“Hard to Believe”

by John MacArthur   (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 1979)


p. 7 
The original Greek word for “deny” means “to refuse to associate with.” The thought is that if you want to be Christ’s disciple, and receive forgiveness and eternal life, you must refuse to associate any longer with the person you are! 

p. 10 
This is not salvation by good works but the very opposite: salvation by rejecting all hope of pleasing God on our own. 

p. 13 
In Matthew 7:13 during the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus admonished His followers, “Enter by the narrow gate.” The connotation of “narrow” here is constricted. It’s a very, very tight squeeze. We can’t carry anything through it; we come through with nothing.
p. 21 
Crucifixion was a repugnant, demeaning form of execution for the rabble of society. The idea that anybody who died on the cross was in any sense an exceptional, elevated, noble, important person was absurd. Roman citizens generally were exempt from crucifixion unless they committed treason. The authorities reserved the cross for rebellious slaves and conquered people, and for notorious robbers and assassins. The Roman Empire’s policies on crucifixion led Romans to view any crucified person as absolutely contemptible. The Romans used it only for the scum, the most humiliated, the lowest of the low.


Soldiers first flogged the victims, then forced them to carry their crossbeams, the instruments of their own deaths, to the crucifixion site. Signs around their necks indicated the crimes they had committed, and they were stark naked. Then the soldiers tied or nailed them to the crossbars, hoisted them into an upright post, and suspended them there, nude. The executioners could hurry death by shattering their legs, because that left victims unable to push themselves up in order to fill their lungs with air. If no one broke the legs, the death could last for days. The final indignity was the corpse’s hanging there until the carrion ate it.  

p. 51 
The gospel is hard to believe, and the people who bring it to the world are nobodies. The plan is still the same for all who are God’s clay pots. To summarize, here is Paul’s humble, five-point strategy: We will not lose heart. We will not alter the message. We will not manipulate the results, because we understand that a profound spiritual reality is at work in those who do not believe. We will not expect popularity, and therefore, we will not be disappointed. And we will not be concerned with visible and earthly success but devote our efforts toward that which is unseen and eternal.  

p. 63 
Miracles do affirm the faith of those who believe, but they do nothing for those who don’t. 

p. 67 
You will never know whether Jesus can save your soul from hell, give you new life, re-create your soul, plant His Holy Spirit there, forgive your sin, and send you to heaven until you giver your life totally to Him.
p. 152 
In Matthew 11:16, Jesus began a pointed response to the insufferable grumps before Him with a standard phrase that was very familiar, “But to what shall I liken this generation?” In the Midrash, a compilation of Jewish tradition teaching, that’s the most common formula for introducing a parable. All good teachers know that they have to teach in word pictures or analogies, in similes, metaphors, or figures of speech to make their points clearly. That was true with the rabbis, who traditionally began their parables with this question, meaning, “How can I illustrate what this generation is like?”

Jesus continued, “It is like children sitting in marketplaces and calling to their companions, and saying: /’We played the flute for you,/And you did not dance;/We mourned to you,/And you did not lament’” (vv.16-17).


In the center of every town was a town square or modest public park called the agora in Greek, which means marketplace. On market days, the people filled up that open space with all of their carts and stalls and merchandise. Naturally it was a favorite place for the children to run around, and it never took them long to find their friends and start playing games together.


As they do today, children often play games that mimicked the lives of their families. One of the popular games was “Wedding” and another favorite – though a little harder for us to imagine – was “Funeral.” These were the major public social events the children saw all the time. Whenever a wedding occurred, a great processional always strode through town that included the bride, the bridegroom, friends of the groom, all of the ladies who were waiting on the bride, and everybody else in the wedding. Along behind them came neighbors and townspeople playing pipes and flutes, skipping and hopping and dancing with joy.

Very likely, while their parents were busy buying, selling, and gossiping at the market, these kids got together to playact a wedding of their own. Some fortunate girl was the bride, a boy was the groom, and the other children took on the various roles. They got the whole procession groin through the agora, and somebody who could blow a whistle or play a flute did so. As they passed other friends of theirs, they called out, “Come on join the procession!”


After they did that a while, they played “Funeral.” A funeral procession was just as inevitable and as public as a wedding. Mourners lifted up the body and carried it through the city, followed by all the family. The family hired women who were professional wailers to come along, moaning and lamenting. It was also very common in funeral processions for people to beat on their chests and heads or all over their bodies. The kids played this by walking on a procession, yelling and pretending to beat on themselves. And once again, they shouted to their other friends to come and play with them.


But some kids didn’t want to play. The kids in this parable were just spoilsports you can almost here saying, “We don’t want to play your dumb game!”


So the group said, “Okay, we’ll change our game. If you don’t like ‘Wedding,’ we’ll play ‘Funeral’” – the opposite extreme. But the answer came back, “We don’t want to play that either. We don’t’ want to be involved at all. Just leave us alone.” That’s the idea in Matthew 11:17: “Hey, we played the flute and you didn’t respond, so we mourned, and you didn’t react to that either.” 


Peevish children. The sad game is the total opposite of the glad game, but no matter how their friends worked to accommodate them, they weren’t going to play. They preferred to sit stubbornly on the sidelines and criticize – a prime example of the sheer obstinacy and perversity of human nature.
p. 162 
I was talking to a pastor at a seeker-friendly church not long ago about his idea that prospective Christians needed to “feel welcome” and “accepted” before anything else: no “threats,” no “judgmental baggage.”


I asked, “If you had a person living in sin come to your church, would you confront him?”


He furrowed his brow and shook his head disapprovingly. “Oh, no!” We’d want him to feel loved and welcome.” 


My eyes widened. “How long would it be before you would actually say something about that?”


“Maybe a year and a half, two years,” he said, smiling. “Because then he would really feel a part of things.” 


That was shocking to me. Is there some virtue in leaving a man in his sin for the sake of feeling accepted? “Well, that’s the difference between your church and our church,” I said finally. “Openly practicing sinners come to our church, and they either get saved or they don’t come back.”

(*note: Two extremes which both can be harmful. It is the Holy Spirit that convicts a person of sin. At the same time, we should speak the Word in truth. We should make it clear of what God says as He is Lord. We should never be judgmental at any time.)
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