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Introduction 
 
 A couple of weeks ago PBS aired a two part, four-hour program entitled The 
Question of God.  It was based on Harvard professor Armand Nicholi’s book of that same 
name and a popular class he teaches at the university.  Nicholi, a believer, facilitated a 
panel discussion based upon the lives and writings of C.S. Lewis and Sigmund Freud, 
two of the greatest 20th century spokesmen for Christianity and atheism, respectively. 
 I find these types of things fascinating.  Not only do I enjoy pondering heavy 
matters myself, but I really enjoy the opportunity to get inside the mind of non-believers; 
to hear straight from them why they don’t believe in God, or even more specifically in 
the God of Christianity.  Sitting around this round-table were intelligent men and women: 
a psychologist, a publisher, a filmmaker, an author, a doctor, a lawyer, and a 
businessman. 

In one of the segments the topic of the afterlife was discussed.  One participant, 
Jeremy Fraiberg, interjected his opinion: 

 
We haven’t spoken much about hell here, which I think is actually an 
obstacle of faith for some people...  What about people like Michael [the 
other outspoken skeptic on the panel] and me who have been struggling 
with these questions?  It would seem kind of unfair if we had to suffer for 
eternity because we didn’t believe after doing the best we could living 
according to our lights.  I find that a very troubling concept.1 

 
 As I listened to that I thought to myself, “Boy, he’s going to be in for a rude 
awakening,” and my heart was filled with sadness for him.  This is the appropriate 
emotional response to such a statement, as we’re going to see next week when Hobin 
preaches on vv. 31-35, but what is the appropriate verbal response to someone like this 
who refuses to believe that Jesus is the only way and can’t accept that to not believe in 
him will result in eternity in hell? 

Jeremy’s position is not uncommon.  In fact, I’m pretty confident that he 
represents the opinion of most people today.  He’s saying, “I don’t believe that I have to 
put my faith in Jesus in order to go to heaven and avoid hell.”  Have you ever heard 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/questionofgod/nineconv/suffering.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/questionofgod/bio/fraiberg.html
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something similar like: ‘There are many paths to God, not just one’; ‘Christians are so 
narrow-minded’; ‘You’re arrogant to say that your faith is superior to anyone else’s’?  In 
today’s era of “openness,” “diversity,” and “tolerance” the message of today’s text is 
considered old-fashioned and untenable, but it still remains true no matter how 
unpopular; no matter how few people believe and how many people refuse to believe it.  
The message of today’s text is just this: the exclusive way to enter the inclusive 
kingdom of God is through Jesus Christ. 

The exclusivity of Jesus has never been a popular message (even when Jesus 
expressed it), but I hope that as we go through this text today you’ll see a little more 
clearly that Jesus claimed to be the only way, that he warned against the perils of not 
coming into the kingdom through him, and that he made the invitation open to all.  My 
prayer is that we will be strengthened to stand firm against the pressures of pluralism and 
be energized to boldly hold out the sole hope of the gospel to a woefully deceived world. 
 
Before we look at the text, let’s pray… 
 
(1) The Exclusivity of Christ 
 
 Do you guys remember how I told you that when looking at little chunks of a 
Gospel it’s important to frequently step back and look at the big picture and how I’ve 
been constantly reminding you of the fact that we’re within what’s called the Jerusalem 
Journey section of Luke’s Gospel?  Well, I feel confirmed in this task today because 
Luke himself does the same thing.  In v. 22 he takes the time to refresh his readers of 
where they’re at in the story and of the cross looming on the horizon.  He narrates, “Then 
Jesus went through the towns and villages, teaching as he made his way to Jerusalem.” 

Along the way, we’re told, someone asks Jesus a question and as we’ve seen him 
do before, Jesus uses such an event to launch into a teaching time (i.e. 12:13).  It’s 
important to notice that the setting of the conversation that follows is different from that 
of the previous two sermons, but it’s no mistake that Luke puts them together because the 
question and Jesus’ answer are intimately tied to the preceding two sections.   

Let me explain: in vv. 10-17 Jesus demonstrates that the kingdom is irrupting into 
history by healing a bent-over woman and releasing her from the grip of the Evil One.  
But not everyone believes that this guy is really the messiah and he faces opposition from 
the religious elites.  Therefore, Jesus explains that the kingdom really is here, despite the 
opposition and the relative smallness of what Jesus is doing.  He reassures people that 
even though the kingdom looks small and insignificant now, one day God’s reign will be 
supreme. 

