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The Narrow Gate is Wide Open 
C-Lent 2, Luke 13:22-35, Genesis 15:1-18 

Robert Woody, 2/21/16 
 

Sermon-in-a-Sentence:  Do not be anxious or afraid; if we repent, turn around, and 

diligently strive to seek God, God will find us and be our safe place. 
 

Children’s Sermon: 

Any of you ever make a mistake, or done something stupid?   Or what God would 
say, do something sinful?  All perfect?  No, we all mess up.  Even those wise ones out 
there.  We are all sinners.  We all do things we know we should not do. 

So when that happens, when you do something wrong, do you run to your mother 
or father, or teacher or pastor and say, “I messed up.  I did something wrong.  I am 
sorry.  Please forgive me”?  Most of the time, no.  We don’t do that.  Why?  We are 
afraid to tell the truth.  We are afraid of what might happen.  We might get spanked or 
grounded.  Our mother or dad may get angry with us.  We might have to suffer 
through some kind of punishment.  We might get kicked off the team.  So we are 
afraid.   

So is it better to make our decisions based on our fear, to try to hide or ignore or 
cover up our mistake or our sin?  No.  So what should we do?  What does God and 
Jesus want us to do?  Repent.   

What does “repent” mean?  Turn around.  Well that’s easy.  If we mess up we just 
have to turn around.  Not exactly.  It means we are headed in the wrong direction, and 
we need to recognize and admit we are going the wrong way and turn around and get 
back on the right path.  Repent means to tell the truth about what we did wrong.  Ask 
for forgiveness.  Try to make up for what we did wrong.   

And when we repent, God welcomes us home with open arms. 
 

Adult Sermon: 

Our Gospel reading this morning is challenging; and, for me, on the surface at least, 
very confusing.  As Jesus is traveling to Jerusalem, pondering the probability that he 
will be confronted and killed by the religious and political leaders, someone asks a 
question, probably provoked by Jesus’ teaching, which at times seemed pretty harsh:  
“Lord, will only a few be saved?”  And Jesus seems to say, “Yes.”   

“Strive to enter through the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will try to enter and 
will not be able.  When once the owner of the house has got up and shut the door, and 
you begin to stand outside and to knock at the door, saying, ‘Lord, open to us’, then in 
reply he will say to you, ‘I do not know where you come from.’  “Then you will begin to 
say, ‘We ate and drank with you, and you taught in our streets.’  But he will say, ‘I do 
not know where you come from; go away from me, all you evildoers!’ (13:24-27)   
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Matthew’s version is even more explicit: “Enter through the narrow gate; for the 
gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who 
take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few 
who find it.” (Matt. 7:13-14) 

Yikes, that’s scary!  The door to God and God’s Kingdom is “narrow”?  And many 
who try to enter will be shut out?  Even those who ate and drank with him and listened 
to his teaching, he treats as if they are strangers: “I do not know where you come 
from; go away from me, all you evildoers!”  He called us Evildoers?   

But then Jesus says that many, who apparently never had met Jesus, people from 
far away, outside Israel, Gentiles, “from the east and west, from north and south, will 
eat in the kingdom of God!”  “The last will be first and the first will be last.”  The ones 
who always thought they were God’s chosen, at the front of the line, will be shut out?  
And the strangers, the foreigners, the Gentiles will find their way through the “narrow” 
gate into the banquet of the Kingdom? 

So is the door to the Kingdom of God a very narrow door for only a select few?  Or 
is it a wide open door that welcomes many, even Gentiles from all over the world? 

 
We know that our God is a God of mercy and compassion and love.  Our collect or 

opening prayer for the day, chosen to introduce these readings, begins, “O God, whose 
glory is to always have mercy. . . ”  “to always have mercy!”   

In the second part of our reading, Jesus, (who seems to be speaking for God), says 
to the people of Jerusalem, (who have frequently rejected and killed God’s prophets), 
“How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood 
under her wings, and you were not willing.”  A beautiful metaphor of God’s mercy, 
love, compassion – a mother hen calling out to her frightened chicks to come back, to 
come close, to gather under her wings for warmth, comfort and safety.   

