
Sermon 72: Luke 13:22-30: How Many Will Be Saved? 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Who is going to be saved and how many will be there?  This is a big question which many 
have asked.  Asking the question today in an age like ours has certain other questions 

attached to it.  We live in a global village and are aware of the billions of people who cling to 
other religious views; what do we do with all the other religions?  Are they right or wrong?  
What about all the nones of our own generation who are post-religious but are opting to be 

philanthropic, vegan/vegetarian, who are all about social justice for the marginalized and 
who believe that all traditional religions are systems of oppression?  Our evolutionary 
worldview raises other questions that normally have to be answered first before that sort of 
question can even be asked.  Is there a God, who is holy and who will hold sinners 

accountable?  Do we have eternal souls?  Is there life after death?  Is there a heaven and a 
hell?  We would answer all these questions with a biblical yes, which brings us back then to 
the first question, how many are going to be saved?  And, will I be one of them?   

 
As we move on in Luke’s gospel, this is the very question that Jesus gets asked, 13:23, ‘And 
someone said to him, “Lord, will those who are saved be few?”  Our portion begins in v22, 

‘He went on his way through towns and villages, teaching and journeying toward 
Jerusalem.’  This is the first note about travelling since 9:51, and please notice the 
orientation of Christ’s compass.  He is heading towards Jerusalem.  We are only months 

away from the crucifixion, and the feeling in the air is tense.  Jesus has resisted attempts to 
be made King, John 6:14-15.  Jesus has been alienating the religious authorities by exposing 
their hypocrisy.  Jesus has been telling the Jews that they are sinners and that they will 

soon be judged.  This is all going to come to a head where they will plot to murder Christ.  
But someone has been listening.  Although many have rejected Christ and His message, 
someone has been listening and understood that a judgement is coming.  They see that not 

many of the Jews are embracing Christ and the question arises, if a judgement is coming 
and so many people are rejecting Jesus as their Messiah, will only a few be saved?  We will 
see that Jesus does not answer this question directly, but redirects the question and brings 

several surprising facts about judgement to light.  We will look at Christ’s answer under two 
headings, the difficulty of salvation and the reality of judgement. 
 

The difficulty of salvation 
 
V24, ‘And he said to them, 24 “Strive to enter through the narrow door. For many, I tell you, 

will seek to enter and will not be able.’  Before we look at Jesus answering the question we 
should probably illuminate some of the Jewish assumptions about salvation at this time.  If 
you had asked the average first century Jew who is going to be saved the answer would go 

something like this: all Jews will be saved except for the most notorious sinners because 
they are children of Abraham; but all Gentiles will be condemned as idolaters, except those 
who have converted and are proselytes.  There are four basic positions when it comes to the 
question of who will be saved.  Firstly, there is the Pluralist who holds that all the various 

followers of the various religions with their various gods will all end up in the same place, 
some shared concept of salvation.  Secondly, there is the Universalist who says that all 
people will be saved by the Bible’s God of love.  Thirdly, there is the Inclusivist who says 



that all sincere people of all faiths will be saved by a God who credits their sincerity and will 
save them by Christ’s mercy.  Fourthly, there is the exclusivist who says that the Bible 

clearly lays out the way of salvation and only those who fulfil the Bible’s conditions will be 
saved.  As Christians we believe along with the apostle Paul that faith comes by hearing and 
hearing by the word of God, and so unless people hear the gospel and believe, no matter 

how good they appear, or how sincere they will not be saved but judged according to their 
works.  The Jews of the first century then had a form of exclusivism, but instead of saying 
that a person is saved by faith apart from works of the law, and that salvation is for any 

who believe, they said that salvation is racially defined so that being a Jew or not will 
determine your final salvation.   
 

So as we approach Jesus answer we need to ask is He a Pluralist, a Universalist, an 
Inclusivist or an Exclusivist?  By Jesus answer we can see that He is in fact an Exclusivist, He 
believes that there is a narrow door and not everyone enters.  This denies that the Pluralist 

is correct; this denies that the Universalist is correct; and we can see by what the Bible 
teaches us about there being no sincere seekers because of our total depravity, that there 
are none, therefore Inclusivism is also not Jesus’ view.   
 

So how many will be saved?  You will notice that Jesus does not directly answer the 
question.  Some will point to Matt. 7:14 as Christ’s specific answer to this question, ‘For the 
gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few.’  The 

question that I have is this one: is Jesus only talking about this first generation of Jews or 
about all people in all ages?  I am inclined to see Jesus talking about the salvation of the 
remnant that Paul speaks about in Romans 11, and that this question is not answered in 

reference to a people from all nations.  The book of Revelation speaks about a multitude 
without number, we must be careful not to read the bible so as to make it contradict itself. 
 

