
Greek NT
7.21 Ouj pa oJ levgwn moi, 
Kuvrie kuvrie, eijseleuvsetai 
eij th;n basileivan twn 
oujranwn, ajll! oJ poiwn to; 
qevlhma tou patrov mou 
tou ejn toi oujranoi.  
7.22 polloi; ejrousivn moi 
ejn ejkeivnh/ th/ hJmevra/, Ku
vrie kuvrie, ouj tw/ sw/ ojnov
mati ejprofhteuvsamen kai; 
tw/ sw/ ojnovmati daimovnia 
ejxebavlomen, kai; tw/ sw/ 
ojnovmati dunavmei polla; 
ejpoihvsamen_  7.23 kai; 
tovte oJmologhvsw aujtoi 
o{ti Oujdevpote e[gnwn uJma:  
ajpocwreite ajp! ejmou oiJ 
ejrgazovmenoi th;n ajnomivan.   
 

Gute Nachricht Bibel
 21 Nicht alle, die zu 
mir sagen ‘Herr, Herr’, 
werden in Gottes neue 
Welt kommen, sondern 
nur die, die auch tun, 
was mein Vater im Him-
mel will.
 22 Am Tag des Ger-
ichts werden viele zu 
mir sagen: ‘Herr, Herr! 
In deinem Namen haben 
wir prophetische Weisun-
gen verkündet, in deinem 
Namen haben wir böse 
Geister ausgetrieben und 
viele Wunder getan.’ 23 
Und trotzdem werde ich 
das Urteil sprechen: ‘Ich 
habe euch nie gekannt. 
Ihr habt versäumt, nach 
Gottes Willen zu leben; 
geht mir aus den Augen!’

NRSV
 21 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. 22 On 
that day many will say 
to me, “Lord, Lord, did 
we not prophesy in your 
name, and cast out de-
mons in your name, and 
do many deeds of power 
in your name?’ 23 Then 
I will declare to them, “I 
never knew you; go away 
from me, you evildoers.’

NLT
 21 Not all people who 
sound religious are really 
godly. They may refer to 
me as ‘Lord,’ but they still 
won’t enter the Kingdom 
of Heaven. The decisive 
issue is whether they 
obey my Father in heav-
en. 22 On judgment day 
many will tell me, ‘Lord, 
Lord, we prophesied in 
your name and cast out 
demons in your name 
and performed many 
miracles in your name.’ 
23 But I will reply, ‘I never 
knew you. Go away; the 
things you did were un-
authorized. ‘
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The Study of the Text:1

1.	 What	did	the	text	mean	to	the	first	readers?
 This third unit of the Conclusion of the Sermon is challenging! It contains some of the bluntest and most 
threatening declarations of the entire Sermon. To modern ears with a penchant toward ‘cheap grace’ these 
words sound harsh and unbending. But the eternal truth of Jesus’ declarations here remains unchanged 
from when He first spoke them centuries ago. They set forth a major criteria by which all mankind, including 
disciples, will be judged on the Day of Final Judgment.2 As placed in the context of the Sermon they take on 
added meaning and importance, for the larger context of the Sermon serves to define the will of the Heavenly 
Father as the essential basis for God’s judging mankind. 
 Thus these words are critical for God’s people to hear and to understand. Their entire life will be measured 

 1Serious study of the biblical text must look at the ‘then’ meaning, i.e., the historical meaning, and the ‘now’ 
meaning, i.e., the contemporary application, of the scripture text. In considering the historical meaning, both elements 
of literary design and historical aspects must be considered. In each study we will attempt a summary overview of these 
procedures in the interpretation of the scripture text.
 2The Greek New Testament terminology for ‘judgment’ is rich and varied, as S.H. Travis [“Judgment,” Dictionary of Jesus 
and the Gospels (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 408] notes:
 “Like the English verb “judge,” the Greek word krinō can mean “form an opinion” (Lk 7:43). But normally in the NT 
it describes the passing of a sentence — either in a law-court (Mt 5:40) or metaphorically with reference to divine judgment (Mt 
7:1–2; Jn 5:22, 30). Often the focus is on the negative aspect of condemnation (Mt 7:1; Jn 3:17–18). The noun krisis normally refers 
to the act of judging (Mt 5:21–22; Lk 11:31–32), while krima connotes the verdict or sentence (Lk 23:40). But this distinction is 
sometimes blurred (e.g., krima in Jn 9:39). The influence of the LXX , where the word group usually translates šp̄ṭ, can be seen in 
Matthew 23:23 and Luke 11:42, where krisis means “justice”; and in Matthew 19:28 and Luke 22:30, where krinō probably means 
“rule.” Although the noun “judge” (kritēs) occurs in parables (Mt 5:25; Lk 18:2, 6), it is not used as a description of God in the direct 
sayings of Jesus.

