
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, 

but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. On that day many will 

say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in 

your name, and do many deeds of power in your name?’ Then I will declare to 

them, ‘I never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.’  

 

“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a 

wise man who built his house on rock. 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. 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. The rain fell, and the 

floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell—and 

great was its fall!”  

 

Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were astounded at 

his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes. 

(Matthew 7:17-29) 

 

  

In 1884, on the day her husband died, Sarah Winchester was told by a mystic that she would die 

unless she always heard the sounds of construction on her house. So Sarah designed a Victorian 

mansion and began a construction project of such magnitude that it was to occupy the lives of 

carpenters and craftsmen until her death thirty-eight years later. She added rooms, stairwells, 

gables, and porches without ceasing. All of this was fueled by the fortune inherited from her 

husband, William Winchester, one of the founders of the Winchester Rifle Company. Sarah 

filled this mansion in San Jose, California with so many unexplained oddities that it has come to 

be known as the Winchester Mystery House.  

  

For thirty-eight years, she just kept designing and adding at random, never creating architectural 

drawings or a master plan, sketching ideas for rooms on napkins and scraps of paper. Unlike 

most homes of its era, this 160-room Victorian mansion has modern heating and sewer systems, 

gas lights that operated by pressing a button, three working elevators, and 47 fireplaces. But it 

also has staircases that go nowhere and doors that open into walls, pillars that support nothing, 
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windows placed in fences. All the floors are slightly slanted, so you can feel rather queasy by the 

time you leave.  

 

Sarah Winchester built a house in a desperate attempt to preserve her life. Perhaps it worked, but 

Sarah did indeed die one stormy day when the carpenters finally decided they just weren’t going 

to show up. A visitor to the home (which is now a museum) asked the guide, “Did they do the 

same crazy things with the foundation?” “No way!” replied the guide. “You can’t risk that kind 

of nonsense on your infrastructure.” The foundation had to be solid. 

  

Let us never forget our foundation. When the foundation is right, everything else falls into place. 

And when we build the house on the commandments of Christ, the foundation is firm. What we 

read today from Matthew is clearly meant to be foundational for us. This story of the wise and 

foolish builders is actually the capstone for that great body of teaching we call the Sermon on the 

Mount. St. Augustine called the Sermon on the Mount “the perfect standard of the Christian 

life.” It is probably the most frequently-quoted section in all the scripture. It contains the 

Beatitudes, the Golden Rule, the Lord’s Prayer, teachings about faith, prayer, humility, 

compassion, forgiveness, reconciliation and relationships.  

  

It is not a “sermon” in the sense as we understand it today or even as it was understood in Jesus’ 

day. In Jesus’ day, a rabbi’s sermon might last for hours; today they only seem to last for hours. 

In Jesus’ day, rabbis would often summarize their longer teachings by condensing them into 

short sayings, pithy thoughts that people could remember. Longer teachings would get boiled 

down to memorable ideas like: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” “Love 

your enemies.” “Do not judge, lest you be judged.” So Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount is a 

collection of these sermon summaries from across Jesus’ ministry. That is why, instead of a long 

logical discourse on a single subject, the Sermon on the Mount is dense and intense, jumping 

from one subject to another, and covers a wide span of topics.  

  

At the end of this collection of powerful teachings, people were amazed when Jesus explained 

this very basic architectural principle to them. He made a comparison between a wise person 

who built a house on rock and a foolish one who built on sand. The rain fell, the floods came, 

and the winds blew and beat on that house, but the house built on rock did not fall. However, 

when the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against the house built on 

sand, it fell. “And great was its fall!” It would be like the Scouts helping with today’s service 

pitching their tents on a canyon floor at Philmont Camp just before a thunderstorm. They’d be 

swept away. And the analogy Jesus is making is between our lives and these builders. As we 

construct our lives, are we building wisely on a foundation that will not fail? Or are we setting 

ourselves up for a fall? 

  

Beyond a shadow of a doubt, Jesus was giving his listeners a sobering warning. It’s bracing, 

because this parable of the wise and foolish builders is meant to illustrate what he’s just said: 

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven.”  

  

Not everyone who calls Jesus Lord will enter the Kingdom of heaven? Wow. That’s not 

something we hear every day. I mean, where’s the grace of God in there? Nowadays it seems 

like most people assume everyone’s going to heaven, no matter how wretchedly they lived, or 
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how harshly they treated or judged others, because, after all, God is a God of grace and 

forgiveness. Right? However, just last week we heard Christ’s warning that we will only be 

forgiven in the measure that we forgive. That was just a few verses before this. And now we hear 

something even more shocking: not everyone who calls Jesus Lord will enter the kingdom of 

heaven. I’ll tell you, once again this feels like being dropped into icy, freezing waters. It’s like 

being shaken awake from a beautiful dream.  

  

Not only is Jesus saying that not everyone will enter the Kingdom, but he is saying “not 

everyone who calls me Lord” will get in. That’s harsh. It’s a warning against pridefully thinking 

that because we call on Jesus, we need not worry about our salvation. It’s a warning against 

complacency in our faith. It’s a warning that foreshadows Paul’s instruction to the Philippians: 

“Work out your salvation with fear and trembling!”
i
  

  

Like most of Jesus’ parables, this one came from common life experience. They had all seen this 

happen, as we have seen it happen. Then, as now, some people had no better sense than to build 

their houses on the beach, to store their treasures by the banks of the river. But there was no 

flood insurance, no federal bailout. They risked it all and lost it all because they built in the 

wrong place. They knew better. They knew sooner or later the flood would come. But something 

—arrogance? pride? denial?—led them to believe it couldn’t happen to them.  

