“The Violent Take It by Force”

Ilgaﬁ) (Matthew 11:12)

Introduction: When John wasin prison for his bold preaching of the Gospel, he heard about the works Jesus was doing.
And even though he was the one who originally pointed to Christ and declared Him to be the Lamb of God who takes away
the sins of the world, yet his faith began to waver because of the difficulties of having been in prison for solong. So John
sent two of hisdisciplesto Jesusto ask Him if He wasthe Messiah, or if there was someone el se they should expect. You
will remember that Jesus didn’t simply tell them who He was, but pointed these messengers to the evidence which proved
that He was in fact the Messiah, and after they had departed, He used that occasion to speak to the multitudes about John.
Thefirst thing He did, as we saw last week, was to reveal to the people just how great John was. He was more than smply
an ordinary prophet. He was the one God sent to be the forerunner of the Messiah, the one who would prepare His way.
He was the one who went before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah. He was so great and godly a man, that Jesus said of
him, * Among those born of women there has not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist” (v. 11). “ Yet,” Jesus said,
“Hewhoisleast in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he” (v. 11b), that is, the one who stoops even lower than John in
becoming a faithful servant of God and of His people, is even greater than heis. Perhaps the only one who ever did this
was Christ Himsdlf, for though He existed in the form of God, yet He humbled Himself by taking upon Himself our nature,
and in our nature, became a servant to us by dying the cursed death on the cross to free us from our sins. It wasfor this
reason that God highly exalted Him and gave Him the name which is above every name. Jesus said thisthat He might point
us to the way of true greatness in the kingdom of heaven as well.

But there is something el se Jesus points to to show us that John was no ordinary prophet. He says, “ And from the
days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and violent men takeit by force” (v. 12). John’s
preaching was so effective that it stirred the people up to press earnestly forward into God’ s kingdom. What | would like
for usto consider this morning is not only the effect of his preaching on his listeners, but also the intensity with which the
people who heard him were seeking to enter the kingdom of heaven. What we need to see hereisthat

Thereisa holy violence, a striving, a pressing forward, which we must do, if we are ever to enter into God’s
kingdom.

I. Firgt, | want you to see the effectiveness of John’s preaching.
A. Remember that John marks the dividing line between the Old Covenant and the New.

1. The Old Covenant Law and Prophets, the Old Testament, was fully in force until John arrived. It issaid to have
prophesied until John, which meansthat it was the voice of God to the people to declare Hiswill to them (v. 13).

2. But now John has come to announce the arrival of the kingdom of God, that kingdom which is the fulfillment of
the Old Covenant types and shadows, the pictures which God had given them in the prophecies, dreams, visions
and sacrificial system.

3. Thisdidn’t mean that the Law and the Prophets were now useless, but that their full meaning had been revealed
by the coming of Christ. Itisreally al ill inforce. It isonly our way of observing it that has changed. For
instance, we no longer bring sacrificial animalsto the Lord to atone for our sins, for the Lord Jesus Christ has
once for all offered up Himself as a sacrifice for sins. The law still requires that we offer a blood sacrifice, but
now we look to the sacrifice of Christ to take those sins away.

B. But now | want you to natice the effectiveness of John’s preaching as he beginsto preach the fulfillment of these
promises to the people.
1. Jesus saysthat his preaching started a movement which continued up to the present time, a movement of people
striving to enter into the kingdom.

a. The kingdom of heaven suffers violence and violent men take it by force.

b. Lukewrites, “The Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John; since then the gospel of the kingdom of
God is preached, and everyone isforcing hisway into it” (Luke 16:16).

¢. Things were being shaken up. People were affected by the preaching of the kingdom, so much so that Jesus
says everyone was forcing his way into it.

d. Now we need to realize that when Jesus said “everyone,” He did not mean that absolutely everyone. After all
there were many people who were still opposed to Christ. At the end of His ministry, the vast majority cried
out for His death.

e. But what Jesus meant was that John’s ministry was affecting all kinds of people. The Bible often means this
when it usestheword “all” or “every.” It meansall kinds, not each and every individual. The Pharisees,
who were know for their religious scrupulosity, came to hear him. The Sadducees, the religious liberals of



the day who denied the existence of angels, spirits, the resurrection and the future state, came out to hear him.
John himself was surprised at this. But he was not a respecter of persons. He till preached the truth to them.
Matthew writes, “But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to
them, ‘Y ou brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (3:7). These men didn’t
come just to hear him preach, they also submitted themselves to his teaching by being baptized.

f. John’s ministry also affected tax-gatherers and Roman soldiers, besides, of course, the common people. All
were feeling the effects of John’s ministry, from the highest to the lowest.

