, “Building 

Our House Upon the Rock: Training With the Master”.  Read the full 

call a fool a fool.9  Put simply, a fool is one who hears 
the truth, even understand the truth, but does not 
adjust his or her life according to the truth.  A fool 
disregards the warnings of the expert seismologist and 
instead of fixing the foundation of his house, puts his 
money into new paint and countertops which, when the 
earth begins to shake, will all be destroyed.  And a fool 
is one who hears what Jesus teaches about life, life 
which Jesus himself created, and decides to disregard 
what he has been told and instead live life on his own 
terms.   
 
As a parent I have had my own kids disregard my 
instruction plenty of times, just like I regularly 
disregarded my own parents’ instruction when I was a 
kid.  When one of my kids directly and defiantly 
disobeyed me, I always tried to get them to admit the 
real reason for their disobedience.  They would offer me 
all sorts of other reasons.  I didn’t hear you.  I didn’t 
understand you.  I didn’t think you meant “today”.  Lots 
of arguments over interpretation have occurred over 
the years.  And sometimes they were right; I hadn’t 
been as clear as I needed to be.  But other times clarity 
wasn’t the issue.  Often, the true reason for their 
disobedience was that they simply did not trust me.  
They thought they knew better than me.  I always tried 
to get them to admit this was the case, rarely with 
success.  I just felt like at least we could establish an 
honest foundation to build from if they would just say 
straight out, “Dad, the reason I disobeyed you is 
because I just don’t trust that you know better than I 
know.”  Alright, that’s honest! 
 
Fairly regularly I will have somebody challenge 
something I say in a sermon.  Sometimes one of you will 
challenge the whole sermon!  I welcome that.  It at least 
means that you were paying attention.  On occasion, the 
pushback is warranted.  I failed to rightly interpret 
some aspect of the scripture, or at least failed to clearly 
communicate my interpretation.  But more often than 
not, I listen to the challenge and realize that it’s not me 
the person has the beef with, but Jesus.  Because what I 
said in the sermon was essentially what Jesus said, and 
now somebody wants to shoot the messenger.  In those 
instances I’d love it if people would just be honest and 
say, “I understand what Jesus is saying here, I just don’t 
trust that Jesus knows better than I know.”  Alright, 
that’s honest! 
 
Again, the ‘why not’ when it comes to hearing that fails 
to lead to obedience is always a matter of trust, of faith.  
We’re looking at the narrow, lonely and difficult road 

article at https://renovare.org/articles/building-our-house-upon-the-
rock  

9 See Matthew 5:22, 23:L17, 25:2,3,8 

https://renovare.org/articles/building-our-house-upon-the-rock
https://renovare.org/articles/building-our-house-upon-the-rock
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that Jesus is calling disciples to follow him down, and 
also looking at the wide, easy, crowded road the world 
around us is on and calling us to travel with them, and 
we just aren’t convinced that following Jesus will be the 
better option.  But notice at the end of the Sermon, in 
verses 28-29, Matthew tells us that the crowds were 
amazed because Jesus taught as one with authority.  His 
teaching was impressive, yes.  But the authority was not 
in the teaching, but the teacher.  Why?  Because Jesus is 
not just an expert on life; he is the very author and 
perfector of life.  Never once in the entire Sermon on 
the Mount does Jesus cite or rely on any outside 
authority.  He doesn’t need to.  He is the authority, in 
all things.  He knows all and he knows best.   
 
And it’s not just knowledge, but also love.  As one of 
my favorite worship songs puts it, “The One who 
knows me best is the One who loves me most.”10  
Because he is all-knowing he knows what is best for us.  
Because he is all-loving he wants what is best for us.  
Because he is all-powerful he can give us what is best 
for us.  If we then don’t obey Jesus and put what he 
teaches us into practice, it’s because we don’t trust that 
these things are true.   
 