 “Other expressions to be considered are “condemn” (katakrinō, Mt 12:41–42; katadikazō, Mt 12:37), “punishment” 
(kolasis, Mt 25:46), the dik- word group (see Justice, Righteousness), translated variously as “punishment,” “retribution,” “vindicate,” 
“justice” (Lk 18:1–8; 21:22), “visitation” (episkopē, Lk 19:44) and references to the “day” (hēmera) of judgment (Mt 7:22; 12:36; 
Lk 21:34; see Eschatology). In addition there is a rich variety of parabolic images of judgment.”
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by God on the basis of these words at Judgment Day! 
 Additionally the near parallels found in Luke 6:46 and 13:26-27 
need to be given consideration as well.
 Luke 6:46 (NRSV):3 “Why do you call me “Lord, Lord,’ and do not do 
what I tell you?”
 Luke 13:26-30 (NRSV):4 26 Then you will begin to say, “We ate and 
drank with you, and you taught in our streets.’ 27 But he will say, “I do not 
know where you come from; go away from me, all you evildoers!’ 28 There 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth when you see Abraham and Isaac and 
Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, and you yourselves thrown 
out. 29 Then people will come from east and west, from north and south, and 
will eat in the kingdom of God. 30 Indeed, some are last who will be first, and 
some are first who will be last.”

 Historical Context:
 The historical markers, i.e., the time / space words, in this text focus on the phrase in verse 22, “On 
that day“ (ejn ejkeivnh/ th/ hJmevra). Everything in the pericope revolves around this reference point.5 This theme 
is one of the prominent emphases both in the teaching of Jesus and in the writings of the apostles. The 
portrayal of the details of final judgment varies throughout the pages of the New Testament and together 
present something of a kaleidoscopic picture with each text stressing one aspect or another of this event. 
Consequently, in the history of biblical interpretation differing ideas have surfaced, the majority tending to 
emphasize one aspect to the neglect of the others.6 Religious artists over the centuries have struggled to 
capture the essence of this event in pictorial portrayal. Most classical religious art on this theme will follow 
the medieval Roman Catholic perspective on final judgment, which contains some biblical elements but 
is made up of mostly Roman Catholic traditional concepts largely based on extra-canonical sources. 
 Leon Morris provides a helpful summation of Jesus’ teachings:7

  Jesus emphasized the importance of final judgment. He told the Twelve that they were to warn their hearers that it 
would be “more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah” on the day of judgment than for them ( Matt 10:15 ). He himself had 
a similar message for the people of Chorazin and Bethsaida: It will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon on judgment day 
than for them ( Matt 11:22 ; Luke 10:14 ). On both occasions he warned that the people of Capernaum should not think 
of heaven as their final destination; that would rather be Hades. “The men of Nineveh” and ”The Queen of the South” 
will stand up and condemn Jesus’ hearers at the day of judgment because they responded to the wisdom of Solomon and 
the preaching of Jonah and those hearers did not ( Matt 12:41-42 ). We should be clear that Jesus unhesitatingly spoke of 
judgment day and of what would happen on it.
 Jesus also related the words uttered by his hearers to what will happen at the day of judgment. It is what goes on in 
our hearts that determines what we say and thus our words are important; our words reveal what we are. On the day of 
judgment we will be called onto give account of “every careless word” we have spoken and it is this that will determine 
our acquittal or our condemnation ( Matt 12:34-37 ).

