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I’ve decided to wait until September before we continue the sermon 

series on the Ten Commandments and the book of Ecclesiastes. Many 

people are away during the summer months and so I will preach 

individual sermons or perhaps a short series. I have not decided yet. 

This morning we will consider Jesus’ warning that there will be many 

who will one day seek to enter the kingdom of God but who will not be 

able to do so.  

I decided to preach on this passage because the warning that it contains 

is an important part of the biblical message. In quite a few places the 

Bible teaches that on the Day of Judgment there will be people who 

expect to go to heaven but who will, to their eternal horror, be sent 

away to the place of weeping and gnashing of teeth. There are people 

who think that they are saved when they are not saved. There are 

people who think they are Christians, but they are not truly Christians. 

And a number of times the Bible warns us to examine our hearts and 

our lives in the light of the biblical description of those who are truly 

saved so that we may not be among those who are mistaken about their 

eternal destination. This is a subject that comes up from time to time in 

the Scriptures. It is not something that comes up on every page, but it is 

not uncommon.  

Now it is important to understand that it is the norm for Christians to be 

confident of their salvation in Christ and to live with the assurance that 

God is their Father and that their sins are forgiven, and that Jesus is 

their Lord and Saviour. You do not get the impression from reading the 

Psalms or the epistles, for instance, that the people of God in Scripture 

where always questioning whether or not they were truly saved. The 

Psalmists were mostly confident that God was their God and the 



prevailing mood of the New Testament Christian was one of assurance 

of God’s favor for Jesus sake. It is not biblical Christianity to be always 

doubting and always questioning. 

Our Westminster Confession of Faith puts it like this in 18:1: 1. 

“Although hypocrites and other unregenerate men may vainly deceive 

themselves with false hopes and fleshly presumptions that they are in 

God's favor and in a state of salvation, this hope of theirs will perish. 

Nevertheless, those who truly believe on the Lord Jesus, love him 

sincerely, and strive to live in all good conscience before him, may in 

this life be certainly assured that they are in the state of grace and may 

rejoice in the hope of the glory of God, a hope that shall never make 

them ashamed.”  The Confession reflects the biblical teaching that 

assurance of salvation is the norm for Christians, but it also reflects the 

biblical teaching when it says that there are those who “vainly deceive 

themselves with false hopes and fleshly presumptions that they are in 

God’s favor and in a state of salvation.” 

Well our text for this morning, is one of those texts which warns us 

about the possibility of being wrong about the state of our souls. This is 

a subject which the Bible regularly draws to our attention and so it is 

something that we should think about on a regular basis. And so that is 

what we will do this morning by thinking about Jesus’ instruction here 

to “strive to enter through the narrow door.”  

Our Lord is travelling toward Jerusalem. The text makes a point of 

mentioning that. Each of the gospels ends with the story of Jesus’ death 

and resurrection and they all tell the story of Jesus heading towards his 

death on the cross. Indeed, Jesus’ death on the cross, together with his 

resurrection from the dead, is at the heart of the biblical story. 

Everything that comes before is moving towards the cross and 

everything that comes after flows from the cross. The Bible is the story 

of God’s plan of salvation and the death of Jesus on the cross is the 

heart of that story. Jesus became a man in order to give his life on the 

cross for the salvation of his people. The gospel is the good news about 

salvation through Jesus Christ and his death on the cross in the place of 

his people. And so, it is in keeping with the centrality of the cross that 

Luke reminds us that Jesus was journeying towards Jerusalem. Jesus 



was journeying towards Jerusalem because there he would give his life 

as a ransom for sinners.  

Someone asks Jesus a question. “Lord, will those who are saved be 

few?”  This question assumes the need for salvation. This is one of the 

great themes of the Bible. Human beings need to be saved. Human 

beings are in great danger and their greatest need is to be saved from 

that danger. Every single person who was ever born, except for Jesus, as 

been born a sinner and has lived a life of sin and is therefore under the 

wrath of God. This is our greatest danger as human beings. We are 

sinners and we deserve punishment for our sins and that punishment is 

eternal suffering. This was one of the main themes of Jesus’ preaching 

and teaching. Just a few verses earlier in this chapter we read Jesus 

words, “… I tell you; … unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” In 

Matthew 10:28, Jesus says, “And do not fear those who kill the body but 

cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and 

body in hell.” 

This was a huge part of Jesus’ teaching and it is the background to 

human life. There are two destinations after this life – heaven and hell. 

