
Enter in at the Narrow Gate (Luke 13:18-30)

Sunday school June 25, 2017

I want to call you attention to READ Luke 13:18-21. This short bit of text gives two
short metaphors that describe the kingdom of God. As I’ve mentioned before, the phrase
“the kingdom of God,” is one of the key phrases in Luke; we have hit it many times already.
In these four verses, that phrase appears twice, once in verse 18 and again in verse 20. So in
these two metaphors Jesus is describing the kingdom of God, and more specifically it’s size
and growth. That’s what we’ll start by studying today: the size and growth of the kingdom
of God. So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. We start with...

I. Two Kingdom Metaphors Both of these metaphors talk about growth, the growth of
the kingdom of God, but they do it in slightly different ways. We’ll take them one at a time.
The first one is...

IA. Mustard READ v. 18-19 I don’t care much for mustard, so I couldn’t find any
mustard seed around my house to bring in and show you. The mustard seed is a very small
seed. It is not the smallest seed in the world, but it is smallest seed among plants in Israel.
So a mustard plant starts very small. When it grows, it usually doesn’t get real big. Usually
it only grows up to 10 feet high, which is pretty tall but not a great tree like a cedar of
Lebanon as Jesus calls it here. So we don’t usually think of mustard as a tree but as a shrub.
Have you heard the saying, “he’s too old to cut the mustard any more?” The image that’s
designed to evoke is not someone cutting down a tree with a chain saw but someone on their
knees cutting a shrub with knife. So what’s the point? By comparing the kingdom of God
to a mustard seed that grows into a great tree, the point Jesus is making is: the kingdom of
God is going to start very small, but it’s going to grow a lot bigger than you think.

The two references I gave you talk about how big the kingdom of God will become. Isaiah
2:2-3 say, “And it shall come to pass in the last days, that the mountain of the LORD’S
house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills;
and all nations shall flow unto it. 3 And many people shall go and say, Come ye, and let us
go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; and he will teach
us of his ways, and we will walk in his paths: for out of Zion shall go forth the law, and
the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.” The temple mount in Jerusalem is not one of the
taller mountains even within the region, but Isaiah says it will “be established in the top of
the mountains.” That could be a literal uprising amongthe land, but probably it’s symbolic.
During Christ’s millenial reign, Jerusalem will be the center of the largest kingdom that has
ever existed, and all nations will come to the Lord’s house to worship the Lord. That’s how
big in terms of size and scope the kingdom of God will be.
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Also, I gave you Revelation 11:15, which says, “And the seventh angel sounded; and there
were great voices in heaven, saying, The kingdoms of this world are become the kingdoms of
our Lord, and of his Christ; and he shall reign for ever and ever.” Again, that talks about
how big the kingdom of God is going to be, both in terms of scope (all the kingdoms of the
world) and length (he shall reign for ever and ever). We have a President right now who
likes to build big and glamorous things; he talks about the Great Wall of China and the
Greater Wall of America. The Great Wall of China and Trump Tower are nothing compared
to Christ’s coming kingdom. It started very small with one God-man: Jesus and the death
payment He paid on the cross. It is going to get very big. It is going to encompass the whole
earth, and it is going to last forever. So if you are part of the kingdom of God, which you
are if you have believed in Him, you are part of something very big. It will be much bigger
than any other kingdom, that is, any other mustard plant, that has lived.

Transition: That’s the metaphor of the mustard plant. The other metaphor is...

IB. Leaven READ v. 20-21 I talked about leaven, or yeast, a few weeks ago back in
chapter 12. I brought in packets of yeast like my mom used to use to make bread. In chapter
12, the yeast was the leaven of the Pharisees, so it represented sin. Here it represents the
growth of the kingdom of God. I pointed out two important things about yeast back in
chapter 12 that are still important to this metaphor. First, a little bit of yeast goes a long
way. In verse 21, Jesus says the woman hid the yeast in 3 measures of meal, which would
have been enough to make bread for about 150 people. That’s a lot of bread, yet the whole
gets leavened. Just like you get a big tree out of a small mustard seed, you get a lot of rising,
a lot of growth, out of a small amount of leaven. The second important thing about yeast is
that you don’t see its full effects immediately. If you add some yeast to a wad of dough and
sit there and watch it, you can’t see that anything is happening. If you cover it up with a
bowl, leave it, and come back an hour later, the bread has risen and fills up the entire bowl.

One commentary I read said that Jesus had in mind the inner working of Holy Spirit in the
lives of believers when He gave this metaphor. The text does not directly tell us that, but
what scripture tells us about the Holy Spirit and how He works in the lives of believers fits
this metaphor. We can’t physically see the Holy Spirit. When we trust Christ, we don’t
physically see a cloven tongue of fire descend on us like it did at Pentecost, but over time we
see His effects on our lives. Over time, if we yield to Him, He molds us into image of Christ.
If I’m yielded to the Spirit, I should be more like Christ today than I was at this time last
year. So the kingdom of God can hardly be seen today, but eventually it will encompass the
whole earth, and it will be the biggest kingdom the earth has ever seen. That’s the growth
of the kingdom of God.
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Transition: With that dispatched, I want to move on to the main topic I want to look at
today, and that’s...