So Jesus is teaching that he’s bringing the kingdom, but it’s just going to be like a 
mustard seed or a pinch of yeast until he comes back.  He’s saying that it’s just going to 
be small.  People are confused because they thought it was supposed to be big.  They still 
can’t get over the fact that if Jesus really is the Christ, then why isn’t every Jew rallying 
behind him?  So one guy expresses the question that many are thinking, “Let me get this 
straight: so are you saying that there will only be a few people who are saved?  Is it 
possible that the glorious, long-awaited kingdom could come and most people not enter 
it?” 

Do you see how that question naturally arises from Jesus’ parables about the 



3 

kingdom being like a mustard seed and a pinch of leaven?  Look at how Jesus responds – 
“He said to them, ‘Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I 
tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to’” (v. 24).  He responds by earnestly 
encouraging them to strive to enter the kingdom through the narrow door because a great 
many people won’t. 

In typical Jesus fashion he doesn’t explicitly answer the question.  As one person 
has put it, “…Jesus has turned the question around.  His questioner had asked, ‘Will the 
saved be few?’  Jesus replies with the question, ‘Will the saved be you?’”2  He answers 
by challenging people to make sure they enter through the narrow door.  He doesn’t 
directly answer the question, but if you think about it he does indirectly. 

Someone asked him, “Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?”  And Jesus 
responds to everyone listening by saying in essence, “Well, actually yes, because in order 
to get into the kingdom you have to come through me.  There’s a narrow, specific, 
exclusive way and many people will refuse to take it.”  What he’s saying here is similar 
to what he says in Matt. 7:13-14 – “Enter through the narrow gate.  For wide is the gate 
and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.  But small is the 
gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” 

Jesus gets explicit in John 10 when he says, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate for 
the sheep… I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved” (vv. 7, 9a).  In 
answering the question of whether many or few will be saved, Jesus says that the only 
way to be saved is through him and he is a narrow way that many do not bend over and 
turn sideways to come through.  He implicitly says that only a few will be saved. 

Only a few believed Jesus’ message in his day and yet Jesus boldly declared, “I 
am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me” 
(Jn. 14:6).  Only a few people, even though there were moments of success, believed the 
apostles as they preached the good news of Jesus and many people rejected and 
persecuted them yet they still unapologetically maintained, “Salvation is found in no one 
else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved” 
(Acts 4:12).  And only a few people relatively speaking believed Paul and yet amidst a 
hostile polytheistic Greco-Roman backdrop and in light of imprisonments and beatings 
he still held firmly that “there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the 
man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5). 

I say this in order to show you that Jesus and the early church, even though only a 
few people accepted their message and even though they were in the midst of a rabidly 
pluralistic culture and facing extreme persecution, never budged on the position that faith 
in Jesus Christ was the only way for salvation.  Jesus didn’t flinch from proclaiming the 
truth that the door to the kingdom is narrow and few find it.  And so we can’t think that 
this doctrine needs to be amended in any way to suit today’s world.  That it’s just not pc 
enough to appeal to the masses. 

I realize that our culture is becoming more and more diverse and as the West 
becomes less and less “Christian” many people have found the position of particularism 
to be antiquated, old-fashioned, a thing of the past.  One such person who is a major 
spokesman for the popular pluralistic position of the day is John Hick.  Hick says this: 
“the Copernican Revolution in astronomy recognized that the sun is at the center of the 
solar system and that our earth is only one of the planets revolving around it.  A 
comparable revolution in theology acknowledges that the ultimate reality we call God is 



4 

central, with Christianity as [just] one of the worlds of faith revolving around that divine 
center.”3  In other words, there are several different gates that one can go through to enter 
the kingdom of God.  This is the belief of many in our world today. 

But I’m trying to show you that our current situation is really not that different 
from that of the first century.  What we’re facing isn’t new.  In fact, the first century 
world was probably even more pluralistic than ours at the present moment and the 
apostles and Jesus still held to the view that the road is narrow; that if you wanted to get 
to God you had to go through Jesus. 

When Paul visited places like Athens and saw that the people there were very 
religious and had their own gods, he didn’t leave and say, “I don’t need to help them, 
they’ve found their own valid path to God.”  No, it says that “he was greatly distressed to 
see that the city was full of idols.  So he reasoned in the synagogues with the Jews and 
the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who 
happened to be there…  Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the 
resurrection” (Acts 17:16-18).  Greek religion was not enough, it was not valid, they 
needed to hear about Jesus. 

The same is true today.  Jesus knew this wouldn’t be a popular message.  Jesus 
himself was crucified for his claims.  Jesus knew that few would believe in him.  But 
Jesus knew that it was the only hope and he said, “Make every effort to enter through the 
narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and not be able to” (v. 24). 
 