It’s been said that your true beliefs are the rails upon 
which your life runs.  A train can only travel forward on 
the rails which are laid out before it.  This is why a 
person’s actions will always reveal their beliefs, that 
which they truly trust, whether that be Jesus, or 
themselves, or something else.  To quote Dallas 
Willard again, “We always live up to our beliefs – or 
down to them , as the case may be.  Nothing else is 
possible.”11   
 
And let’s be clear, if you fail to act on Jesus’ words, that 
doesn’t mean you’re doing nothing.  In Jesus’ parable of 
the two builders, and in my re-telling of it with the two 
home-owners in earthquake territory, the fools in the 
stories didn’t sit around idly.  In each case they did a lot 
of work on their houses, but they failed to do work 
where it really mattered, on the foundation.  Lots of 
fools in this world are very busy in life building 
something, even building something that looks very 
religious from the outside.  But the foundation is rotten, 
which means that one day, according to Jesus, the house 
will fall, and great will be its fall.   
 
You know, I really wanted to end this sermon, and this 
series on the Sermon on the Mount, on a very positive 
note.  It’s been a challenging several months, and a 
particularly challenging these last few weeks.  And so I 
wanted to leave you today with the beautiful and 
inspiring image of a wise person who builds a house on 

                                                           
10 “I Am Your Beloved”, by Jonathan David Helser & Melissa Helser.  Listen 
at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lcSqRkpeQyM  

a solid foundation of rock which eventually endures 
the coming earthquake.  And that image certainly is a 
central part of this parable and, as I said earlier, the 
wise person who truly understands the nature of life in 
the kingdom of God which Jesus is extending to all who 
would trust him, that person would gladly forsake all 
else to take hold of this life.   
 
But Jesus won’t allow me to finish the sermon or the 
series that way.  Because that’s not where he ends.  
These instead are the final words of his message: “The 
rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew 
and beat against that house, and it fell—and great 
was its fall!”  His sermon ends with a very stark 
warning to any one of us here who would sit and listen 
to his teaching but fail to trust him by obeying what he 
tells us to do.  If that’s you, unless something changes, 
your life will end with a great crash.  But that’s not a 
foreordained prediction, but a warning given while 
there is still time, meaning that there is still time to 
change your thinking and start listening in a way that 
leads to obedience.   
 
Does Jesus require perfection of us?  Of course not.  
When any good parent lovingly gives instruction to her 
child she doesn’t expect the child to obey perfectly.  
Mistakes will be made, that’s how we learn and grow.  
But she does want her child to trust her, and for that 
child to let her teach him or her how to obey.  Same 
with Jesus.  His grace abounds, not only to forgive us 
when we fail, but to empower us when we are ready to 
obey.  Notice that Jesus doesn’t contrast good and bad 
people in the parable.  Mostly because none of us are 
good enough.  What he contrasts is wise and foolish 
people, and again the difference is always a matter of 
trust.  He doesn’t ask you to be good to come him for 
life.  He asks you to trust him to come to him.  And then 
he will make you good.   
 
Most commentators believe that the storm Jesus 
references here in the parable is not meant to symbolize 
the trials of this life, but meant instead to point us to 
the final storm of God’s judgment that each of us will 
face at the end of our lives.  The engineers and builders 
who designed and constructed the Hyatt Regency I sat 
in that day when the earthquake struck had – 
thankfully! - followed the advice of experts and built the 
hotel on a foundation equipped to handle a major 
earthquake.  That design didn’t make much of a 
noticeable difference for a long time.  In fact, to the 
casual observer it would have been very difficult to tell 
what difference, if any, the foundation was making.  
Driving down the street even today, you can’t tell from 
the outside which structures have a solid foundation 

11 Willard, 307. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lcSqRkpeQyM
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and which structures do not.  But when the day of the 
big earthquake came, even though that hotel shook like 
crazy, and sustained plenty of cosmetic damage, there 
was no great crash that day.  If there had been, I 
wouldn’t be here to talk about it.   
 