  Now let us return to the question.  Firstly, we see that He denies the assumptions of His 
generation.  The questioner is beginning to suspect that maybe the majority of the Jews are 
not going to be saved and Christ confirms that the false sense of security that arises from 

being Jewish is not a sufficient basis for salvation.  In fact we will see later that He will 
reverse the usual expectations of salvation.  The Jews thought that the majority of Jews will 
be saved but most of the Gentiles will be rejected.  Jesus speaks about how the Jews will be 

rejected but Gentiles from all over the world accepted.  He also turns the conversation away 
from quantity to quality addressing the matter of how hard it is.  He also personalizes the 
matter and pours urgency into it as He speaks in terms of ‘you’ and the pending threat of a 

closed door. 
 
Jesus uses a striking verb as He talks about entering salvation, ‘strive.’  It is the Greek word 

agonizomai from which we get our English word agony.  It is only used here in the synoptic 
gospels but in other places it describes how athletes compete 1 Cor. 9:25; or is translated as 
struggle.  On top of that Christ speaks of a narrow door/gate.  Some older translations have 

it as the strait gate.  That word narrow is used to describe obstacles on both sides.  Jesus 
presents a picture of salvation as an agonizing struggle to enter a narrow door.  Why does 
Jesus describe the way of salvation in this manner?  Firstly, we must remember who Jesus is 

addressing and the original audience’s conception of salvation.  Let me ask you, do you 
think the Jews saw themselves as in or out, in the kingdom and safe or outside the kingdom 
and having to enter through a door?  They would have assumed their citizenship and their 
being God’s people.  To be outside, like Adam and Eve outside the garden or Israel outside 

the promised land spoke to them of alienation and death, they only thought of the Gentiles 
and not themselves in that fashion.  Another question, do you think the Jews perceived 
salvation to be easy or hard?  The Jew believed that salvation for the Jew was easy.  You 



are born into the covenant by grace, you are already a child of Abraham and a covenant 
child, all you have to do now is your best, just don’t be a notorious criminal and it was 

generally assumed you would be ok.  Keep up your routines of lawkeeping and all will be 
well.  We call this form of salvation covenantal nomism; in the covenant by grace but you 
keep yourself in by your own works.  Jesus blows these assumptions out of the water, you 

are not in but out and so must enter, it is not as easy as being born but you must struggle.   
 
This brings us to a central question that arises from these statements.  Is salvation 

something easy or hard?  This question is heightened in its importance by the fact that we 
have usually taught that we are saved by faith and not by our works, and talking about 
salvation by struggling sounds like salvation by works.  Can you see the importance of this 

question?  We must answer that it is both easy and hard.  Why do we say that salvation is 
hard and like entering a narrow doorway?  It is because we have to come through that 
doorway stripping away those things that hinder a penitent faith.  If you could walk up to 

the narrow doorway and see all the baggage that people have had to leave behind in order 
to enter there are two types of things that you would see.  You would see the sins and the 
idols that people have had to leave behind in order to follow Jesus as Lord.  And you would 
see people’s good deeds, their morality and religious deeds which cannot save set aside to 

accept Christ as Savior.   
 
Regarding our idols, think of Jesus words after speaking to the rich young man, Matt. 19:24, 

‘And Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly, I say to you, only with difficulty will a rich person 
enter the kingdom of heaven. 24 Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the 
eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.”  The translation of this 

phrase is disputed but many think that it is possible that Jesus is describing a loaded camel 
that has to be stripped of its baggage before it can go through a small cattle gate.  This 
illustrates well the point Jesus is making here.  You are standing on the outside of God’s 

kingdom, you have idols and sins that you have been serving, they may be a part of your 
identity, they may be a basis for your security, they may be an addiction and pet sin that 
you treasure, it may be something you have sacrificed for and suffered for, but it cannot be 

allowed to contend for your heart.  Your loyalty to Christ must be first and foremost.  To 
follow Christ you must leave your sins behind, it may cost you financially, it may cost you in 
friends and influence, like the rich young ruler, it may cost all you had accumulated.  In this 

way it is hard, but in this way it is easy.  Is it easy to accept freedom instead of captivity; is 
it easy to accept Christ’s gracious Lordship or to stay bound to a cruel taskmaster.  It is hard 
but it is also easy.  You stand outside the kingdom and before the narrow door, will you 

struggle, will you repent, will you say no to the things your sinful heart desires and follow 
Christ?   
 