(2) The Reality of Hell 
 
 Verses 25-28 explain in more detail that last phrase of Jesus’ answer – “many will 
try and not be able to.”  In these verses we see that failing to enter the narrow door before 
it is shut results in permanent exclusion from the kingdom of God.  If the exclusivity of 
Christ is an unpopular notion in today’s world, then this idea of a literal hell is a complete 
social taboo, but as we’ve seen several times before Jesus doesn’t mix words on this 
subject.  It’s tempting to downplay or eschew this doctrine as well, but listen to Jesus’ 
own words on the subject. 
 Jesus says many (in contrast to few) will refuse to enter the kingdom through 
Jesus until it’s too late.  “Once the owner of the house gets up and closes the door,” Jesus 
says parabolically to the crowd, “you will stand outside knocking and pleading, ‘Sir, open 
the door for us.’  But he will answer, ‘I don’t know you or where you are from’” (v. 25).  
The people hearing Jesus have the opportunity to believe in him and enter the kingdom, 
but if they wait until the door is shut and locked – a metaphor for death or the Second 
Coming – then it will be too late and they won’t be able to get in despite their desperate 
pleas for him to open the door back up; there is no second chance. 
 The desperation of those left out is described in more detail.  Jesus continues the 
parable: “Then you will say, ‘We ate and drank with you, and you taught in our streets.’  
But [the owner of the house] will reply, ‘I don’t know you or where you come from.  
Away from me, all you evildoers’” (vv. 26-27)!  Can you hear the terror in their voices as 
they beg?  Can you hear the firm resoluteness in the voice of the master of the house as 
he says, “I’m sorry, but you’ve had your chance and you mocked me, you ignored me, 
you scorned me, you refused me.  Now the doors are shut for good?” 
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 In Jesus’ day the people being referenced here were those Jews who witnessed 
Jesus’ ministry, who were intrigued by his message and went to eat with him when he 
came to town and listened with curiosity when he was teaching in their village.  These 
were people who had some familiarity with who Jesus was but never really committed to 
him.  They decided that they would just sit back and see what came of this Jesus guy.  
They were somewhat skeptical of the small beginnings of his movement and the 
radicalness of his message and weren’t quite sure if he really was the promised one, the 
messiah. 
 Such people would never humble themselves, repent, and stoop down to enter the 
narrow door; they stayed just outside.  But when they died they would see clearly that 
they had missed entering the kingdom through Jesus and would try to get in, but the door 
would be shut.  They would not be able to get in no matter how hard they pleaded.  They 
never really knew Jesus, intimately.  They never put their faith entirely in him.  They 
never got beyond the superficial familiarity with Jesus to the deep, committed 
relationship with him that was required.  Jesus never knew them. 

And in sitting on the fence with Jesus they were in effect enemies of him.  You’re 
either a friend or an enemy.  In Ps. 6:8 David speaks of those who were assailing him and 
oppressing him and he says, “Away from me, all you who do evil, for the Lord has heard 
my weeping.”  This is what those who remain on the outside until the end will finally 
here from God – “Away from me all you evildoers!” 
 Jesus described what eternal life was like for such evildoers outside the securely 
fastened doors of the kingdom: “There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth, 
when you see Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, but 
yourselves thrown out” (v. 28).  These Jews had counted on the fact that, because of their 
heritage, when the kingdom of God came they would enjoy blissful fellowship with the 
patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) and with the great prophets (people like Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel,…) but they had rejected the anointed deliver that all of these saints of 
old had looked forward to and prophesied of – JESUS.  And so they were excluded from 
the kingdom. 
 And in that place we are told there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.  What does 
that mean?  We’ve most likely heard this description several times, but what is it 
describing, especially the gnashing of teeth part?  Maybe you guys already know this, but 
I have to admit that I didn’t really know what this expression was meant to communicate 
up until this week.  I thought it had something to do with an experience of pain or despair 
or something like that, but someone pointed out to me this week that “the thought here is 
of anger directed against the master.”4 

Keep your finger here in Luke and flip over quickly to Acts 7:54.  Stephen has 
just finished his eloquent testimony before the Sanhedrin about how Jesus was the 
Righteous One predicted in the OT and the Jewish leaders are outraged and preparing to 
stone him and the text says, “When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their 
teeth at him.”  To gnash one’s teeth is an expression of bitter rage and hatred (cf. Lam. 
2:16).  And so those who refuse to accept Jesus all of their life end up spending eternity 
separated from him and weeping because they recognize their awful condition but fuming 
with anger at God.  There’s no sorrow, there’s only an escalation of their disdain for God 
that they felt all of their life on earth.  Hell is not a pretty place; it’s a miserable, hate 
filled place of unimaginable despair. 
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Now in our day the people being referenced here are all those who never 
personally put their faith in Jesus.  It’s the many people who may have never even heard 
of Jesus, but still shake their fist at God in defiance or who try to appease God or connect 
with God by their own merit – people whose pride causes them to believe they can earn 
God’s acceptance and build an entire counterfeit religion around this. 