Those who end up in heaven are those who have been saved. Those 

who end up in hell are those who have not been saved. This is the 

greatest issue of life. We all live on the precipice of eternity and we will 

either be saved, or we will be lost for ever and ever. We will spend 

eternity in God’s favor in a renewed creation or we will spend eternity 

suffering God’s wrath in a place that Jesus calls hell. 

Life is serious business. The Bible is a serious book. It has a serious 

message. It is a glorious message because it tells of the way of salvation 

in Jesus, but it is a sober and serious message because unless we are 

saved by Jesus we will end up in hell. That does not mean that we must 

always be serious, but it does mean that we must frequently be serious 

and think about the great issue of our eternal destiny and that of the 

people who share life with us. 

That is the background to the question that is put to Jesus, “Lord will 

those who are saved be few?” This was a common matter for discussion 

at the time. The Jewish people understood the importance of salvation 

and they wondered whether many people would be saved or whether 



relatively few people would be saved. The Jewish people believed that 

Jews, for the most part, would be saved, but there are a whole lot more 

people in the world besides Jews and they wondered about them as 

well. So, it was a question that was discussed, and someone asks Jesus 

for his view on the matter.  

Jesus does not answer question directly. Jesus’ answer does address the 

question, but his answer has a different focus than the question that 

was asked of him. Jesus was asked a theoretical question. Is the number 

of the saved going to be small or great? Jesus’ answer is not theoretical, 

but personal. He addresses the people surrounding him and stresses 

their need to “Strive to enter through the narrow door.” He is 

redirecting their attention from a theoretical question to their own 

personal need of salvation. It is as if he is saying, “What is most 

important is not the abstract question of how many people will be 

saved, but whether you yourselves are among the saved.” 

The way that Jesus answers this unnamed person’s question is 

tremendously important and instructive for us. It is very important for 

us to notice how Jesus responds by not directly answering the question 

that was asked of him. The important insight here is that often we do 

not ask the right questions. Jesus does not answer the question that 

was asked of him; he answers the question that the person should have 

asked. 

The kinds of questions we ask reveal something of our hearts. The kinds 

of questions we ask reflect what we are interested in and what we are 

concerned about. The way that Jesus often answered questions reveals 

that often our questions reveal that we are interested and concerned 

about the wrong things, or at least, we are interested in or concerned 

about things of lesser importance rather than things of greater 

importance. 

The question that was put to Jesus in this passage was a theoretical 

question. It did not affect this man’s life directly. It was just something 

he wondered about. Are there going to be many people saved or are 

there only be going to be few? Jesus’ answer directs the questioner and 

all of us to consider whether we will be among the saved and to think 

about the danger that we might be among the many who are mistaken 



about their spiritual state. This does not mean that we must always and 

only think about things that affect us directly. But it does mean that the 

most important question for all of us is the question of whether or not 

we are saved. 

It is more comfortable to think about religious subjects that do not 

affect us directly. The personal questions are more difficult to deal with. 

We can consider and discuss the question of whether the number of the 

saved will be few or many as an interesting question to think about. But 

Jesus’ answer directs our attention to our own state before God and it 

urges us to consider the disturbing possibility that we might be 

mistaken about our expectation concerning our eternal destiny. But, the 

question of whether we are right with God, Jesus is saying, is the most 

important question for us. That is the great question that we must be 

willing to seriously consider. 

Now Jesus’ response to the question that was put to him makes the 

point that there will be many on the last day who will “seek to enter and 

will not be able.” In connection with the question of whether many or 

few will be saved, Jesus tells us to think about the fact that many people 

think that they are going to heaven who will be horrified to hear the 

words, “Depart from me, all you workers of evil!” There are not a few in 

this condition. There are many. Jesus pictures many people standing 

outside knocking at the door. And from the other side of the locked 

door they hear the words, “I do not know where you come from.”  

The “many” that Jesus is talking about thought that they knew the Lord. 

“We ate and drank in your presence, and you taught in our streets.” 

They thought that they knew the Lord and that he knew them, but he 

will tell them that he does not know them, and he will tell them to 

depart from his presence. That refers to the final banishment from the 

presence of God which is the essence of blessing and wellbeing and joy. 

The place where God sends the people whom he tells to depart from 

him is the place of weeping and gnashing of teeth. It is the place of 

eternal hopelessness and despair. It is the place of eternal rage against 

God. That is the significance of the gnashing of teeth. 

