The Road Less Traveled

Matt 16:24-26 Then Jesus told his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man give in return for his life? ESV

Matt 7:12-14 "So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets. 13 "Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. 14 For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

I’m not a big fan of poetry.  I don’t sit around and read poetry books and I didn’t particularly enjoy the poems that I had to read for school.  I like things direct; if you want to say something, then just say something and I don’t like having to figure out if you meant something else by what you said.  

My brother on the other hand has his degree in English Literature from LSU.  Most years at Christmas we play an annual game of Trivial Pursuit.  I’m always amazed at how he can not only remember the answer to obscure names of poets and poems that I’ve never even heard of, but can quote line by line many of the stanzas!  On the other hand, he is a complete novice at sports and I can rack!  I can tell you the last three people to break or come close to breaking .400 for a season.  I know who won the World Series in 1986 and how it happened.  And my dad knows history like back of his hand and so the game is always close.  

But I say all of that just to point out that because I don’t particularly read poetry all of the time doesn’t mean that I haven’t read some in my schooling and my life.  I do like some of the poems of Robert Frost.  I quote him occasionally and used to do it more until I realized nobody had a clue that I was quoting a famous poet and were just looking at me like an idiot.  There’s been many a time that I stopped resting and jumped up on a particularly busy day with, “I’ve miles to go before I sleep.  Miles to go before I sleep.”  Only recently, did my wife realize that I was quoting Frost.  

One of Frost’s poems has been quickened to my memory lately and it is has been running through my brain.  It’s commonly known as “The Road Less Traveled.”  Let me read it to you:

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I –

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference


-- Robert Frost

I like this poem because I can relate to it.  It has a spiritual point to it.  It correlates with Jesus Christ’s teachings perfectly.  It has the mind of the Holy Ghost right now for our church.  I want to preach to you from it:  “The Road Less Traveled.”  

________________________________________________________________________

In the poem, Frost came to a place where one road split into two and he had to make a choice:  “Do I go this way or do I go that way.”  He had reached what we call a “crossroads;” a decision point in his journey.  Only one path could be taken and so he had to choose one knowing that the way life goes and how time moves on that he would probably never stand here again.  The decision that he made that morning would determine where he would begin the next and so that lent all the more weight to his decision process.  

In the poem, Frost made a very wise decision.  He judged his path of choice by looking down and seeing which it was that most of the others who had stood where he stood had done.  He glanced down and saw that the path going this way lacked grass and was trodden down, indicating that the vast multitude who had stood there and decided where to go had gone that way.  Use and indentions and the lack of undergrowth showed him that that way was the way most traveled.  But looking to the other, he realized that the growth of the grass and the lack of wear indicated that very few had taken that path.  It was the road less traveled.  The road that few took.  It was a different way and a different direction from the crowds of majority.  And so Frost said, “I took the one less traveled by,” and looking back now on that decision he said, “and that has made all the difference.”  

Solomon, in his books of wise saying, spoke often about paths that we take in living.  He told us that there were wise paths and foolish paths.  There were paths of sin and paths of righteousness.  He told us that there was the path of following in a Godly father’s wisdom and that there was the paths of rebelling against such.  The wise man told us no less than twice that there is a way that seems right to a man but the end thereof is destruction and death.  Just going with the flow of your life, Solomon said, leads you to a place that you don’t want to be.  

The One who was wiser than Solomon, Jesus Christ, picked up the theme in His teachings on this earth.  He taught His disciples that there was a broad way and a wide path with a wide gate that many found and that many people walked.  And He also said that there was a narrow gate and a harder way that only a few people found and took.  Frost couldn’t see the end of the two paths of his dilemma, but Jesus – God Almighty in Flesh – told us what the end of the two paths are.  The wide way that many take, Jesus said, “leads to destruction.”  The narrow way that few find and even fewer take for their course of life, “leads to life.”  It may be hard, but the end justifies the course.  That latter path, the narrow one, is a road less traveled today.  

I don’t remember where or when I chose to take the road less traveled in my life, but I’m glad I did.  I’m only thirty years old and my life has certainly taken a unique course thus far – one that is far from the ordinary.  It had to be somewhere in my youth, but I cannot take you to the day or the hour that I made this decision.  It must have been a combination of things.  The influence of older people in my life whom I loved and respected who had chosen the road less traveled.  The influence of the solid Bible teaching that I received at church and in the home.  The love that I had even as a little kid for the kingdom of God and His Word.  The moving and working of the Holy Spirit in my life from a young age.  Somewhere I made that decision unconsciously, but it is has been one that I have stuck with.  Somewhere I must have come to that fork in the road and chose to take the road less traveled.  Every once in a while I look back like Frost did in his poem and I realize that I am in life where I currently am because of the lesser-worn path that I have chosen.  And I don’t plan on every backtracking to get on the main highway.  Like Frost, I also can say that choosing the road less traveled has made all of the difference!