S. H. Travis supplements Morris’ summary with greater detail that is also helpful in its summation of 

 3GNT:  Tiv dev me kalei'te, Kuvrie kuvrie, kai; ouj poiei'te a} levgw_  
 4GNT: 13.26 tovte a[rxesqe levgein, !Efavgomen ejnwvpiovn sou kai; ejpivomen, kai; ejn tai'" plateivai" hJmw'n ejdivdaxa":   
13.27  kai; ejrei' levgwn uJmi'n, Oujk oi\da [uJma'"] povqen ejstev: ajpovsthte ajp! ejmou', pavnte" ejrgavtai ajdikiva". 13.28  ejkei' e[stai 
oJ klauqmo;" kai; oJ brugmo;" tw'n ojdovntwn, o{tan o[yhsqe !Abraa;m kai; !Isaa;k kai; !Iakw;b kai; pavnta" tou;" profhvta" ejn th'/ 
basileiva/ tou' qeou', uJma'" de; ejkballomevnou" e[xw. 13.29 kai; h{xousin ajpo; ajnatolw'n kai; dusmw'n kai; ajpo; borra' kai; novtou kai; 
ajnakliqhvsontai ejn th'/ basileiva/ tou' qeou'. 13.30 kai; ijdou; eijsi;n e[scatoi oi} e[sontai prw'toi kai; eijsi;n prw'toi oi} e[sontai 
e[scatoi. 
 5The terminology for final judgment in the Bible is varied, but all refer to the same essential event understood to take 
place at the end of human history and as a transition from this world into the eternal order. Cf.,  Leon Morris, “Judgment, Day 
of,” Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology: 
 “Judgment day may be referred to in any one of a number of ways. It may be spoken of strictly as “the day of judgment”  
(Matt 10:15 ; 1 John 4:17 ), or with reference to its chronological place as “the last day” ( John 6:39 ). Mostly John’s references 
to this day refer to Jesus’ raising of people but he also tells us that Jesus said that the word that he spoke would on the last day 
judge anyone who despised him and refused to hear his words ( John 12:48 ). The most common way of referring to it appears 
to be simply “that day” ( Luke 21:34 ); the day of judgment was so outstanding that nothing more was needed to draw attention 
to it. Indeed, it may be called “the great Day” ( Jude 6 ), or simply “the Day” ( Heb 10:25 ; 2 Peter 1:19 ).”
 6For an interesting summation of this varied and frequently distorted picture see “Last Judgment,” Wikipedia online. 
 7Leon Morris, “Judgment, Day of,” Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology.
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Jesus’ teaching:8