2. And why were they?

a. Wdl we' ve already seen something of the godliness and zeal of thisman. He ministered in the spirit and
power of Elijah the prophet. He was the greatest man ever born of women. And yet we need to remember
that these things in themselves did not make him popular or effective to those to whom he ministered.
Consider that our Lord Jesus was much greater than John in thisregard, and yet who was more hated by the
people than He?

b. No. It wasn't John's gifts, his godliness or his zeal that made him effective. It was the outpouring of God’s
Spirit. Thiswasatime of revival. God was pouring out His Spirit in a greater measure than He usually did.
Things were happening that did not normally happen. The fact that so many, even the most wicked of men,
would find John’s ministry so appealing, even to the point that they would submit to his baptism, meant that
this was an extraordinary visitation from God.

¢. Now | wanted you to see this because hereis a clearer and more intense example of what the Spirit will
produce in us when He really takes hold of us and turns usto Christ.

I1. Let usconsider secondly, then, the effect the Spirit produced through John’s preaching.
A. Jesustelsusthat it made the people put forth a violent effort to get into God' s kingdom, so much so that He said

“the kingdom of heaven suffers violence.”

1. What He meant was that the people who heard him had such a sense of the urgency of entering into the kingdom
that they were willing to do whatever was necessary to get in. And so they pressed forward with such force that
they were like an army trying to take afortress. They were violent men striving to break the doors of the
kingdom down if necessary, to get in.

2. Now thisraisestwo questions? Why were they so anxious to get into the kingdom, and why does entering the
kingdom require thiskind of effort?

a. Theanswer to thefirst question should be obvious. What are the consequences of remaining outside of God's
kingdom? It isto face God swrath for sin. It isto be swept away in Hisjudgment. It isto suffer forever in
an eternal lake of fire from which you can never escape. To remain outside isto face God not as a father, but
asajudge. Itistoanswer personally for every sin you have ever committed against an infinitely holy God.
And sinceit isimpossible for you ever to atone for your sins, even throughout an eternity of suffering, itisto
endure those sufferings forever. Why were the people who heard John, Jesus, and the apostles forcing their
way into God's kingdom? It was to escape the wrath of God.

b. But now the second question is, Why does entering the kingdom require this kind of effort? Well first, so that
we will more fully understand this, | would like to show you from other placesin Scripture that it does
require this effort.

(i) If thiswas the only passage in Scripture which said anything about it, we might be tempted to conclude
that these were putting more effort into it than was necessary. Certainly in this day of easy believism, we
would all be tempted to draw this conclusion. But thisis not the case.

(ii) Jesustellsusplainly that thisiswhat is necessary to enter into it. When someonein the crowd asked
Him, “Lord, arethere just afew who are being saved?’ He answered, “Srive to enter by the narrow
door; for many, | tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able” (Luke 13:23-24). Jesus said that you
must strive to enter into the kingdom. Y ou must strive because there will be some who will try to enter,
but will not be able.

(iii) Theauthor to the Hebrews writes, “ Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding
us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance, and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with
endurance therace that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for
the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the
throne of God. For consider Him who has endured such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you
may not grow weary and lose heart. Y ou have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood in your
striving against sin” (Heb. 12:1-4). He says, “Pursue peace with all men, and the sanctification without
which no onewill seethe Lord” (v. 14). Hewarnsus, “For you have need of endurance, so that when
you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised. For yet in avery little while, He



who is coming will come, and will not delay. But My righteous one shall live by faith; and if he shrinks
back, My soul has no pleasure in Him” (10:36-38).

(iv) And of course the apostle Paul, also drives usto this same conclusion, when he writes, “ Do you not
know that those who run in arace all run, but only one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you
may win. And everyone who competes in the games exercises self-control in all things. They then do it
to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. Thereforel run in such away, as not without
aim; | box in such away, as not beating the air; but | buffet my body and make it my dave, lest possibly,
after | have preached to others, | mysalf should be disqualified” (1 Cor. 9:24-27). Hewritesin
Philippians 3:7-16, “But whatever things were gain to me, those things | have counted aslossfor the sake
of Christ. Morethan that, | count all thingsto be lossin view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ
Jesus my Lord, for whom | have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish in order that |
may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law,
but that which isthrough faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith,
that | may know Him, and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being
conformed to His death; in order that | may attain to the resurrection from the dead. Not that | have
already obtained it, or have already become perfect, but | press on in order that | may lay hold of that for
which also | waslaid hold of by Christ Jesus. Brethren, | do not regard myself as having laid hold of it
yet; but onething | do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, | presson
toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Let ustherefore, as many asare
perfect, have this attitude; and if in anything you have a different attitude, God will reveal that also to
you; however, let us keep living by that same standard to which we have attained.”

(v) Entering into God's kingdom, His eternal kingdom, requires effort, all the effort you can muster. It
requires a holy violence. Perhaps you haven’t thought of it this way, but thisis what the Bible clearly
tellsus.

¢. Second, | want usto consider why entering into God' s kingdom requires such effort. Just who are we
struggling against? Who'strying to keep us out?

(i) Isit God? IsGod holding us back? Of course not! He isthe one who calls us and bids us to come and
receive what He has prepared from before the foundation of the world.