I believe that God is calling many of us – maybe even all of us – to the road less traveled tonight.  God does not intend to build an ordinary church here that is no different from the others in this county.  But God has moved as He has in our lives because God is wanting to do something extraordinary.  You are not here by accident, but God handpicked you to be a part of what He wants to do here in this area.  I believe that!  In the beginning, God’s Spirit moved upon the darkness with the intention of creating something and that is precisely the reason why the Spirit of God moved over your darkness and voids of your life.  He wants to create something powerful and extraordinary!  But how our lives will end up will have been decided primarily on the path of life which we choose to take.  And so God is calling a group of people to the road less traveled.  I don’t know how else to say it – God wants you to choose a different way to live than the majority of the people in this world.  Such is the will of God concerning all of His disciples and followers; such is the will of God concerning you!  

_______________________________________________________________________  

Let me preach to you about this path and how to know you have chosen it.  First, 

The road less traveled is to lose your life for Christ’s sake.  

Jesus asked the question in our other text:

Matt 16:25-26 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man give in return for his life? ESV

The road most often traveled today is to try to gain the world.  The road most often taken in life is to have an earnest desire for more and more things.  To be rich.  To have power.  To be in control and somebody important.  To gain your life and cause it to be worth something.  The road most often traveled is to be focused on things and to believe the lie that more and fancier things is what brings true happiness.  Ask most people today “how are you doing?” and they will answer in direct correspondence to their bank account and financial dealings.  If they have money in there and plenty, they will smile and say, “fine!”  “Great!”  But if they don’t have much and the pennies are being squeezed, they’ll look at you glumly and say, “not so good.”  They have taken the familiar path that many, many, many people are on that equates stuff and financial prosperity with true happiness. 

But look at the Jesus of Nazareth.  He works a job to fulfill His obligations but He never has any aspirations of being rich on this earth.  He doesn’t turn His carpentry shop into a mega chain and market it around the nation.  In fact, when it comes time to do God’s will, He is quick to forsake it all and in His life He will never own a donkey, never own a piece of land, never own a home, and when He dies will have one coat as His sole earthly possession.  But I ask you a question, “was He not happy?”  Did He not enjoy His time spent among friends and have a very fruitful ministry with great miracles wrought by God?”  Was He not the most popular man that has ever lived and the most perfect man that has ever lived?”  If that is so, then you must realize true happiness and contentment does not come from what we possess.  If a man who had only one garment to His name at the end of His earthly life was the most successful and most perfect human being that ever lived, then most of us are searching for contentment and peace and happiness in the wrong places!  We are trying to make our life something of worth, but He sought to give His away!  

Listen to this preacher:  it is an old, well-trodden path to try to find happiness in things.  It is an old, well-trodden path to think that family and kids and relatives and relationships will bring worth and true happiness to your life.  It is a well-trodden path that you can find many examples of around that thought a career would a successful life make.  The path most often taken is to seek for your own good first and all others be spurned.  


But look at the road less traveled taken by Jesus.  He lived with one goal in life:  to lose it!  He forsook the pursuit of material possessions.  He tossed away His personal agendas to minister to others.  He gave His life away long before the dark day of Calvary.  And how different a path it was:  every servant dreams of being king – that would be the road most often taken if they could.  But what king dreams and fulfills the dream of becoming as a servant!?  What king lowers himself to wash the feet of common fishermen and tax collectors?  Jesus sought to give His life away by serving others and meeting their needs and putting their spiritual walk and concerns first and foremost.  That certainly is a road less traveled.  It is a narrow gate and a hard one!  And few there be that find it!  

But look at the outcome of His trying to give His life away!  He instead found it!  And He found so much of it that He is able to give it away to us!  If Jesus is too lofty an ideal for you to compare yourself to, look at the Apostle Paul.  He throws away a Pharisee’s education and position and such a position was a very profitable one money wise.  He never marries choosing to instead to give everything full tilt to the kingdom of God.  He ends his life in jail without a house or a boat or a pack animal and with only a coat that he left somewhere and a bunch of books and scrolls of scripture.  And he says, “I am content!”  “I am happy!”  “I look forward to the crown of life that I will receive.”  He gave his life away by devoting himself to a servant to others and to God and in the end he found a life that would never fade away.  