 2.2. The Final Judgment. Jesus speaks of a judgment of all people on the “day” when the Son of man comes to establish 
his kingdom in its fullness (Mt 7:22; Lk 17:30–35; see Kingdom of God). God is the judge (Mt 10:28). Jesus’ own role at the 
judgment is sometimes that of witness for or against the person judged (Mt 10:32–33), but sometimes he is the judge (Mt 
7:21–23; 16:27). There is some force in the argument that in the earliest Son of man sayings Jesus is witness rather than 
judge, and that the depiction of him as judge is therefore a later development. Yet the fact that the Son of man sits at 
God’s right hand (Mk 14:62) shows how easily one concept could pass over into the other.
 2.2.1. Judgment as Separation. The judgment involves a division between two kinds of people—“sons of the kingdom” 
and “sons of the evil one” (Mt 13:38), “wise” and “foolish” (Mt 7:24–27), “sheep” and “goats” (Mt 25:31–46), those who 
“enter into life” and those who are “thrown into hell” (Mk 9:42–48). This reflects the radical distinction between “the 
righteous” and “the wicked” found in much apocalyptic literature and in the Dead Sea Scrolls.
 2.2.2. The Criterion and the Outcome of Judgment. Jesus maintains the Jewish emphasis on judgment according to 
works (Mt 7:21–23; 12:36–37; 25:31–46). He provides examples of particular kinds of deeds which will seal a person’s 
condemnation—e.g., causing “little ones” to sin (Mk 9:42), lack of care for the poor (Lk 16:19–31; Mt 25:31–46), failure 
to forgive (Mt 18:21–35), being judgmental toward others (Mt 7:1–2). His warnings of condemnation are almost never 
directed at those who, for example, commit adultery (see Marriage and Divorce), collect taxes dishonestly, but at the 
pious who would exclude such people from the community (Mt 23:33; Lk 18:9–14).
 In some judgment sayings, works are bound up with relationship or response to Jesus. In Matthew 7:24–27 we read, 
“everyone who hears these words of mine and does them is like a wise man . …” In Matthew 25:31–46 care for the needy (or 
lack of it) is taken as evidence of people’s reaction to Jesus. Other sayings declare that reaction to Jesus will be the key 
criterion at the judgment. “All who acknowledge me before other people, the Son of Man will acknowledge them before 
the angels of God. Those who disown me before other people will be disowned before the angels of God” (Lk 12:8–9; cf. 
Mk 8:38; Lk 10:8–16; 11:29–32).
 Luke 12:8–9 also indicates that, just as the criterion of judgment is relationship to Jesus, so the outcome of judgment 
will be expressed in terms of relationship to Jesus or to God. It will involve acceptance into fellowship with God or 
rejection from that fellowship. Those who do not know him—who are not in genuine, obedient relationship to him—
now, will not know him then. In the parables of Matthew 25 and Luke 13:25–27 the outcome of the judgment is also ex 
pressed in terms of coming into or departing from God’s presence.
 Apart from the language of relationship, Jesus uses other more pictorial language to depict human destiny beyond 
the judgment. God’s family will sit at the Father’s table, while others are thrown outside (Lk 13:28–29). They will see 
God (Mt 5:8) and experience eternal life (Mk 10:30). A negative outcome is de scribed as unquenchable fire or Gehenna 
(Mk 9:43, 45, 48; Mt 5:22; Lk 12:5). Those excluded from God’s kingdom will “weep and gnash their teeth” (Mt 13:42, 
50; Lk 13:28). It is not clear whether such language can be taken to imply eternal torment as traditionally understood. 
Such imagery, together with the reference to “eternal punishment” in Matthew 25:46, may be intended not so much 
to describe the specific character of punishment as to underline the irreversible and negative force of separation from 
God’s presence.
 It must also be noted that, in comparison with much Jewish literature (e.g., 1 Enoch 21–22), Jesus’ references to the 
destiny of the wicked are remarkably allusive and unspecific; and that such references occur mostly in exhortations to 
the hearer to respond to Jesus’ message, not in descriptions of the fate of someone else.
 2.2.3. The Main Thrust: Relationship Rather Than Retribution. The evidence suggests that Jesus’ under standing of 
judgment focuses not on a strictly retributive justice, whereby rewards and punishments are recompense for human 
deeds. Rather, the focus is on relationship to Jesus, or to God through him. The relationship chosen by people when 
confronted by the message of God’s kingdom will be confirmed at the final judgment. When the language of judgment 
according to works is used, the character of the works is understood as evidence of a person’s relationship to God, or as 
showing whether the basic direction of one’s life is toward him or away from him.
 This perspective on Jesus’ message is reinforced by three other images of judgment. The motif of the Two Ways, 
already familiar in Judaism (e.g., 1 Enoch 94:1–4; 1QS 3:13–4:26), suggests that human destinies are not rewards or 
punishments imposed from outside, but the inherent outcome of the choices people make (Mt 7:13–14). The image of 
treasure in heaven (Tob 4:3–10; Pss. Sol. 9:9; 2 Apoc. Bar. 14:12; 24:1) pictures people’s destinies as the end-result of their 
desires. Those whose hearts are fixed on submission to God’s rule will gain the riches of his kingdom (Mt 6:19–21; Lk 
12:33–34). Finally, in the image of the banquet invitation (Lk 14:16–24), everything turns on the refusal of those invited 
to come to the feast. They have excluded themselves while the poor are open to the insistent gift of the host.
 2.2.4. Conclusion. Jesus rejects speculation about many aspects of final judgment and its outcome. He is silent about 
the geography of God’s kingdom or of Gehenna (see Heaven and Hell). Rather than speculate about the number of those 
saved (2 Esdr 8:1), he urges his hearers to make sure of their own entry into the kingdom (Lk 13:23–24). And he tempers 
stern warnings of judgment with a greater emphasis on the infinite care of God for his creatures (Lk 12:4–12). There are 
also hints that his own suffering and death involve taking on himself the judgment of God on behalf of others (Mk 10:45; 
14:36; 15:34).

 Thus, Matthew 7:21-23 must be interpreted against the backdrop of the larger teaching in the Bible 
 8S.H. Travis, “Judgment,” Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 408
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on final judgment. The passage becomes one angle of the many found in the New 
Testament with its kaleidoscopic portrayal.
 A second historical issue connected to this passage is the identity of the 
individuals standing before God in final judgment. Are they the same people as the 
‘false prophets’ mentioned in 7:15? Probably not, since the bad fruit of the false 
prophets stands in dramatic contrast with the ability of the individuals in 7:22-23 
to prophecy, cast out demons, and perform miracles. Perhaps they are the self-
deluded disciples of these false prophets, but even that connection is not certain. 
Most modern commentators will take the reference to dramatic ministry action 
mentioned in verse 22 as signaling ‘charismatic’ individuals whose Christian orientation focused on doing 
dramatic, spectacular actions as a signal of genuineness of commitment. What becomes clear is that 
even such actions with their persuasive indication of genuine faith commitment were false and misleading 
both to the individuals and to others observing them. 
 Any effort to place a historical label on these people miserably fails because of lack of real evidence. 
Some streams of modern interpretive history with their origin in the old F.C. Baur Tübingen School9 from 
the 1800s tries to see an anti-pauline implication in this text. But such conclusions have no foundation 
in the biblical text and project an outmoded and misleading tension between Pauline Gentile Christianity 
and Petrine Jewish Christianity in the second half of the first century. In the presence of no signals of who 
Matthew may have had in mind historically by the time of the writing of his gospel in the early 70s, not to 
mention whom Jesus may have been alluding to originally, one is on safer grounds interpretively to simply 
assert the character and actions of unnamed individuals from these verses. To be sure, the indication 
from the text is that either Matthew and/or Jesus did have specific individuals in mind. But we have no 
way of identifying who these people may have been.