The difficulty, the things that would have to be stripped away for the Jews before they could 
enter the narrow door would be their religion and their way of thinking.  They trusted in 
their Jewishness, they trusted in their law keeping, they trusted in their privileges as God’s 

people.  The difficulty for them would be to come as impoverished sinners, to come as the 
enemies of God to beg for pardon, to count all that they were and could do as filthy rags 
that could not satisfy a holy God to earn their way into His presence.  Some have to 

renounce their sin; the Jews had to renounce their righteousness.  Once again this is both 
hard and easy.  It is hard to admit that you are bad not good, that all you once thought was 
wrong; it is hard to be humble.  But it is easy because we are unworthy sinners; all we can 
bring to God is our nothing, and a broken and contrite heart He will not despise.  Do you 

see the inadequacy of your own goodness, can you see the sufficiency of Christ alone to 
save, them come through the narrow door leaving your good works behind.  
 



V25, ‘When once the master of the house has risen and shut the door, and 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.’  Jesus then gives a type of parable to elaborate on 
the words, ‘for many I tell you will seek to enter and will not be able.’  This parable 
illustrates again the principle of the time being short and the opportunity to turn to Christ 

and enter by the narrow door being short.  The picture is of a Master who has closed the 
door of His house and the guests who are seeking entrance at the door.  All the talk of 
salvation causes Christ to look forward to the final day when people will be let into the 

kingdom.  There is a door of opportunity that stands before the Jews now, and whether 
they go through this door now will determine whether the Master will open the door to the 
marriage banquet on the last day.  All who go through this door now will have the door 

opened for them then.  All those who refuse to go through the door while they can, will not 
be admitted later.  There is a dreadful reality that we must face in these verses.  We come 
to God on His terms not ours, the door of salvation stands open on His terms not ours.  God 

will not always strive with man.  There may come a time when the door of opportunity will 
be closed.  We must enter before it is too late.  At the final judgement it will be too late; 
after death it will be too late; but it can also be too late in this life.  If we harden our hearts 
sufficiently enough God will withdraw the strivings of His Spirit and hand us over to 

judgement.  Do not harden your hearts but go through the narrow door today.  
 
The reality of judgement 

 
We have seen Jesus talking about the difficulty of salvation now we must note the teaching 
about judgement.  Jesus has surprised the Jews with His teaching on how hard it is for the 

rich to be saved, now He will surprise them with teaching on who will be judged and why, 
and who will be saved.   
 

V26, ‘Then you will begin to say, ‘We ate and drank in your presence, and you taught in our 
streets.’ 27 But he will say, ‘I tell you, I do not know where you come from. Depart from me, 
all you workers of evil!’  At the end of v25 Christ records the first rejection of those who 

seek entrance at the Master’s house.  You will see in v25 that Jesus addresses the crowd 
directly with the word ‘you’ indicating the Jews.  Here we see an appeal for entrance on the 
basis of their association with Jesus.  They stress how they ate and drank with Jesus.  This 

is something significant, you only shared table fellowship with those who you considered 
clean and part of the people of God.  Even the Pharisees allowed Jesus at their table but this 
does not mean that they accepted Him and His teachings.  They rejected the teaching about 

their sin and need of salvation, they rejected the opportunity to forsake all and become His 
disciples.  The external act of eating and drinking does not indicate intimate fellowship.  
Likewise, they mention that Jesus taught in their streets.  But they did not heed the 

teaching.  All that they are mentioning is their external association but there is no reality of 
their having become His disciples.  So we have again the second rejection, ‘I do not know 
where you are from.’  Now this would have been quite insulting for a Jew because their 

Jewishness was part of their identity and a point of pride.  Jesus is speaking of these Jews in 
the same way they would cast doubt on the credentials of a Samaritan to be considered part 
of the people of God.  How many do think will knock on the Master’s door saying, ‘But I 

went to church;’ ‘but I was baptized;’ ‘but I went to Sunday school?’  Being born in a so 
called Christian country, to Christian parents and going to a Christian church does not 
guarantee salvation.  It is only those who close with Christ, it is only those who go through 
the narrow door of humility leaving their sins and their good works behind.  It is only those 

who go through the eye of the needle who will be saved. 
 



Another point of surprise would be the fact that Jesus tells the Jews that they would be 
rejected on the basis of their works, He tells them that they are workers of evil.  Now when 

I say the words workers of evil, what sort of person comes to mind?  You might think of 
serial killers or genocidal maniacs, but the truth is that Jesus is addressing the Jews, the 
most religious and moral nation on earth.  Sure there would have been hypocrisy and they 

would be guilty of many heinous acts, but they would also be guilty of sins of the heart, 
they would be guilty of lovelessness, they would be guilty of religious hypocrisy, and they 
would be guilty of seeking to offer their own good deeds to God as righteousness.  Their 

greatest sin would be the rejection of Christ as their Messiah.  Their righteousness or their 
guilt was bound up in whether they accepted Jesus as their Messiah or not.  There are many 
ways in which we are bad people, but we show our wickedness to the greatest degree by 

rejecting the greatest love gift and free offer of salvation in Christ that God has offered.   
 