There are many who are in this spiritual state – the state of thinking 

that all is well when all is not well. Who are those many? Well in our 



society there are many people who have no connection to Christ and his 

church who believe that people who die go to a better place if they 

were half-decent human beings. It is very common in our world for 

people to believe that all people who lived a good life will go to a better 

place when they die. There are also people from some of the non-

Christian religions who believe that faithful practitioners of their religion 

will enter some kind of blessedness after this life. According to the 

biblical teaching, all such people will hear God say to them, “Depart 

from me, all you workers of evil!”  

This is understandably an aspect of Christian teaching that is despised 

by non-Christians. One of the reasons that true Christianity is hated so 

much is that it affirms that Jesus is the only way of salvation. Jesus does 

not explicitly teach that here, but this true is assumed in this passage. 

This is one of the reasons that the biblical gospel is so offensive to the 

people of our world. It is completely opposite the spirit of our age which 

holds that there is no absolute truth and that it is arrogant and hateful 

to claim that Jesus is the truth and that every opinion that contradicts 

his is necessarily wrong. But Jesus claimed to be the truth and he taught 

that he is the only way to the Father. To be a Christian is to claim this 

Jesus as Saviour and Lord and it is to be identified with one who is 

supremely offensive to the world. That is why Jesus taught that 

following him means taking up our cross. Christians can expect to be 

despised. It goes with the territory. Jesus taught that he is the only way 

to the Father and that everyone who thinks that they will get to heaven 

another way will stand outside a locked door and be told to depart. 

But that is not Jesus’ emphasis here. Jesus is not speaking to the world 

here. He is speaking to the covenant people of God. He is traveling 

through Palestine towards Jerusalem. He is speaking to Jewish people. 

He is speaking to people who belonged to the chosen people of God. It 

is clear also that he is speaking to people who thought that they had a 

relationship with Jesus. When they are turned away, they say, “We ate 

and drank in your presence, and you taught in our streets.”  So, these 

are people who had some knowledge of Jesus and who expected to be 

welcomed by Jesus at the end of the age. They seek to enter the 

master’s house. They expect to be welcomed. 



Now part of the issue here is the question of the Gentiles. The Jews 

tended to think that they would be saved, and that Gentles would not. 

Part of what Jesus is saying here is that many Gentiles will enter the 

kingdom of heaven and many Jews will not. This is the significance of 

verses 28-29, “In that place 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 but you yourselves cast out. And people will come from 

the east and west, and from north and south and recline at table in the 

kingdom of God.”  So, Jesus is saying to Jews that many of them will be 

turned away and many Gentiles will be part of the final kingdom of God. 

But he is saying more than that. He is saying that just having some 

knowledge of Jesus is not enough for salvation. The people who are 

turned away pointed to the fact that they had had some acquaintance 

with Jesus. They even address Jesus as Lord.  But Jesus said he did not 

know where they came from.  

What Jesus means is that he does not know them. When a person in 

that society said that they did not know where someone came from, it 

was a way of saying that they did not know anything about them. If you 

know someone you know something about their past. You know the 

village from which they come. So, Jesus is using an expression that was 

familiar in his world. He simply meant that he did not know them.  

Now in Scripture being known by God is another way of speaking about 

salvation. God knows those whom he saves in a special way. Of course, 

God knows everyone because he knows all things, but there is an 

intimate way of knowing that is associated with salvation. It is the 

knowledge of a relationship. In John 10:27 Jesus says, “My sheep hear 

my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.” Paul in 1 Corinthians 

8:3 says, “But if anyone loves God, he is known by God.” 

So, when Jesus says to those who are refused entry into his house, “I do 

not know where you are from,” he means that he does not have a 

saving relationship with these people. He does not know them in a 

saving way. So, it is not enough to know something about Jesus. It is not 

enough to call Jesus Lord. It is not enough to have some acquaintance 

with Jesus. These people in the parable stand before a locked door and 

are told to depart. 



Jesus calls them “workers of evil.”  These are people whose lives are 

characterized by sin. Here we must seek to discern exactly what Jesus 

means by “workers of evil.” There is a sense in which everyone is a 

worker of evil for we are all sinners. Paul writes in Romans 3:10, “None 

is righteous, no, not one.” Everyone is a sinner in that sense.  

What then is the difference between those who are turned away and 

those who are known by Jesus according this passage? Well in verse 24 

Jesus says, “Strive to enter through the narrow door.” The difference 

between those who are refused and those who are welcomed according 

this this passage is that those who are welcomed are those who “Strive 

to enter through the narrow door.” The implication is that those who 

are turned away are those who did not strive to enter through the 

narrow door.  