  Literary Aspects:
 The literary dimensions of the passage also are important to the interpretive process. We will now 
give a summary consideration to these aspect.

 Literary Form:
 The genre, i.e., the literary form of the passage, is at the broader level a Saying of Jesus, i.e., Logion 
Jesu. Whether the saying was originally formed as a unit as we have in Matthew is unclear. The way Luke 
uses the two elements of this saying suggests that verse 21 existed separately from vv. 22-23 originally 
and that Matthew has brought the two sayings together from his Q source. Luke also greatly modified the 
common Q source in 13:26-27, or else he had another version of Q.10 Combined here by Matthew, they 
present a forceful declaration from Jesus about an important aspect of Final Judgment. 
 Clearly verse 21 is in the form of an Entrance Saying of Jesus, and stands as the last of three 
such sayings in the Sermon: 5:20; 7:13 and 7:20. Each of these sayings prescribes divine requirements 
 9“Ferdinand Christian Baur (June 21, 1792 – December 2, 1860) was a German theologian and leader of the Tübingen 
school of theology (named for University of Tübingen). Following Hegel’s theory of dialectic, Baur argued that 2nd century 
Christianity represented the synthesis of two opposing theses: Jewish Christianity and Pauline Christianity.”
 10“V 21 finds its parallel in Luke 6:46, “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do the things I say?” (cf. Matthew: 
“the will of my Father in heaven”), which in Luke also directly precedes the final parable of the sermon, concerning the house 
built upon rock. The Lukan parallels to vv 22–23, however, are found in another context, i.e., Luke 13:25–27. There we encounter 
a parable concerning an οἰκοδεσπότης, the master of a house, who says to those who knock (addressed in the second person, 
“you,” and who address him as κύριε, “Lord,” but not the repeated “Lord, Lord” of Matt 7:22), “I do not know where you come 
from.” They appeal in turn not to various charismatic deeds they had performed but rather to the fact that they had eaten 
and drunk in his presence and that he had taught in their streets. His reply is again “I do not know where you come from,” 
and then, as at the end of the Matthean pericope, Ps 6:9a is quoted. Here Luke’s initial verb ἀπόστητε agrees exactly with the 
LXX, against Matthew’s ἀποχωρεῖτε (both verbs meaning “depart”), as does πάντες (“all” workers of unrighteousness), which 
is lacking in Matthew’s citation. But in the remainder of the quotation Matthew’s οἱ ἐργαζόμενοι τὴν ἀνομίαν, “workers of 
iniquity,” agrees exactly with the LXX against Luke’s ἐργάται ἀδικίας, “workers of unrighteousness.” It is difficult to know 
the relationship between the material as represented in Matthew and Luke. The differences are probably too great to think 
of both passages as deriving from a common Q (although Matthew may have inserted vv 22–23 into Q as it is seen in Luke 
6:46–49), yet that they ultimately trace back to a common source is difficult to deny. This could be an instance (esp. given the 
parabolic form of the Lukan version) in which Jesus said similar, but slightly different, things on separate occasions and both 
made their way independently into the Gospels.” [Donald A. Hagner, vol. 33A, Word Biblical Commentary : Matthew 1-13, 
Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word, Incorporated, 2002), 185] 
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for entering the Kingdom of Heaven. 
As such they become important 
signals of what God expects from 
those would-be disciples of Jesus 
in their faith commitment to Christ. It 
is a righteousness that far exceeds 
the righteousness of the scribes and 
Pharisees (5:20). It is a commitment to 
enter through the narrow gate and to 
walk on the path of affliction (7:13-14). 
Now it is the issue of doing the will of 
the Heavenly Father (7:21). 
 The second saying in verses 22-
23 has been classified as a Sentence 
of Judgment. Numerous texts scattered 
through the New Testament will affirm 
the final judgment of God in terms of 
a courtroom scene where God and/
or Christ will pronounce the verdict 
especially of condemnation upon 
those unacceptable to God.11 Any 
biblical based understanding of the 
nature of divine judgment in that day 
must carefully consider these texts. 