It’s also the many, many people who live in a society where Christianity is 
present and the name of Jesus is known at least in a basic way, but deride Christians as 
narrow-minded simpletons.  They see Christianity as at best one option among many and 
choose to pursue their own route of selfish, secular hedonism, or salvation through 
knowledge, or New Age mysticism, or workaholism or any other attempt there might be 
at finding meaning in life that doesn’t require repentance, submission to Christ, 
embracing the scandal of the cross, admission of need and sin, and stooping down low to 
enter a narrow, small door. 

It’s your coworker who thinks it’s great that you have a religion, but doesn’t want 
you to bother him or her with it.  It’s your father or mother that thinks you’ve been 
brainwashed by a strange cult.  It’s your college professor who thinks evangelical 
Christians are kind of funny and easy targets of jokes.  It’s people like Jeremy Fraiberg 
who have heard the evidence for Christianity and yet choose to live in skepticism and just 
can’t imagine that if there’s an afterlife they would have to suffer for eternity because 
they didn’t believe after doing the best they could “living according to their lights.”  Jesus 
said clearly that many people will refuse to enter the narrow gate and when it’s shut will 
say, “Wait a minute, I did the best I could; I’m a pretty good person,” but “then [Jesus] 
will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers’” (Matt. 7:23)! 
 But there’s also another category.  In today’s world the people being referenced 
here are also those who are superficially Christians.  Those who will say, “I took 
communion, I ate the bread and drank the juice once a month.  Let me in.”  Or “I went to 
church every Sunday and listened to your teaching in sermons.  I’ve heard the Word 
preached too many times to count.”  But Jesus will still say, “I never knew you.”  It’s not 
just exposure to Jesus that counts, it’s a personal saving knowledge of him as the one 
who died for me and the one whom I seek to follow everyday.  My heart’s earnest prayer 
is that no one at Immanuel will come to church, small groups, prayer meetings and yet 
miss knowing Jesus. 
 Jesus says, “Many will try to enter and not be able to because they never really 
knew me.”  The only way into the kingdom is through Jesus.  There’s no getting around 
that.  You can’t evade the issue forever.  The door will soon be shut for good and not 
getting in is not just not getting in like when I tried to take my parents to the new 
Millennium park and the police officer told us that it was closed for a black-tie gala for 
the special guests of the mayor who had given large sums of money to the project and 
then we just went over to Grant park and hung out there.  No, Jesus says being barred 
from the kingdom is to be in a place of awful, wretched misery.  There will be eternal 
weeping there and gnashing of teeth and there’s no escape.  Only a few, however, will 
enter the narrow gate to the kingdom. 
 
(3) The Universality of Heaven 
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 There are a couple of different ways we can react to the exclusivity of Christ and 
the reality of Hell.  One way is to develop a complacent, smug, unmoved attitude that 
says, “Well, only a few people are going to be saved so I’m not going to be bothered 
much by the fact that there are many people going to hell.”  And this person looses the 
fire of evangelism and eventually that leads to a loss of a fire for God.  Such an outlook is 
an especially common temptation for those who (correctly) make much of God’s 
sovereignty and his work of predestination.  “God has chosen to elect some for salvation 
and many others for damnation, so what good is it for me to try too hard to evangelize?” 
 But the other way, the more fully biblical way, to react to the facts that only a few 
are saved and many will experience the torments of hell is by believing the truth 
expressed in the last section of today’s text - that the kingdom of God is open to 
whosoever will call upon the name of the Lord (Rom. 10:13).  The door may be narrow, 
but it’s still wide open!  We should be saying, “Look, here’s a wide open door to the 
kingdom, enter it!” 

If we don’t, there’s something sub-biblical to our faith.  If we truly felt the reality 
of hell and have experienced the unsurpassable glory of the kingdom we would never 
hesitate to plead like Jesus: “Strive to enter through the narrow door.”  The Bible 
maintains that only a few are saved, but it also commands us to proclaim the gospel to 
everyone.  Belief in the sovereign work of God in election can never be a valid excuse for 
apathy in evangelism because they’re both equally biblical.  Belief in one cannot preclude 
belief in another. 