(if) If it snot God, then isthere something el se standing in our way? Yes. Certainly Satan and all his hosts
of darkness are doing everything they can to keep us out of the kingdom. We must be aware of his
devises, therefore, and be prepared to stand against them.

(iii) But isthere anything else? Yes, thereis. We are standing in our own way. Our greatest enemy, that
which will hinder us more than anything elseis ourselves, or to be more specific, our own corruption.

(a) For the unbdliever, thisis an absolute obstacle. If aperson isdead in his sin, without the grace of
God, he has no desire to get into God' s kingdom at all, except for the fact that he does not want to
suffer in hell forever. Hewill not even be alert to this danger, unlessthe Spirit of God opens his eyes
toit. But if the Spirit does, it is enough to get him to move him towards the God he hates and away
from the flames he wants to avoid. But it isnot enough to give him the ability he needs to overcome
his hatred and to love and embrace God from the heart. And so hewill ultimately fail, unless God
gives him His grace.

(b) But even those who have God' s grace are faced with a battle. Our corruption isdoing everything that
it can to keep us away from God and His kingdom. It is doing everything it can to press us back
toward our sins and to become entangled in them again. Therefore we must do a holy violence to
ourselves, we must put to death our flesh and walk by the Spirit, if we are ever to enter God's
kingdom.

(iv) Therewould be no need to strive or to put forth a violent effort to enter into God’ s kingdom, if there was
nothing hindering us. That something residesin our hearts, and it must be overcome if we are ever to
enter at last into the kingdom of heaven.

B. What we all need to understand this morning is that whether we are converted or unconverted, we must strive to
enter God' s kingdom.

1. If you are outside of Christ this morning, if your heart is cold and dead to the things of the Lord, if you realize
that you have not been seeking to enter God' s kingdom by force and there is no true desirein you to do so, then
thistext calls you to awaken out of your sleep of death and begin to pressinto the kingdom.

a. John’s preaching awakened those who were outside of God’ s kingdom to begin to press forward intoit. God
was working through his message to alert them to their need and to the possibility of entering it, so that they



began to strive to enter.

b. If you are outside of God' s kingdom, and the Lord has awakened you to your need this morning to enter this
kingdom or face everlasting punishment, then thisiswhat you need to do. The Lord tells you that you need
to cometo Christ and trust in Him for your salvation. Y ou need to love and embrace Him as your Lord and
Savior and serve and follow Him all the days of your life. If He has already granted you the grace to do so,
then come to Him now, trust in Him to save you, and then take up your cross and begin the race.

c. If He has awakened you through His Word to see your need, but has not put thisdesirein your heart to trust in
Him, then you must press forward toward Christ against your evil inclinations which will seek to keep you
back, by praying, reading the Word and sitting under the preaching of His Word, until God in His mercy does
grant you this blessing.

d. But if your heart is still completely unmoved by these things, then you need to pray that the Lord will open
your eyes and change your heart, for if He doesn’t, you will certainly diein your sins and be lost forever.

2. But what about those of you what are Christians this morning, what does this passage call you to do? It callsyou
to strive to enter into heaven as well.
a. Thisstriving which Christ speaks of hereis not just for the unconverted, it isfor everyone who hopes finally

to enter into God' s kingdom. Without this kind of striving, or holy violence or effort, you will not attain
heaven.

b. Now what does this mean for the Christian?

(i) It meansthat we must make progressin the race. We make progress when we die more and moreto sin,
and live more and more to righteousness, when we put off the old man and put on the new, when we put
on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh, when we by the Spirit put to death thesinin
our members and walk by the Spirit as He leads us in His Word.

(i) We must remember that learning God'swill isonly ameansto an end. It isthe means of dying to sin
and growing in grace. But we don’t actually advance in the Christian race at all until we do these things,
and in doing them, produce the kind of fruit that the Lord saved usto produce in thefirst place.

(iii) 1f wearesimply sitting back in our seats and not fighting this battle, not running in thisrace, not making
progress everyday in the Christian life, this passage exhorts us to wake up and renew the race and to press
toward the finish line. Jesus says to you this morning, “ Strive to enter by the narrow door; for many, |
tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able” (Luke 13:23-24).

(iv) Wewill not enter heaven unless we put forth the necessary effort to do so. We will not see God unless
we pursue peace and holiness (Heb. 12:14). Wewill not win the prize unless we run in such a way that
wewill win. We are not competing against anyone else. We are fighting against our flesh, against the
world and against the devil, and we must win, or be forever lost. And soif you are not engaged in this
battle, if you are not moving forward in holiness, if you are not bearing the fruit Christ requires of you, be
exhorted to put forth new effort. The Lord Jesus calls you to strive, to do haly violence to yourself to
enter Hiskingdom. Lay aside then the things of the world, pick up your cross, and press forward, relying

upon the grace which Christ supplies. It isthe only way that you or | or anyone else will ever attain
heaven. Amen.