 Literary Setting:
 The chart to the right emphasizes 
7:21-23 as a part of the Conclusion 
to the Sermon. As such it is a part of 
four pericopes in vv. 13-27 that appeal 
to the listener to respond positively to 
the teaching of Jesus about entering 
the Kingdom of Heaven. The four sub-
units are 
 7:13-14 -- Enter in through the Narrow Gate and on the afflicted Road
 7:15-20 -- Recognize the evil fruit of the false prophets so you can avoid their destiny of ruin
 7:21-23 -- Understand clearly that entering the Kingdom depends on doing the will of God
 7:24-27 -- Build your spiritual house on a solid foundation of obedience to the will of God
One of the contextual issues emerging here is the relationship between vv. 15-20 and 21-23. As explained 
above in the Historical Background, the false prophets condemned in vv. 15-20 and the charismatics 
condemned in vv. 21-23 are not the same individuals. Perhaps, the charismatics are disciples of the 
false prophets, but this is not certain. The distinctly different genre nature of the two pericopes suggests 
that the interpreter is on safer grounds treating the two passages separately rather than as two units of a 
single passage.12 Only a very tentative proposal for the above linking of the two groups can be legitimately 
put forth. 
 The flow of thought in these four units becomes rather logical and understandable. The challenge to 
become a seriously committed disciple begins the appeal. The second and third units warn against being 
 11For example, see Matt. 10:15; 11:24; Luke 10:12; 17:31; 21:34; (the last day), John 6:40; 6:44; 11:24; 12:48; 14:20; 
16:23; 16:26; 1 Cor. 1:8;  2 Cor. 1:14; Eph. 6:13; Phil. 2:16; 2 Thess. 1:10; 2 Tim. 1:18; 4:8; 2 Pet. 3:10; 1 John 4:17; . 
 12This is a frequently found tendency of modern commentators. By combining the two texts, the temptation to draw 
questionable conclusions from the literary setting aspects is almost irresistible. A few treat the larger unit so superficially that 
the assumption of a common identity between the false prophets and the charismatics is taken for granted, but without any 
presentation of evidence whatsoever. Certainly no indication of awareness of the arguments against such an identity are present. 
To be certain, the formats of many commentary series is so restrictive that little or no space can be devoted to exploring such 
issues. But the superficial linking of the two identities reflects scholarly failure to do one’s ‘homework’ prior to writing a 
summary explanation of the text. Such is inexcusable for credible scholarship. 
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deceived about the meaning of serious discipleship commitment. The climatic appeal comes then in the 
fourth unit with the image of two houses built on two different foundations. One passes the test; the other 
doesn’t.

  Literary Structure:
The block diagram of the original Greek text, as reflected in the rather literal English translation below, will 
highlight visually the organization of the ideas in 7:21-23.

166 7:21 Not everyone  .  .  . will enter
         who says to me,        into the Kingdom of Heaven
                        Lord,
                        Lord
       instead,
167  the one doing the will of my Father  .  .  .  will enter
                                  who is in Heaven      into the Kingdom
                                                                 of Heaven

168 7:22 Many will say to me,
          on that day
                           Lord,
                           Lord,
                      did we not prophesy in your name?
                           and
                      did we not cast out demons in your name?
                           and
                      did we not do miracles in your name?

 7:23      And
       then
169  I will declare to them,
                         Not at any time have I ever known you;
                         depart from me,
                              you workers of lawlessness.

 Quite clearly the text divides into two sections: #s 166-167 and #s 168-169. Both sections are 
comprised of a positive / negative expression. 
 The Entrance Saying of verse 21 begins with the negative disavowal of entrance into the Kingdom 
of Heaven based merely on profession of Jesus as Lord. Confession must be validated by actions if the 
confession is genuine. And actions mean ‘doing the will of the Heavenly Father.’ This is the same point 
as found in James 2:14-26 in the faith and works text, as well as in the emphasis upon the necessity of 
‘good works’ found throughout the prison letters and the pastoral letters of Paul.13 
 The Sentence of Judgment in verses 22-23 portrays the scene of final judgment and the confession 
of charismatics (# 168) claiming legitimate confession on the basis of 
their dramatic actions of prophesying, exorcisms, and miracles performed 
in their ministry. The divine verdict (# 169) is a sentence to eternal 
condemnation based on the declaration that these charismatics have 
never had at any point in time a saving relationship with the Lord. Both 
their confession and their actions do not reflect saving relationship. Thus 
the Lord underscores that entrance into the Kingdom is fundamentally a 
relationship with Him that is then reflected in the doing of the will of the 
Heavenly Father genuinely. And the content of that divine will is contained 
in the principles set forth in the Sermon. 
   