There’s never been a more staunchly Calvinistic preacher or one who believed 
more strongly in the torments of hell than Jonathan Edwards and yet some could claim 
that there’s never been a more evangelistic preacher.  He saw the great effects of the 
Spirit’s work of revival and he almost always concluded his sermons with a call to action 
like this, “Now, if you have any sort of prudence for your own salvation, and have not a 
mind to go to hell, improve this season [remember he’s from the 18th century]!  Now is 
the accepted time!  Now is the day of salvation… Do not harden your hearts at such a day 
as this!”5  Edwards didn’t shrink from proclaiming the offer of salvation to everyone. 

And J.I. Packer, one of our day’s greatest spokesmen for the biblical truth of 
God’s sovereignty, reminds us that: “The reprobates [that is those who aren’t among the 
elect few] are faceless so far as Christians are concerned, and it is not for us to try to 
identify them.  Rather, we should live in light of the certainty that anyone may be saved if 
he or she will but repent and put faith in Christ.  We should view all persons that we meet 
as possibly being numbered among the elect.”6 

I say all of this to make sure that we never use one part of the Bible to ignore 
another.  That is use the truth that only a few will be saved to give us an excuse for 
ignoring the call to make the door of salvation known to everyone.  We need to see the 
wonderful and equal truths of the kingdom’s particularity and universality.  But I’m 
getting ahead of myself, because I haven’t shown you any of this from the text at hand.  
You should be asking, “Where’s this at in the text?”  Well, I’ll show you.  Let’s look at 
vv. 29 and 30… 

Jesus said that he’s the narrow door that few enter through and that those who 
don’t enter will find themselves cast out where there’s weeping and gnashing of teeth.  
But on the inside there’s the patriarchs and the prophets – no surprise there.  But then 
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Jesus notes, “People will come from east and west and north and south, and will take 
their places at the feast in the kingdom of God” (v. 29).  Now that’s revolutionary. 

This is shocking to the Jews hearing Jesus, because what he was saying was that 
people will come from everywhere not just Israel, but Babylon and the far east, Greece 
and Rome and the far west, Egypt and Cush and Ethiopia and the far south, Syria and 
Asia and the peoples of the north.  The kingdom will not be empty.  The kingdom will be 
full of people and people from all over the world!  Gentiles, mind you, will be partakers 
in the kingdom with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  It will be like that tree in which the 
birds of the air perched as we saw last week. 

This is completely upside down to those hearing Jesus.  Jesus recognized this and 
says, “Indeed there are those who are last who will be first, and first who will be last” (v. 
30).  The last people Jesus’ hearers expected to see in the kingdom of God were Gentiles.  
But one of Luke’s major themes that we’ll continue to see as we look into the book of 
Acts is the universality of the gospel.  That the good news is for all people, whosoever 
will believe, Jew or Gentile.  Jesus is saying that the messianic banquet is open to people 
from everywhere.  “The narrow way is wide-open to all”7 We see right here in this same 
text that the exclusive kingdom is an inclusive kingdom as well. 

And so we have to see the whole picture.  Yes only a few will be saved.  Yes 
Jesus is the only way to salvation.  Yes hell is real and horrible and eternal.  But yes, the 
kingdom is open to everyone, even a farm boy from Indiana and a group of Korean, 
Filipino, Chinese, and Thai people from Chicago.  In fact, some of the last people you’d 
ever expect to believe and enter into the kingdom will be there as well… and maybe 
some of the first you would expect will turn out to never have known him. 

The door is open to everyone without distinction: white, black, rich, poor, 
educated, uneducated, urban, suburban, male, female, Arab, Latino, people from the four 
corners of the world.  So our task is to proclaim the open, but soon to be shut door to 
everyone, EVERYONE! 
 
Conclusion 
 

The door is narrow, but it is wide open.  Jesus is absolutely the only way in and 
many will snub him until it’s too late and face a woeful, angry, unending existence, but 
his offer of forgiveness and entrance into the kingdom extends to every living soul.  Who 
knows who may believe?  “For ‘[anyone] who calls on the name of the Lord will be 
saved.’  But how are they to call on him in whom they have not believed?  And how are 
they to believe in him of whom they have never heard?  And how are they to hear without 
someone preaching” (Rom. 10:13-14)?  Let us all think of ourselves as preachers. 

Make every effort to ensure that you know him, that you’ve humbly bowed at the 
cross and entered the narrow door and once you’re there make every effort to call others 
in like calling people out of a burning building through an open fire escape.  Our 
uncompromising message is that the exclusive way to enter the inclusive kingdom of 
God is through Jesus Christ. 
 
Benediction 
 
1 Tim. 2:5-6 
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