Every one of us in their right mind would want to stand one day and receive the reward that the Apostle Paul will receive.  And yet never forget that to get such a reward as Paul, you must choose the path that Paul chose.  It is not the will of God for every one of you to stay unmarried.  It’s not the will of God for all of you to be missionaries.  It’s not the will of God for all of you to be so poor you cannot even pay attention.  It’s not the will of God for all of you to preach or for any of us to write more books of the Bible, but it is the will of God for us to choose the road of giving your life away to reach others and to have a servant’s heart in the kingdom of God.  Such is a road less traveled.  

I had a Bible College instructor that made a statement that I will never forget.  He said, “remember that there are two schools here, the Bible College and the other school.  The other school is the school of brokenness and few ever enroll and even fewer graduate.”  God has a school of brokenness where a person can learn to submit themselves not to their own life and gain but to a servant’s heart of benefiting the kingdom of God.  Truly such is a road less traveled, but truly such ends with a great reward!  

_______________________________________________________________________           

Let me preach on:

The road less traveled is to seek first the kingdom of God.

Such was a commandment of Christ, “seek ye first the kingdom of God and His righteousness.”  That means that in every area of life we should put God’s agenda and God’s teaching and living right according to His Word the first and foremost criteria.  

Many people say that they are doing this, but very few ever do.  It is a common road often traveled to make career decisions and then try to fit doing something for the kingdom of God into the spare time around that career.  It is a common road often traveled to make your relationship decisions and to choose your friends and then try to do God’s will in those decisions.  We fill up our schedule with our agenda and, most often, then try to put God in somewhere.  If a life opportunity that seems profitable to us would require us to back down or go back on part of God’s Word, the road most often chosen is to let God’s Word fall to the ground and jump at the opportunity that we think will benefit us. 

But the road less traveled is to seek God’s will first above all else.  If they are not living for God in Apostolic truth and on fire for God, I’m not dating them.  If this job promotion will take me out of church rather than providing more opportunities to be at church, then I’m not going there.  If these friends are a constant weight and heaviness burdening down my walk with God, then I will choose to not hang around them.  I’ll plan first to spend time with God each day and to pray and read His Word and do something for Him and then place my pleasure time around that.  If it goes against God’s Word, then I don’t care how profitable that it may seem, I don’t want to go down that road.  That’s a road often taken and one that I can tell by looking around how it ends up – I want to seek God first and thus travel down the road less traveled!  

And let me say this:  too many people say that they are taking this road less traveled and all they have done is really just turned toward it for a moment.  If you truly take this road, you are like the poem said, never able to come back to that crossroads again.  If you truly take the road of seeking God first, you will never be able to switch over to the other path, because if you have been walking down it for any length of time at all, you will find yourself far from that crossroads that you once stood at!  People who say, “I’m seeking God first” and then don’t stick to their guns and a month later are seeking self again, never really took the path but just said that they wanted to.  If you make the decision to seek God first in your life, then you will be doing it for the rest of your life.  Because you will quickly reach a place where the only thing to do is to keep trusting Him!  But you will also look back and realize that there is no regrets!  You will be able to say that taking the road less traveled has made all the difference.  

Some of you struggle with the will of God in your life when it comes to definitive decisions and choosing matters of direction.  It’s not all that hard:  usually the road less traveled is the better route in the kingdom of God.  Ask yourself, “what do most people do when they are here?”  And then go the other way!  Ask yourself, “what do most of my worldly friends usually choose to do here?”  And then consider the opposite!  Jesus said the narrow path is “harder” and so ask yourself, “which is the easy way out?”  “Which is the way that involves less sacrifice?”  Usually the other path is the right one and the narrow one!  The issue is not that we have trouble realizing what the will of God is, but rather we don’t like the path that the will of God says to take.  Our questions are often really our flesh in control saying, “I don’t like sacrifice and I don’t like what this path looks like.”  But Jesus said the path that leads to eternal life is the road less taken!  When you view it this way, the will of God is not all that hard to discern or figure out!  

________________________________________________________________________     

Oh, our flesh!  Let me preach to you about that!  Our text read:

Matt 16:24 Then Jesus told his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. ESV

Jesus took the road less traveled, so if you want to follow Him you must take the same road.  And here we find another element that our flesh doesn’t want to hear:

The road less traveled means that we must deny ourselves.  

