Text: Luke 13:22-30

Text Purpose:  The radical nature of grace

Sermon Purpose:  That my hearers might live in the tension of grace

Introduction

I wish I had a cutesy image or story that would illustrate today’s text.  Instead the gospel lesson today is cutting.  It dangles out one of those tantalizing questions and seems to dance around it.  It causes divisions.  In trying to thrash my way through it with a few others, we had some hard exchanges.   
There is a famous divide within Lutheranism.  Are you a younger Luther guy or an old Luther guy?  The young Luther is, importantly for our time, thin.  But more importantly, he’s a radical.  Grace alone.  Unless I can be persuaded by the Word of God and simple reason I can not recant.  Here I stand!  Emperors and Cardinals and popes would try and move him.  Young Luther wouldn’t move.  He needed the grace.  He would rather die than lose the assurance of grace.  He was also a nobody.  A single monk who had published a few theses.   The older and fatter Luther was hard in a different way.  Yes he still held grace alone, but the law kept sneaking in through the side door.  Whether it was in depending upon the Princes as the alternate-bishops or the continued debates over ever finer points of doctrine, Doctor Luther was called upon to guide, instruct and rule.  And that dazzling freedom of the Gospel would start to become a law.  Yes its okay to kill unruly starving peasants.  Yes it’s okay for Philip of Hesse to take a second wife.  No, that man is beyond that pale, persecute the Anabaptists the Jews and the heretics of all stripes.  Just in what I chose to say you can hear that I’m more of young Luther guy – I need the grace.  But only the fat Luther could die with the words we are all beggars on his lips.  You had to have attempted to live the gospel to know how far short you fell.

A Question Asked/A Trap Set
As Jesus is journeying to Jerusalem – remember his face is set toward that city and the event of Holy week.  A man comes up with a question – “Lord, will only a few be saved?”  And that has got to rank as one of the all time questions.  Everyone from the Apostle Paul, to Origen to John Calvin to the author of the Shack has thrown themselves at that question.  And note what he called Jesus…Lord.  Not teacher or rabbi or hey you, but Lord.  He was asking from a standpoint of a follower maybe even a disciple.

And Jesus hooks him in with just the words that some followers want to hear.  If truth be told, that all disciples want to hear occasionally.  Strive to enter through the narrow door.  For many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able.  When the striving is tough, when we’ve born the heat of the day – sometimes that is what we’d like to hear.  Yes, the door is narrow.  It’s tough.  Many will seek, but won’t be able.  But we’ve striven to keep the gospel pure.  We have a strong confessional basis.  Those jonnie-come-latelies, those workers who came at the 9th hour won’t make it.   Those lilly livered liberals are in trouble.  The reward will be shared with fewer – a deserving few.
But Jesus continues.  The master will shut the door, and you begin to stand outside.  {Wait, no Jesus, you’ve got that wrong.  I’m not on the outside of the door}.   And you say, “Lord, open to us.”  And the master answers – “I do not know where you come from”. {No, No, No this is all wrong.  I’ve been by your side the entire time.}  Lord, we ate and drank in your presence, you taught in our streets.  {We celebrated the sacraments correctly.  We listened to your Word.  We did everything we were taught.}  I do not know where you come from.  Depart from me all you workers of evil.
We can get trapped into being legalists.  Jesus says strive.  I don’t want you to walk away thinking that faith is not active.  That we do not attempt to live our faith.  But, we can lose the gospel while trying to live it.  The parable indicates two ways we do this.

First we assume we have status because of who we hang out with.  My name is in the church directory.  Lord, open to us.  I’ve attended service faithfully for 50 years.  Lord, open to us.  I’ve always said I was a Christian.  Lord, open to us.  We just blithely go up to the door and knock and are shocked when the reply comes back – “I don’t know where you came from.”  We can lose the Gospel, we can miss the narrow door, when it becomes a pious club for the advancement of morals we happen to go to on Sunday morning.
Second, “then you will begin to say, ‘we ate and drink in your presence, and you taught in our streets.’”  When we assume we have status with God because of our faith.  God, look what I’ve done in your name.  God, look at the confession I’ve kept.  We can lose the Gospel, we can miss the narrow door, when faith becomes our work, when instead of faith in Jesus Christ, we have faith in faith itself.  Just like falling in love with love being a fool’s game.  Keeping the trappings of faith without the experience of the grace of Jesus isn’t good.   If you find yourself constantly taking the temperature of your faith – probably a bad sign.  
The Gospel Returned

Lord, will few be saved?  People will come from the east and west, and from north and south and recline at the table in the kingdom of God.  And look, some are last who will be first, and some are first who will be last.

Here is the gospel vision.  Will few be saved?  Lord, I pray not.  Make them come in.  Send out your Spirit.  Surprise me by your grace.  Make the last first.  Pay the 11th hour worker the same.  Make the first last.  Line them up in reverse order.  Don’t give us what we deserve, but make your kingdom come.  Your kingdom overflowing with grace.
Because that is the narrow door – the grace of Christ.  It is not what group we belong to, or how stridently we believe certain tenants, or what we have done.  Because none of us deserve a spot at the table.  

It is not a communion Sunday, but when we do come, we all are beggars at the foot of the cross.  That rail is great piece of architecture.  Lord, I don’t deserve your presence.  But you are here anyway, you keep your promises.  I don’t deserve this grace, but since you ask us to come.  Here I am along with those from east and the west, from the north and the south, seated at the table.
Conclusion

Young and Very old Luther come back together.  They needed the grace.  Grace alone.  We are all beggars.

It’s a harsh message.  It makes things topsey-turvy.  It scrambles our hard won pieties and illusions of worth.
And puts us right where we need to be.  Finding the narrow door.  The grace of Christ poured out on the cross.  The narrow door that is deep enough to let in the uncountable multitude – Abraham’s descendants as numerous as the stars, the saints clothed in white from every race, tribe, tongue and nation.

Will few be saved?  People will come from the east and west, and from the north and the south and recline at the table of God.  Many might not accept the grace, but the grace is big enough for everyone.