  

The lesson of this storm story is that it can happen to you, because the one common denominator 

between the wise and the foolish is this: the storm will come. Into every life, in every place, the 

storm will come. And suddenly all our protection, all our technology, all our human pride is 

blown away. We realize how vulnerable and dependent we are, how fragile and puny all our 

protections and inventions. The power goes out. We can’t refrigerate our food. We run out of 

gas. Our cell phones die, and we can’t even call for help. Suddenly nothing is more important 

than matches for the candles, a jug of clean water, finding something that floats, and the fragile 

flame of life itself. And Jesus is saying, “Build your house well!” 

  

There is a common rhetorical device in writing and speaking called “inclusion,” which means 

going back to the beginning, making the circle complete. You conclude by going back to the 

place where you began. So Matthew ends his collection of Jesus’ sermon summaries with a story 

that sends us back into the sermon to look again, to study his words carefully, to take them more 

seriously, not just as lovely words and clever catchphrases, but as foundational words upon 

which to build our lives.  

 

 “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.”  

 “Be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift to the Lord.”  

 “Let your ‘yes’ be ‘yes’ and your ‘no’ be ‘no.’”  

 “Turn the other cheek.” “Go the second mile.”  

 “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” “Give your offerings in 

secret.”  

 “Ask, seek, knock.”  

 “Forgive others as God has forgiven you.”  

 “Store up for yourself treasure in heaven.”  

 “Do not worry.” “Do not judge.”  
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 “Seek God’s kingdom first.”  

 “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  

 

You do these things. You live this way. You build your life like the Master carpenter showed 

you. And when the storms of life come, you’ll be all right. This teaching of Jesus culminates, of 

course, in his great parable in Matthew 25 of the sheep and the goats. When Jesus says to those 

at his right hand,  

 

“Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for 

you...for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 

something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you 

gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you 

visited me.” Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it that we saw 

you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And 

when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave 

you clothing?” And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it 

to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”
ii
  

 

And those who did not do these things, he says, go away to eternal punishment.  

  

I trust you see what Jesus is spelling out in such detail for us. There is a difference between 

“believing” in Jesus and in “following” Jesus. Not everyone who calls him Lord will enter the 

Kingdom. It can’t just be words or thoughts. We have to follow him—and he makes it 

abundantly clear what we need to do. 

  

“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who 

built his house on rock. 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.” But sometimes troubles come to 

us and we can only blame ourselves because our problems are the consequences of our choices.  

  

The ultimate lesson here is this: when building your life, build it the best that you can. Time will 

reveal the materials you use. There is a difference between silver and straw. One is refined by the 

fire. The other is destroyed by it. Make sure when you build your life and make your 

contributions to the world, that they are things that will last and stand in the storms of time.  

  

There’s an old story I’ve never told you, but you may well have heard. A wealthy man laid 

blueprints before his long-time personal assistant and told him, “I’m leaving on an extended trip 

and I want you to build a house for me in that beautiful location above the lake. I’ll be gone for 

ten months. Here are the plans and specs. Spare no cost. I’m leaving more than adequate funds to 

cover the cost.”  

  

Knowing that his employer was getting up there in years and probably wouldn’t need him for 

long, the man saw a chance to feather his own nest. He hired a crooked contractor, employed 

unskilled labor whenever possible, and put cheap, inferior material into the building. When it 

was finished, it had the appearance of magnificence, but was really a poorly constructed, 

insubstantial shell. It was a wonder it could stand.  
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When the employer returned and went with his assistant to see the building, which looked quite 

beautiful overlooking the lake, he asked the secretary, “What do you think of it?” “I think it’s 

wonderful,” the secretary lied. 

 

“I’m glad you like it. I’m retiring from my business; I won’t need your services much longer. I 

wanted you to have a nice house in your retirement. I’m glad you put so much of yourself into it! 

This house is yours.”  

 

Jesus’ story here reminds us that all of us are builders, and all of us must live in the house we 

have built. So, with what are you building? Are you building your life with cheap materials? Are 

you building on solid rock with the best you have in you? Are you building with forgiveness and 

forbearance? Are you building with patience, kindness, generosity and love? Are you helping to 

build a church, a community of faith, that will last in the day of the storm? Are you constructing 

your life with good stuff? Are you trying to build your soul on Christ’s teachings of forgiveness, 

faith, and long-suffering love? Are you giving others the forgiveness and grace you hope to 

receive? Are you seeking the Light?  

  

Who’s going to get into heaven—and who is not? I can’t say. I’m not the judge. I’ve lived long 

enough to know that the only person I have any right to examine critically and harshly is myself. 

I have enough within me that I need to work on to keep me busy each and every day for the rest 

of my life. And I know whenever I’m tempted to judge another, I become the person Jesus 

warned about who tries to pick a splinter from someone else while I’ve got a log in my own eye. 

I’m no judge. I’m content to leave that to God.  

  

All I can tell you is to build what you build as best you can in the sight of God, with all of your 

heart, with all your love, holding nothing back, because in the end you live in what you build. 

You are building your life, your soul, your eternal habitation. And when you put in less than your 

absolute best, you ultimately cheat yourself.  

  

For thirty-eight years, Sarah Winchester aimlessly built a house in the desperate, vain attempt to 

preserve her life. She built pillars that sustained no upper floors, stairwells that led to ceilings, 

and doorways that opened into walls. In trying to save her life, her life was wasted on things that 

really don’t matter. Let us build our lives on the light of Christ. For “Everyone then who hears 

these words and acts on them will be like a wise person building their house on solid rock. 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.” Amen.  

 

 

                                                 
i. Philippians 2:12. 

ii. Matthew 25:34-41.  


