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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, And someone said to him, “Lord, will those who are saved 
be few?” And he said to them, “Strive to enter through the narrow 
door. For many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 We are almost exactly half way through the season of 

Pentecost, that season of growth that – as we considered a number 

weeks ago – is perhaps well represented by that ‘golden hued green’ 

of our new paraments, as they remind us to look to the harvest to 

come. That anticipation of the coming harvest is part of the 

Christian’s growth, isn’t it? – that we would not become lazy or 

distracted, but would keep focused on Jesus Christ, the author and 

perfector of our faith and the One who will come again to gather the 

faithful as wheat into his barn and cast the chaff into the fire to burn. 

 As we are about half way through this season, today is a 

good time for our text to point us to and remind us of that reason for 

us not to grow weary or slothful. After all, Jesus in our text certainly 

is not growing weary or slothful, but (the text says) is on his way 

toward Jerusalem, teaching and journeying. We who follow him 

ought be on our way, learning and journeying. 
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 Sometimes, we learn well by someone else in the crowd 

(perhaps the Bible Study) asking a question. Someone pipes up, 

“Lord, will those who are saved be few?” In the Greek, the word 

“few” is early in the sentence – “Lord, few are the ones being 

saved?” Perhaps it’s asked out of despair; perhaps frustration; 

perhaps out of disbelief that God would actually send to hell so 

many. Some of you have asked me similar questions before; in fact, 

my own children will ask of football players on TV or check-out clerks 

in the store, “Dad, do you think that person believes in Jesus?”… and 

I suppose the number being saved sounds increasingly small when 

the answer repeatedly comes, “I don’t know. I hope so.” 

 “Will those who are saved be few?” And we expect the 

answer to be reassuring… that Jesus would comfort us and say, “Oh, 

don’t worry. By far, the vast majority will go to heaven. Entire cities 

and countries. You never even have to think about people going to 

hell; especially not the nice ones.” Instead the response comes:  

 “Strive to enter through the narrow door. For many, I tell 

you, will seek to enter and will not be able.”  

That’s sobering. Say what you will about Christ’s gospel, but 

no one can say it is Pollyannaish and foolishly optimistic.  

Now, in considering this response, we ought meditate on a 

few points. First, that Jesus turns the question back on his immediate 

audience. He does not simply say of the nameless, faceless world out 

there, “Gee, sadly, not all of them out there will go to heaven.” 
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Rather, he appeals directly to his hearers to consider what is the 

narrow door, because apart from that narrow door “you yourselves 

will miss out on eternal life!” 

Second, then, we ought take quite seriously that Christ says 

to strive to enter through that narrow door. The word there for 

strive is agonizomai, like the English, “Agonize.” This narrow door 

ought be our greatest concern, our singular focus, that one thing 

that demands all our attention and wrestling and agonizing… to 

enter through that narrow door! 

Now, that may make it sound like we enter by our strength 

and effort, but what is the narrow door? Won’t that define how and 

what it means that we agonize and strive and wrestle? 

The word for ‘door’ there is the same as when Jesus says in 

John 10, “Truly, Truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep.” If 

Jesus is the door, then all enter only through Him: “No one comes 

unto the Father, but by me,” he says. Now then, what does that 

mean of your striving? Does that mean you must really wrestle to get 

past and overpower Jesus? Of course not. He’s the one who laid 

down his life for the sheep? Does it mean that you must really 

wrestle and strive to make your decision for Jesus? No! He says, “You 

did not choose me, but I chose you.” But, what striving does mean 

can be seen when we consider another door in history: 

When Noah built the ark, he crossed the threshold of the 

door with ease. He had no fear and trembling in getting through that 
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door… and it certainly wasn’t a door that he himself made a decision 

to accept into his heart. God’s Word pointed him to that door, his 

need for it for his salvation, and he gladly took consolation and 

protection in the safety of entering through that door into God’s ark.  

But, what of the decades prior, as Noah was building the ark 

and – in faith – feared the divine threats toward all who mocked the 

need for that door into the ark, and as Noah believed in the divine 

promises of safety through that door, where he and the faithful 

would be separated from the multitude of unbelievers… and, thus, 

how much did Noah (in the meantime) have to bear from the jeering 

and relentless mocking and maligning and “doxing” of those who 

neglected the call to repentance.  

Likewise, friends, you have been baptized into the ark of the 

Holy Christian Church, being separated from the multitude of 

unbelievers, with Christ himself the door and security of that ark. 

Strive, agonize, wrestle to not let anything distract your focus and 

your attention from Christ; instead see all of life and the daily bread 

gifts of this life through the lens of Christ, for if those otherwise good 

things distract you and tempt you and lead you out of the ark, then – 

when the door closes – you will find yourself pounding on that door 

with all the rest of the unfaithful to whom faithful Noah would not 

and could not open the door because it was not his to open or close, 

nor was it in their strength to open and close it. 
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And that’s what Jesus means when he says, “Many, I tell you 

(there’s that authoritative “I tell you” we’ve heard so often lately) – 

many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able to.” That 

phrase “will not be able to” comes from a Greek word that has to do 

with one’s own strength and power. When the hour of grace is over 

and done and those who have rejected Christ now try to strongarm 

their way into the ark, their strength will not compare. Or, to say it 

literally rather than through the imagery of the ark, when the day of 

grace is over and one tries to earn his way into heaven by his own 

righteousness, he will not have the righteousness to do so. “No one 

is righteous, no not one,” so that – apart from the righteousness of 

Christ’s sacrifice, there is no hope. But, through the righteousness of 

Christ’s sacrifice, as the hymn says it, “The day of sacrifice is done, 

the day of grace is ours.” It is ours now, but the book of Revelation 

makes clear that the end will come and the day of grace will be 

rolled up into the heavens and the door of salvation, the threshold of 

which was so peaceful and calm and inviting for Noah and all the 

faithful to cross over, that door will be locked tight as the deluge of 

damnation opens. 