The word “strive” is a strong word. It refers to great effort. Our English 

word “agonize” comes from the Greek word that he translated “strive” 

in the ESV. The Greek word is agonizesthe. The NIV has “Make every 

effort to enter through the narrow door.” So, the people who will not 

be allowed to enter heaven are those who did not strive to enter 

through the narrow door. It is a narrow door because faith in Christ and 

repentance from sin is the only way through the door. But it is also a 

narrow door because it takes great effort to get through it and few are 

willing to strive. In Matthew’s version of this saying Jesus says, “For the 

gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find 

it are few.” 

Now taken in isolation from everything else in Scripture this makes it 

sound like we get into heaven through hard work. But we may not take 

anything in Scripture in isolation from the rest of Scripture. The biblical 

authors, including Jesus, stress different things at different times and 

we must take that into account.  

A little later Luke will recount Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax 

collector. The Pharisee was a hard worker for righteousness and he told 

God of all the wonderful things that he had done. The tax collector 

simply cried out for mercy, confessing his sins. Luke 18:13-14, “But the 

tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, 

but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’” And Jesus 



says, “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than 

the other.”  Thank God for the glorious truth of justification by faith 

alone! There is no salvation without it. We are saved by Christ’s 

righteousness through faith and not through works. Thanks be to God. 

But then … the life that follows coming to Christ is a life of striving to 

enter the narrow gate. We are not saved by our own efforts. But the 

result of salvation is striving to enter the narrow gate. That is a 

description of the Christian life. It does not earn us salvation. It is what 

we are saved to. It is the result of new life in Christ. Salvation is by grace 

alone, but that grace produces effort in godly living. 

This is the point that Jesus is making. He is not saying that we are saved 

because of our striving. But he is saying that the life that leads to the 

narrow gate is a life that involves striving – that is great and intense and 

sustained effort – effort that is in keeping with the momentous issues 

that are at stake. 

What is that striving to enter the narrow door? Well it is striving not to 

be a worker of evil. Those who are told to depart are called “workers of 

evil.” Those who strive to enter through the narrow door are 

characterized by repentance from sin and faith in Jesus so that they are 

no longer “workers of evil.” They are not yet without sin, but that is 

their goal and that is what they are striving for. The need for salvation is 

sin. Salvation is salvation from sin. Heaven is the place without sin. 

Those who are striving to enter the narrow door are striving to please 

God in their lives. They are striving to serve Jesus. They are striving to be 

more like Jesus. They are putting off sin and they are putting on 

righteousness. We are not saved by striving. We are saved by Jesus. And 

we are saved unto striving. Striving is evidence of salvation. 

Jesus is saying that his true followers are strivers. They agonize to enter 

through the narrow door. The Christian life takes effort – intense, 

sustained and vigorous effort. And those who know nothing of that kind 

of effort towards obedience and holiness and service should question 

whether they are on the narrow road at all. Jesus says that “many … will 

seek to enter in and will not be able.” 



Now that does not mean that only those who have made great gains 

will enter into heaven. Not everyone who strives to enter through the 

narrow door makes the same kind of progress. The Bible speaks of the 

weak and of the strong. It speaks of babes and it speaks of the mature. 

A passage like this is intended to cause us to think seriously and soberly 

about our lives. It is not intended to discourage us in our weakness and 

in our struggles. Jesus also told the story of the Pharisee and the tax 

collector. The one who cried out for mercy when to his house justified 

rather than the other. One of the ways that we strive is by hating and 

confessing our sins and fighting against them. Jesus also said that he did 

not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. It is not the 

struggler who is disqualified. 

It is the complacent. It is the one who lives easily with his sins. It is the 

one who is indifferent to the call to love God with all our heart and our 

neighbor as ourselves. It is the one who refuses to seek those things 

that are above and whose mind is only on the things of earth. 

There is hope for those who are living the life of repentance and who 

are trusting in Christ. But this passage is a sober warning for all of us to 

consider our lives and to consider whether we are taking the Christian 

life seriously. The Christian life is not a life of ease. It is a life of striving 

according to Jesus. And we must live with Jesus’ warning close at hand 

that “many … will seek to enter and will not be able.” Jesus’ motivation 

in giving the warning is that we might not be among that many, but 

rather of that number who “strive to enter through the narrow door.” 