The English preacher, Matthew Henry, once said, 
“There is a storm coming, that will try what our hopes 
are bottomed on.”  Jesus does not want our lives to end 
in destruction, but in flourishing and abundance.  The 
severity of his imagery here is rooted in love.  But the 
problem he identifies here is as old as the people of God.  
In ancient Israel, the prophet Ezekiel warned God’s 
people, “They come to you as people come, and they 
sit before you as my people, and they hear your 
words, but they will not obey them.”12  The message 
Jesus gives us here is so simple to understand that only 
willful denial can confuse it.  If you merely listen to 
Jesus, and do not obediently put into practice what he is 
teaching you, that means you do not trust him and his 
grace, and there will come a day when the structure of 
your life, no matter how solid it looks from the outside, 
will fall with a great crash because there has been no 
foundation laid which is sturdy enough to withstand the 
storm of God’s judgment.   
 
All along these past few months as we have been 
walking through Jesus’ teaching, there are two 
questions which we have been posing over and over and 
over again. We’ve even set aside a time of silence after 
each message to sit and reflect on these questions.  
When we encounter Jesus’ teaching, whether in 
preaching, or in Bible studies, or in our own personal 
devotions, these are always the essential two questions 
to ask.  First, what is Jesus’ saying here to me or to us?  
Second, how can I or we respond in obedience?  I’m 
very encouraged that so many of you have been so 
willing to keep asking these essential questions. 
 
When I think about the church these days there is one 
thing that consumes my thinking.  If you’ve been 
around here for some time I bet you can guess what it 
is.  I’ve become convinced that the main focus of our 
time, energy, efforts and prayers is to be discipleship.  
Jesus is most interested in seeing Faith Presbyterian 
Church become a community that is primarily 
concerned with helping people learn to listen to his 
teaching and then demonstrate their trust in him by 
doing what he says.  I am deeply encouraged when I 
consider the fact that there are more than a few of you 
here who, when you consider the house of your life, 
don’t just want to put in cosmetic upgrades like 
countertops and a fresh coat of paint, but are willing to 

                                                           
12 Ezekiel 33:31 
13 Cited by Bruner, 363. 

let Jesus redo the entire foundation.  In the days and 
months and years to come, this will be our focus. 
 
Can you be astonished with me, and with those who 
were there that day long ago on the mountaintop, in 
seeing that Jesus truly is one who teaches us with 
authority that can be trusted? 
 
Amen.  
 

 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Matthew 7:24-29.  

What do you notice?   
 

2. Why would Jesus end his message on discipleship 
this way, with this parable?   

 
3. Do you agree that hearing is obeying when it comes 

to Jesus?   
 

4. Contemporary Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf 
puts it this way: “We may believe in Jesus, but we 
do not believe his ideas…”  Can you distinguish the 
difference?   

 
5. Jesus presses his listeners (us!) to see ourselves in 

one of two ways, symbolized by the wise and foolish 
builders.  Where do you see yourself at this point in 
your life?   
 

6. The following prayer was composed for the 
Lambeth Conference of Anglican Bishops in 1948.  
Is this a prayer you would want to pray at this point 
in your life?  Why or why not? 

 
Almighty God, give us grace to be not only hearers, but 
doers of thy holy word, not only to admire, but to obey thy 
doctrine, not only to profess, but to practice thy religion, 
not only to love, but to live thy gospel.  So grant that 
what we learn of thy glory we may receive into our 
hearts, and show forth in our life: through Jesus Christ 
our Lord.  Amen.13 

 
7. What is the message you have heard from Jesus 

here?  How will you respond in obedience?   
 
 Table to Table: A Question for kids and 

adults to answer together. 
 

Jesus talks about two ‘roads’ people can choose to follow in 
life.  Try to name all the differences between these two roads.  

What is Jesus teaching us here? 