II. One Way to Enter (the kingdom of God) READ v. 22-23 Verse 22 reminds us
that He is going to Jerusalem, which in turn reminds us that the organization of Luke is
thematic, not chronological. The parallel text in Matthew is Matthew 7:13-14, which is part
of the sermon on mount. So Jesus had been teaching this particular material for most of
His earthly ministry even though it is not recorded in Luke until chapter 13, so this is one
of Jesus’ core teachings. The teachings that start in verse 24 and continue down to verse 30
come in response to a question from someone in crowd in verse 23: “Are there few that be
saved?” We don’t know what prompted this question. Maybe the questioner noticed that
Jesus drew crowds wherever He went, but had very few close followers: the 12 disciples and
the 70 He had sent a few chapters ago. Jesus never directly answers the question, but the
implied sad answer is yes: there are only a few who are saved. What follows talks more
about the misery of the lost, those who are not in the kingdom of God, than it does about
the joy of the saved. D.L. Moody, one of the great evangelists of the previous century, said,
“a man’s heart ought to be very tender when preaching about the doom of the lost.” So it’s
with that attitude I am going to try to approach this passage today.

Transition: I’ve broken it down into three parts. The first is...

IIA. Narrow Gate READ v. 24 When you read this verse and those that follow, you
have to pay careful attention to the verb tenses. The verb “strive” at the beginning of the
verse is present tense; it’s something Jesus tells the crowd to do now. The verb “will seek”
at the end of the verse is future tense; it’s what the many will do in the future. The point is
the entering in has to take place now. Philippians 2:10-11 says that there will come a time
in the future when every knee will bow to Jesus. In Jesus’ language found in Luke, they will
want to enter in at that point in the future, but as we will see, at that point in the future it
will be too late. So the time to enter in is now.
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When I thought about the strait, or narrow, gate compared to the wide gate, which is not
mentioned here but is in the parallel text in Matthew, I thought about my trip to Mam-
moth Cave last month. Mammoth Cave has many entrances [SHOW CAVE ENTRANCE
PICTURES]. This is the main Historic Entrance. I took this picture myself on one of my
hikes. It’s big; you can get a sense of the scale by the person going down the steps. If
you want to go to the Rotunda, one of the largest rooms in Mammoth Cave, you go in this
way. The cave tour I took did not go in this way. The cave tour I took, the Domes and
Dripstones Tour, went in at the New Entrance. [SWITCH PICTURES] This entrance is not
natural; it was created literally by blowing a hole in the ceiling of the cave with dynamite.
This entrance is narrow; it’s like walking in a freezer door, but it leads to Frozen Niagara,
Mammoth Cave’s best cave formation. If you want to see Frozen Niagara, you can’t go in
at the big entrance; you will be in the wrong part of the cave. You have to go in the narrow
entrance, and you have to go in with the tour group when the tour goes in. If you refuse to
go in due to claustrophobia, they will send you back to the bus and lock the door. Likewise
there is only 1 way to be saved: believing in Jesus. If you try some other way or if you wait
too late, you end up locked outside the kingdom of God.

Transition: That’s what happens in the next bit, which is...

IIB. Shut Door (Gate) READ v. 25-27 The people outside address Him as Lord in verse
25, but after the door is shut, it is too late. What is most striking or perhaps most scary is
that the people outside genuinely expect to be let in based on their previous interaction with
Jesus, because they had eaten and drunk in His presence as verse 26 says. Yet in verse 27 He
calls them “workers of iniquity.” He’s saying they were exposed to His teachings, and in the
case of His immediate audience His physical presence, but they never believed in Him. The
Old and New Testaments are replete with warnings that the opportunity to be saved will
not last forever. Isaiah 55:6 says, “Seek ye the LORD while he may be found, call ye upon
him while he is near:” II Cor. 6:2 quotes Isaiah 49:8 when it says, “(For he saith, I have
heard thee in a time accepted, and in the day of salvation have I succoured thee: behold,
now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation.)” That’s Old Testament, so if
they listened to the prophets, which as we will next week, many of them did not, they would
know that the time to enter is now. John 8:21-24 says that the only way to enter and avoid
dying in sins is by believing.

Transition: So all of these people find themselves locked outside the gate in spite of the
fact that the kingdom of God is an...
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IIC. Inclusive Kingdom READ v. 28-30 This language is aimed at the nation of Israel.
He says “you yourselves thrust out” in verse 28, and His immediate audience was mostly
Jews. So the Jews are the ones outside the door knocking, expecting to be let in because
Jesus dwelt among them. We saw at the beginning of the hour that the kingdom of God
will be very large, and people will come from all 4 corners of the world through the narrow
gate, including faithful Jews and Gentiles. So the people left outside are not left out because
they couldn’t find the gate or because it was so Fat-man’s-squeeze narrow that they didn’t
fit. God didn’t make it hard to be saved. He could have required a great work to be saved
that many of us couldn’t do, but He didn’t: He made it by believing. The ones who are left
out either tried to get in by a different way or just waited too long. The opportunity to be
saved is now.

Conclusion

As a final thought, I trust that everybody here has already entered in by faith. None of
us have fully been transformed into the image of Christ yet, but it will happen when the
kingdom of God becomes fully manifest. The seed has been planted and it’s growing and
bearing fruit through the Holy Spirit. For those of us who have entered in, this is really a
message about our concern for those who have not entered in. What are we doing to help
the people who have not entered in? Are we telling them that it will soon be too late? There
is only 1 way in, and if they try a different way or wait too long, they will be left out. So
our message needs to be, “strive to enter in at the narrow gate.”
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