Oh, how true this is!  The road most often taken by most people is to seek not to deny themselves as much as possible.  This world preaches to give into what you feel.  Do what seems right to you.  Do what you want.  Take what you will.  Live “free” they say.  But it’s interesting how that their “freedom” means taking a well-worn path to hell that everybody else seems to be locked into taking as well!  

May I remind you that the path that leads to destruction is that which “seems right to a man?”  It seems right.  Doing what feels right to you all of the time will send you straight to hell!  That’s worth remembering!  And such is a wide, wide road that many are on. 

But the road less traveled is that of self-denial.  I can but I choose not to because I want to please God.  Listen very carefully to me right here lest I be misunderstood.  I don’t have to do anything that I do for God.  I don’t have to not do what I don’t do.  I’m over twenty-one and I have money in my account, I can buy all the beer and the booze that I want.  I have an education and an able mind, I could find employment in the secular world and try to get a huge house and land and all of the trappings.  I could cheat on my wife anytime I so choose – I have that ability in my flesh and I ain’t that ugly.  I could cuss like a sailor because I’ve heard the words and know what they mean and with a little bit of practice could probably be good at it!  I can do all of these things – I am able – but I choose not to.  It’s my choice.  I choose to deny myself!  

I don’t have to pay my tithes and offerings, I choose to because I don’t want to rob God and I want to be blessed and also bless God’s kingdom.  I don’t have to come to church, I choose to because I want to obey scripture and I have found that God meets me here!  I don’t have to praise and worship, but I choose to praise outwardly and worship inwardly!  I choose to deny myself.  It is a choice that I have made.  I know that it is the road less traveled and taken, but I am on it by choice!  

I touched on this in youth service and I’ll get on it again.  What is the goal of peer pressure?  What is the goal of this world’s criticism of our chosen lifestyle of holiness and separation and righteousness?  If I choose to go to church regularly and pay my tithes and dress modestly and pray or fast, why does that bother people in the world so much?  If I choose to not partake of this and that, what is it to them that brings criticism?  Why do they care?  What is their point of their snide comments and criticism?  

The issue is that they know that I’m different.  And they will not be happy until I’m normal.  Their goal is to make me as they are.  They don’t like the fact that I have a happy marriage – that’s a road less traveled – and so they want my marriage to fail.  They want everybody to be on their road of sin and flesh so that they feel justified for having taken it themselves.  If there is somebody that has taken the road less traveled, that means that they could have taken it also but chose not to.  And so they want to make the Nazarite normal.  They want Samson to lose His strength and His power with God.  They want simply you to fit in and not stand out.  That’s the point of their barbs, you convict them by your example if you have taken the road less traveled and that’s why it bothers them!  

And oh how the lie of the world springs upon young people in these areas.  Every young person has a desire to be extraordinary, to be different.  I saw a cartoon one time where a nice clean, cut young man was standing in front of six guys that had forty piercings on their face and a punk-hair cut and one of them was saying “to be different, man, that’s why!”  In their quest to be different, they were all the same and the one who was “normal” is the one who stood out!  

And so the young person feels this pressure to be unique to stand out in the crowd and so the world says, “come see what we have to offer and turn your back on God’s principles.”  And that is such a well-worn path!  “Come sleep around and lose your purity and be like everybody else in the world!”  What’s unique about that?  “Come mess around until you have more diseases than general hospital and so much emotional baggage that your marriage has to struggle to survive.”  What’s unique about that?  That’s what most of the people in life do.  That’s a road much traveled!

“Come get high and come get drunk.”  What’s unique about that?  How does that make you different, because that is what the crowds are doing!?  “Come stick holes in your body and put jewelry everywhere you can put it and expose your body to everybody and everything.”  “Come sear your conscience until you no longer can even tell the difference between a lie and the truth.”  Seek your own pleasure and don’t make time for God.  Or if you have already crossed these boundaries and done these things, “Don’t make a change and start living for God and start over in righteousness, that’s just weird.”  Yeah, but there’s nothing unique in that attitude – it’s the road much traveled.  How does that make you stand out?  