V28, ‘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.’  
Here Jesus warns of the pains of hell to those who reject Christ.  Jesus uses the description 
of weeping and gnashing of teeth.  This description is used to describe the response of 
those who are thrown into the fiery furnace at the great harvest Matt. 13:42.  It 

communicates intense pain and distress.  If you can imagine sawing off your leg with no 
anesthetic then you can imagine what weeping and gnashing of teeth looks like.  Sometimes 
it is used by Christ to describe the physical agonies of hell, but here it seems to be used to 

highlight the intense sense of grief and lost opportunity that the Jews will feel in the 
judgement.  Those Jews who have rejected Christ will have to see the patriarchs enter and 
enjoy the kingdom while they lose out; they will have to watch the prophets enter and enjoy 

the feast while they are cast into the outer darkness and the fiery furnace.  We must not 
neglect to consider the sufferings of hell, not only the physical torments but the emotional 
ones.  To know the full truth that we rejected, to know every sin and how deliberately we 

chose it and willingly rejected the truth, hell will be torment partially because of the endless 
regret of what we missed out on.  In hell all our desires will be on full thirst mode with 
nothing to sate them.  The endless cycle of knowing how much we are worthy of judgement 

as the full disclosure of our sins will left on our shoulders to bear for all eternity.  To have 
been so close to the offer of Christ to pay for our sins, to suffer our punishment and to have 
chosen the fleeting pleasures of sin over the eternal riches He was offering, we will be so 

sad and we can never commit suicide or have another chance.  The eternal weight of our 
choices will be upon us forever.  Many today think that it is cruel to talk about hell, but 
Jesus loves the Jews and us too much to downplay what is at stake if they will not repent.   

 
We should not look at these verses about hell and think about the cruelty of God but rather 
the love of God.  He is warning us about what a terrible cost it will be to have to pay for our 

own sins.  But His love is greater still.  He not only warns us He is willing to bear that cost 
Himself.  We know that Jesus was born to die, but His death was not just any death, it was 
to be the death that would suffer God’s vengeance against our sins and pay for every sin we 

had committed.  Christ in His human consciousness experienced the agonies of hell when He 
cried out ‘My God my God why have you forsaken me?’  Christ among the Jews talking 
about hell is not a mocking taunt but an urgent call; a compassionate call to repent and be 

saved. 
 
V29, ‘And people will come from east and west, and from north and south, and recline at 
table in the kingdom of God.’  The surprises keep coming, not only will the sons of the 

kingdom find themselves cast out, but that final day will also reveal that God has been 
saving many.  Jesus reveals something that the Jews would barely consider, that He is the 
God of all nations and will save for Himself a people from all nations.  The people coming 



from the four corners of the earth is speaking about all the non-Jewish nations that will sit 
at God’s table.  How is it possible that these can come but the Jews will not?  It is not 

because the Gentiles are less sinful, or cleverer.  No, it is because God’s grace saves sinners 
through faith in Christ despite race.  Rev. 7:9-10, ‘After this I looked, and behold, a great 
multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and 

languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with 
palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our 
God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”   

 
Now lest we make a terrible theological error we must state that God has not cast off the 
Jews altogether.  From verses like these we can understand why the Roman church might 

have got the idea that Jews altogether were beyond redemption.  No we affirm with Paul 
that the gifts and calling of God are without repentance.  God will always have a remnant 
from among the Jews as a sign of His faithfulness to the promises given to Abraham.  Paul 

points to his own salvation as proof that God is still in the business of saving Jews, Rom. 
11:1-2.  God is now calling people to Himself from all nations and salvation is not on the 
basis of which nation you are a part of but on the basis of faith.  We boast with Paul, Rom. 
1:16-17, ‘For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to 

everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness 
of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”  
Friends this is good news not bad news.  Bad news would be to say that if you are good 

enough you can come, if you have the right racial parentage you can come.  No. the good 
news is that all who are willing to put aside the baggage of their sins and their good deeds, 
all who are willing to go through the eye of the needle, all who are willing to humble 

themselves in faith and repentance they will be saved.  Have you gone through the narrow 
door or do you stand outside clinging to your baggage?  Are your eyes fixed on the door and 
your need to go through it, or are you like someone who is playing in the garbage dump of 

other’s cast off baggage?  GO through the door today!           
 
                                

 
               