And yet the children of Jerusalem were often unwilling to receive God’s motherly 
love, mercy, compassion.  Why?  Probably they were not willing to “turn around.”  
They weren’t willing to listen to the prophets who consistently challenged them to 
“turn around,” to repent of their evil, self-centered ways.   

Yes, many of them worshiped regularly in the temple.  Yes, they offered sacrifices.  
But they weren’t willing to repent, to turn around from their materialistic, self-
centered lives, and follow God’s way of mercy, compassion and love for all God’s 
children.   

Again, our collect suggests something similar – “O God whose glory is to always 
have mercy:  Be gracious to all who have gone astray from your ways, and bring them 
again with penitent hearts. . .”  “Penitent hearts” – hearts that have realized they have 
drifted away, made mistakes, and have had the courage to turn around, and come 
back to God.” 
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In some ways, “turning around,” repentance, is like going through a “narrow” door.  
It’s very specific.  We may be regular temple-goers, or synagogue goers, even 
practicing Pharisees, religious leaders.  But if we plug our ears to, or reject the 
prophetic words that challenge us, if we are not willing to acknowledge our sin, to turn 
around,  and walk back to God’s open arms, we are left on  the outside.   

There is no other way; there is no other path other than repentance that leads 
through the gate  to God’s kingdom.   So it is a narrow gate.   But even if the gate to 
repentance is narrow and specific,  it is also wide open. Our God of mercy is like the 
mother hen, always seeking her chicks, especially when they are frightened or 
threatened by the fox.  She calls them to turn around, to come back, to nestle under 
her wings where they will always be safety, and mercy and compassion.  Even those 
who have never worshipped in the temple, or studied the Torah, but who respond to 
the prophetic words of Jesus, or to God’s word spoken by other prophets, those who 
have turned around from their evil ways, even Gentiles, they are welcomed into the 
Kingdom, they can enter the narrow gate of repentance, and have a seat at the 
banquet. 

 
Why don’t we all just turn around, and seek out the motherly comfort and 

protection of God?  I think often the problem is fear.  We are afraid to trust, to turn 
around, to put everything into the hands of the mystery of God.  It is not easy to seek 
the mystery of God.  It’s scary.  It’s often easier to trust and rely on the more concrete, 
tangible things or ways of our world.  Many of the religious leaders of Jesus’ day were 
much more comfortable hanging on to their traditions, to their old ways of relating to 
God, which Jesus often pointed out as hypocritical.  We fear, if we admit our mistakes, 
our failures our selfishness, our greed our addictions, we will be condemned or looked 
down upon by friends and family. 

I think this metaphor of the narrow door to God’s Kingdom, is not so much about 
God’s perspective towards us.  It’s not about God setting incredibly high standards, and 
creating a really short list of those who will be able to enter the Kingdom of God.  It’s a 
metaphor of what it looks or feels like from our perspective, as we try to approach 
God.  We are to put our trust, our focus, not on the tangible things around us, money, 
possessions, status, power, privilege, even religious traditions, but on the mystery of 
God, that very specific, “narrow” mystery of God.  We are asked to let go of everything 
else we cling to for stability. 

 
In our Old Testament reading, Abram is panicked because his wife Sarah has never 

had a child.  He has no heir, which was very important in his time and culture.  In a 
vision he hears God’s voice, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward 
shall be very great.”   
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“But how do I trust the mystery of God?”   
“Calm down.  I am with you, always.”   
 
The most frequent words from the mouth of God and angles in the Old Testament 

are, “Do not be afraid!”  And often those are the words coming from Jesus, “Fear not, 
do not be afraid”  And I have to assume that the reason God and Jesus say, more than 
anything else, “Do not be afraid,” is the reality that more than anything else, it is fear 
that separates us from God.  Or our inability to overcome our fear.  That’s what I think, 
makes the gate to the Kingdom of God so “narrow” and difficult from our perspective. 

Today, God is calling us, each of us – we have all drifted and strayed – to enter the 
“narrow” gate, to turn around, to repent of however we have drifted away from our 
God of love and compassion.  But the “narrow” gate is also wide open.  We need to 
overcome our fear of the consequences of admitting to and letting go of and turning 
around from our sin.  Our merciful God will always welcome and embrace us like a 
mother hen.   

 
The narrow gate is wide open. 
 
Amen. 

 
 