Jesus himself says in our text, “When once the master of the 

house has risen and shut the door…” Before finishing the thought, 

notice how this hints at history’s timeline. The word for “risen” is the 

same Greek word we use to speak of Christ’s resurrection. At least by 

application, we can read, “When once the master has risen from the 
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dead and then comes again to shut the door”… isn’t this what 

happens on the day of Christ’s glorious return? The door of grace will 

be shut, the sheep separated from the goats, and there will be no 

“left behind” series to give you a second chance. All who had mocked 

Noah and Abraham and David and Peter and Paul and Augustine and 

Luther and you and your confession of faith… they will be standing 

outside and knocking at the door… knocking at (pleading with) Christ, 

only now too late realizing that His claims – every last one of them – 

were certain and true and trustworthy.  

Now, to drive home the point, Jesus speaks of that final day 

not just with the vivid detail of a conversation, but by putting the 

hearer – you – right in the middle of that conversation. Listen to it 

again, Jesus speaking as though a conversation between him and 

you:  

You begin to stand outside and to knock at the door, saying, 

“Lord, open to us,” then he will answer you, “I do not know 

where you come from.” Then you will begin to say, “We ate 

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

But he will say, “I tell you, I do not know where you come 

from. Depart from me, all your workers of evil.” 

 
If you can imagine yourself in the middle of this and are not terrified 

by the thought, you must already be slumbering! Would it not be 

terrifying to be outside the ark as the deluge of damnation rises over 

you?! But you might also be confused by the imagery, for example, 

when those locked out say, “We ate and drank in your presence, and 
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you taught in our streets.” Doesn’t that sound like the Supper? 

Doesn’t it sound (at least a little bit) like Jesus teaching among their 

hearing? Why would he now claim He does not know them? If not 

understood rightly, that can send the lifelong, Divine-Service-

attending Christian into sheer panic.  

 But, keep in mind the context and who Jesus is speaking to 

and speaking of: How often did the Pharisees eat and drink with 

Jesus? How often did the sinners and tax collectors – undoubtedly 

some of whom may not have repented? How often did Jesus teach, 

and the crowds only chased after him for more bread? How often did 

the ancestry of Abraham not cling to their share in his faith, but only 

in his family tree? 

 Let it be our example and forewarning, that if we attend 

Christ’s gracious divine service to us as those put off by, or 

disinterested in, His gospel but only wanting to continue family 

tradition or to have an external association with Jesus … as having 

the credit of being in his presence, but having no faith in the 

promises of His Word… are we not equal to the pharisees and the 

mockers and those whose ears are closed to the Truth? Instead, let 

us wrestle against the temptations and false gospels that distract and 

annoy, and let us cherish the Word proclaimed and the Supper 

through which Christ promises to strengthen and sustain the faith of 

those who cherish the gospel of His righteous life and sacrificial 
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death in our place and his glorious resurrection and ascension as the 

firstfruits that fortify our hope. 

 And, lest you despair that you are the only one who hopes in 

this, that you are only one of eight to yearn to cross the threshold of 

that ark door and – Lord, have mercy! – it is so lonely… then hear the 

comforting words of the text, when Jesus describes that – while it 

may often seem the faithful are alone – “people will come from east 

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

kingdom of God.” 

 It’s as equally surprising as it is glorious. Surprising because 

they are perhaps not the people we would expect – not the 

pharisees and the outwardly righteous and the do-gooders and the 

high and mighty – not the first of society or the supposed first of the 

faithful, but the last, the lowly, the penitent, those humbled by the 

shame and guilt of their sin, but comforted by and quietly clinging to 

the words of forgiveness and salvation and the declaration of Christ 

from the throne of his cross: “It is finished.” 

 It may be surprising who inherits heaven – that, though the 

numbers of faithful around us appear to be few, and those of this 

generation who will be saved appear to be so few – nevertheless, the 

scene will be glorious, as the Old Testament reading says that your 

brothers in Christ, your brothers whose hope was in that door, your 

bothers will come with you “from all the nations… on horses and in 

chariots and in litters and on mules and on dromedaries” (the 
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prophet pictures it), and where will they and you come? – “to my 

holy mountain Jerusalem, says the Lord”… to that new Jerusalem, 

the heavenly city of God, the first thing that is seen when the 

heavenly ark comes to rest on the mountain top and there, Christ 

the door opens wide to us the scene and the invitation to come to 

the wedding feast. 

 Will those who are saved be few? The forces of faithlessness 

are all around us, and their great numbers and noise compel us to 

strive to stay focused. But, fear not, you are not alone. For Christ 

your door will open to you the whole number – angels and 

archangels and all the company of heaven – whom he has gathered 

to recline at table in the kingdom of God. 

 
 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
August 25, 2019 