But what if you decide to keep your purity for marriage!  Now, that’s something radically different!  What if you decide to get drunk and high on the Holy Ghost!?  That’s something that is unique!  What if you dress modestly and according to the guidelines of scripture and stop putting holes symbolizing slavery in your body everywhere – they’ll be able to pick you out of the crowd, trust me!  Make your eternal calling sure and do something that benefits God’s kingdom – how many of your fellow peers are going to do that as a life goal?  You want to be unique and stand out and be exceptional and extraordinary, then refuse to travel the same well-trodden path of sin and flesh and choose instead His righteousness and to deny yourself!  Choose that road less traveled and you will find yourself with a reward that most will not find!  Eternity in heaven!  

You want a party?  The road less traveled leads to the Marriage Supper of the Lamb with the party of the centuries!  You want riches?  The road less traveled leads to becoming a heir of the One who is richer than Solomon ever dreamed!  You want relationship?  What about spending eternity with people who have also taken the same road?  You want piercings?  How about spending forever with the One who has nail-scarred hands and feet.  You want jewels?  How about streets of gold and a place where the walls and houses are made of gems?  You want uniqueness, how about choosing to be a part of the few that are going to make it down this long, narrow road!  Oh, it might be the road less traveled but it will be worth it!  Choose to deny yourself today!    

_______________________________________________________________________                 

I steer toward a close with this one, final thought:

The road less traveled is to take up your cross.

Jesus said:

Matt 16:24 Then Jesus told his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. ESV

We grossly misinterpret this scripture.  The first thing we miss is that Jesus is not talking about obeying the Gospel of His cross.  He will tell us that we need to do that later, but right here He is talking not about the cross He would carry, but rather “your cross.”  If you are to take the road less traveled, you must carry your cross.  And it may not be the same as everybody else’s.

We mess up this scripture, because we don’t really grasp what is meant by “a cross.”  Christians today often confuse the cross with thorns.  Paul said that he sought for God to remove a situation – probably with his eyes – that brought him great anguish and pain and suffering and God told him that he had to live with it.  And Paul called it a “thorn in my flesh.”  I’ve been guilty of saying, “I have bad allergies or this situation that is in my life, that’s my cross to bear.”  Actually they are thorns in the flesh.  When God could deliver you of something but chooses to leave it, that is thorns.  

A cross is defined by what Jesus did, so catch this definition:  a cross is a burden that you willfully take up and carry that profits the well-being of other people and that involves pain and sacrifice to hold onto.  Jesus didn’t have to carry the cross, He chose to.  He didn’t have His life taken from Him, but rather He chose to give it.  It was not for His personal gain or sin or benefit, but rather for the well-being of others.  

And Jesus said that if we are to follow Him, we must “take up our cross.”  There are many Christians today without a cross.  And so I ask you, “what is your cross that you bear in life?”  What is it that you have chosen to do that causes you great sacrifice and great effort and even pain and suffering at times and yet you willingly choose to pick it up because it benefits greatly others spiritually?  Is there anything in your life that you have willingly chosen to take up in order to sacrifice for the spiritual well-being of others?  If not, then you have not truly taken up a cross.  

There are some of you here who sacrifice greatly to help church endeavors.  There are some of you who give an off day to do something for God.  There are many of you who sacrifice long hours to prepare and sacrifice a service to teach Sunday School and Kidz church.  You do that willfully.  That is your cross.  

The road much traveled is to eschew the cross and avoid it all costs.  The road less traveled is to willfully choose to carry a cross.  In fact, before Christ there had never been anyone who had willfully chosen to carry a cross.  There have been a few since, and can we really say that we are a follower of Him if we do not carry our cross as He did His?  Do you willfully sacrifice in some area to benefit the spiritual well-being of others?  I know – it’s a road less traveled.  There have been many times that people have come to me and said, “I’m doing too much and I need a break.”  There have been very few times that people have come to me and said, “I’m not doing enough, I need something else to do for God and for the church and the kingdom of heaven!”  It’s definitely a road less traveled, but oh, the end thereof has a reward that is also extraordinary!          

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I –

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference


-- Robert Frost

Or to quote from the writer far more wiser than Frost:

Matt 7:13-14 "Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. 14 For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few. ESV

There is a divine call to come take the road less traveled!  One day you will look back and rejoice that you did and say, “it’s what made all the difference!”  And you when you realize the end and grasp the prize, you will know that it was worth every narrow step and every hard path!  I cannot decide for you, but I know what my decision for my life is:  I will turn from the normal highways heavy with traffic; I will turn from well-worn paths that almost every body else takes; I will choose the road less traveled!  You are at a place of diverging tonight.  Choose right!  Choose the road less traveled!      