 Exegesis of the Text:
 Entering the Kingdom, v. 21: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, 
Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will 

 13Cf. Rom. 2:13; Jas 1:22, 25; 2:14; 1 John 2:17. 
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of my Father in heaven.” (Ouj pa oJ levgwn moi, Kuvrie kuvrie, 
eijseleuvsetai eij th;n basileivan twn oujranwn, ajll! oJ poiwn to; 
qevlhma tou patrov mou tou ejn toi oujranoi.).  
 The first declaration of this Entrance Saying describes a 
confession of individuals of Christ as Lord: “Not everyone who 
says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven“. The 
verbal language here is levgwn moi. The present tense of the 
Greek participle stands in contrast to the future tense verb of  
ejrousivn moi in verse 22. In verse 21, the thrust is an ongoing 
claim to know Christ as Lord during this life, whereas in the 
next verse the emphasis is upon a formal declaration in final 
judgment.  
 The claim in both instances is described as ‘Lord, Lord’ (Kuvrie kuvrie). The double use of ‘Lord’ here 
shows up again in Matt. 25:1114 and in Luke 6:46.15 The repetition of ‘Lord’ is for emphasis and intensity of 
declaration. These individuals have repeatedly asserted verbally that Jesus is Lord in the pattern of early 
Christian confession of faith.16 Thus they appear to be true disciples of Jesus outwardly. 
 Jesus’ words here have a shocking impact with His declaration that not everyone making this 
confession will enter the Kingdom. The ‘will enter the Kingdom...’ (eijseleuvsetai eij th;n basileivan...) points 
to the consummation of salvation at the close of the age. It also anticipates the following saying in vv. 
22-23. Thus Jesus asserts that more than a mere verbal confession is required by God. This does not 
stand in tension with the Pauline declaration of confession of faith as seen, for example, in Romans 10:9. 
Paul’s believe in your heart points to a life-changing commitment that resides deep in the believer and 
then is verbally acknowledged in public confession. The mistake of these charismatics here is that verbal 
confession, even when buttressed by outward actions, can fail to reflect the profound inward change 
mandated in the ancient Christian confession. 
 What does count before God in final judgment is “doing the 
will of my Father in Heaven” (oJ poiwn to; qevlhma tou patrov mou tou 
ejn toi oujranoi). The eschatological moment of judgment will 
expose whether the individual has genuinely done God’s will, or 
whether he has substituted God’s will with his own efforts, even 
though dramatic and spectacular in nature. 
 And what is God’s will? In the context of the Sermon, the will 
of God is defined by the spiritual principles set forth by Jesus in 
the Sermon. The beatitudes (5:3-12) summarize the essence of 
discipleship. The body of the Sermon (5:13-7:12) spells out the 
core principles of following God in obedience. Out of this foundation comes then the expansion of the 
understanding of God’s will that is developed in elsewhere in the New Testament. Serious adherence to 
God’s will growing out of confession of Jesus as Lord then becomes the key to entering the Kingdom of 
Heaven eschatologically.

 Failure to enter the Kingdom, vv. 22-23: “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.’ “ (polloi; ejrousivn moi ejn ejkeivnh/ th/ hJmevra/, 
Kuvrie kuvrie, ouj tw/ sw/ ojnovmati ejprofhteuvsamen kai; tw/ sw/ ojnovmati daimovnia ejxebavlomen, kai; tw/ sw/ ojnovmati 

 14Mt. 25:11-12 (NRSV): “11 Later the other bridesmaids came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ 12 But he replied, 
‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’” 
 15Lk. 6:46 (NRSV): “Why do you call me “Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I tell you?”
 16See Romans 10:9 (NRSV): “8 But what does it say? ‘The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart’ (that is, 
the word of faith that we proclaim); 9 because if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that 
God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For one believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with 
the mouth and so is saved. 11 The scripture says, ‘No one who believes in him will be put to shame.’”
 Phil. 2:11 (NRSV): “9 Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, 10 
so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue should 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”
 1 Cor. 12:3 (NRSV): “Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever says ‘Let 
Jesus be cursed!’ and no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit.”  
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dunavmei polla; ejpoihvsamen_ kai; tovte oJmologhvsw aujtoi o{ti Oujdevpote e[gnwn uJma:  ajpocwreite ajp! ejmou 
oiJ ejrgazovmenoi th;n ajnomivan.).  
 What constitutes genuine obedience to God’s will? The claim to faith confession in verse 22 by 
some in standing before God in final judgment rings false and brings about a failure to gain entrance into 
the Kingdom. The charismatics’ claim to faith went from public confession of faith, “Lord, Lord,” to the 
performing of dramatic actions of ministry to others: prophesying, casting out demons, and performing 
miracles. 
 Jesus declares that ‘many’ (polloi;) will attempt to enter the 
Kingdom in this false way. The uncomfortable aspect here is that such 
failed efforts will not be isolated and atypical. Instead, this will be the 
approach of a considerable per centage of those seeking entrance into 
the Kingdom. The Greek adjective polloi; can readily suggest a majority 
of individuals who stand before God in judgment. 
 Their verbal confession both in this life is repeated formally before 
God on judgment day: “Jesus is Lord indeed!” Their assumption is 
that this confession can be validated by their actions that have been 
performed in service to Jesus during their spiritual journey. When they 
sense that confession is not going to work, they appeal to their previous 
actions of prophesying, performing exorcisms, and miracles (ouj tw/ sw/ 
ojnovmati ejprofhteuvsamen kai; tw/ sw/ ojnovmati daimovnia ejxebavlomen, kai; tw/ 
sw/ ojnovmati dunavmei polla; ejpoihvsamen_).
 Note carefully the wording of the original Greek text; English 
translations cannot preserve the intensity and emphasis of the Greek. Each of these actions was done “in 
your name” (tw/ sw/ ojnovmati), and this is the first point of stress in their statement. Three specific actions 
are mentioned, all of which stand as spectacular, dramatic ministry actions. Craig Blomberg offers some 
helpful insights here:

 Verses 21–22 enumerate some of the ways in which individuals can masquerade as Christians. They may 
verbally affirm that Jesus is their Master, perhaps even with great joy and enthusiasm, but such claims must 
issue in lives of obedience (an important qualification of Rom 10:10–13). Some may be preachers. Others 
perform exorcisms (see comments under 8:28–34), and some work various kinds of miracles (see comments 
under chaps. 8–9 passim). We are reminded that signs and wonders can come from sources other than God, 
including both the demonic world and human manufacture (cf. Acts 19:13–16; Rev 13:13–14). According to 
Allison and Davies, “The call to righteousness encompasses personal virtue, private devotion, and unselfish 
social behavior; and to these things seemingly supernatural powers are incidental.”17 It also is interesting 
that prophecy, exorcisms, and miracle workings all characterize “charismatic” 
activity, which has a tendency, by no means universal, to substitute enthusiasm 
and the spectacular for more unglamorous obedience in the midst of suffering. 
But these external demonstrations prove nothing. The question is whether one’s 
heart has been cleansed inwardly (v. 15) or whether apparent acts of ministry still 
serve only self, rapaciously (Greek harpages; NIV “ferocious”) using others for 
one’s own ends (cf. Acts 20:29–30).   

 The verdict is delivered with solemn declaration in verse 23: “Then I 
will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.’ “ (tovte 
oJmologhvsw aujtoi o{ti Oujdevpote e[gnwn uJma:  ajpocwreite ajp! ejmou oiJ ejrgazovmenoi 
th;n ajnomivan.). The verdict is irreversible and final; no appeal, no changing it. 
Eternal damnation is the fate of these individuals. The heart of the verdict here 
is separation from the presence of God. Other pictures elsewhere stress the 
punishment aspect.18 The perpetual existence of both Heaven and Hell are 
 17Allison and Davies, Matthew 1:729.
 18For example, Rev. 20:9-15 (NRSV): “9 They marched up over the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of 
the saints and the beloved city. And fire came down from heaven and consumed them. 10 And the devil who had deceived them 
was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night 
forever and ever. 11 Then I saw a great white throne and the one who sat on it; the earth and the heaven fled from his presence, 
and no place was found for them. 12 And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. 
Also another book was opened, the book of life. And the dead were judged according to their works, as recorded in the books. 13 
And the sea gave up the dead that were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and all were judged according 
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stressed by Jesus in Matt. 25:46 (NRSV): “And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into 
eternal life.” Just as long as people remain in Heaven, others will remain in Hell. These who claimed to be 
servants of Christ by performing dramatic ministry actions are now labeled as ‘evil doers’ (oiJ ejrgazovmenoi 
th;n ajnomivan) by the Lord in final judgment. The Greek expression emphasizes intentional rejection of 
God’s will in disobedience to His principles of behavior. They had no character; thus their actions were in 
reality evil rather than righteous.   

2.	 What	does	the	text	mean	to	us	today?
 1) How are you preparing for Judgment Day?

 2) What prompts your ministry actions?  Confession growing out of inward commitment to obey 
God’s will?

 3) Do you crave the ‘dramatic ministry actions’ rather than simple obedience to God?

 4) How much do you understand about the Day of Judgment that all individuals will face before 
God?

 

to what they had done. 14 Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire; 15 
and anyone whose name was not found written in the book of life was thrown into the lake of fire.”
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