Rags!! Rags!! 

New Rags for Old!

Sermon for August 22, 2004
1.  Good Morning.  Let’s pray.  O Lord, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to You O Lord our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen!

2. Opening Remarks:  You know, our being guided by the Lectionary is wonderful and today’s a great example of why.  Today’s Gospel passage, often referred to as “The Narrow Gate,” is probably not one I would choose to give a sermon on were I doing the choosing.  It’s just not a “fun” passage and quite frankly it could leave a listener thinking that Jesus is some sort of a dyspeptic tyrant and Christianity is an impossible and unattractive religion!  But because we’re committed to the Lectionary and I join with millions of other Christians in believing that God can speak to us through it.   Let’s do it!

The question we must always ask is this “What Lord do you want to say to each of us today?”  We must never forget that God is much more interested in “revelation” than “just information.”  The question is: “What Lord do you want to say to each of us today?”

Before I read the passage again let me briefly give you some background.

Jesus is heading towards Jerusalem and is increasingly under the critical scrutiny of the established Jewish religious community.  So you have the sense that “tension” is in the air and Jesus is very much under critical scrutiny.

Given this sort of environment, we should expect perhaps a more “polemical or passionate” and perhaps even “contentious” environment.  One commentator referred to Jesus’ responses at “astringent” – thus comparing His dialogue, as it were, to something akin to an astringent chemical.  An astringent is designed to “close the pores.”  It’s a bit rough and certainly not gentle on the soul.  

So this is perhaps “dangerous stuff” for the less hardy spirit or the less grounded Christian. I suppose you might rate this SCO – Serious Christians Only!  Realizing this then let’s proceed. 

3.  Focusing on the Scripture verses:  I want to read the passage Luke 13:22-30 again  but this time from Eugene Peterson’s translation “The Message” as it draws out some of the color of this passage very well – Here we go:

Luke 13:22 Jesus went on teaching from town to village, village to town, but keeping on a steady course toward Jerusalem. 23 A bystander said, “Master, will only a few be saved?”  Now listen to how Jesus answers.  Remember the question is “Master, will only a few be saved?”  He could answer “Yes,” or “No” but He doesn’t seem to actually answer the question – or does He? 

In verse 24 He said instead, 24 “Whether few or many is none of your business. Now that’s not a very “pastoral” response is it – at least in our cultural understanding. Listen again to His response: He said, 24 “Whether few or many is none of your business.  Put your mind on your life with God. The way to life—to God!—is vigorous and requires your total attention.  The NIV puts it this way: v. 24  “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to.

The verb “strive” is aÓgwni÷zomai (argonidzomai) and it means “to engage in intense struggle, involving physical or nonphysical force against strong opposition — ‘to struggle, to fight.’ - to strive to do something with great intensity and effort — ‘to make every effort, to do everything possible, to strain oneself to ‘make every effort to enter through the narrow door.’  

Let me ask us a question – “How many of us are ‘straining ourselves’ to enter the narrow door of the Kingdom of God?” 

Now listen as our Lord challenges many of us even further:
“A lot of you are going to assume that you’ll sit down to God’s salvation banquet just because you’ve been hanging around the neighborhood all your lives.  25 Well, one day you’re going to be banging on the door, wanting to get in, but you’ll find the door locked and the Master saying, ‘Sorry, you’re not on my guest list.’ 26 “You’ll protest, ‘But we’ve known you all our lives!’  27 only to be interrupted with his abrupt, ‘Your kind of knowing can hardly be called knowing. You don’t know the first thing about me.’ 28 “That’s when you’ll find yourselves out in the cold, strangers to grace. You’ll watch Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and all the prophets march into God’s kingdom.  29 You’ll watch outsiders stream in from east, west, north, and south and sit down at the table of God’s kingdom. And all the time you’ll be outside looking in—and wondering what happened.  30 This is the Great Reversal: the last in line put at the head of the line, and the so-called first ending up last.
Truly Jesus is speaking “astringently” and as one commentator (George Arthur Buttrick) put it,  

“We may peer into God’s future, but we can’t see; it’s a spacious and luxurious land of banqueting halls and shaded gardens, but the entrance gate is narrow:  a man may not enter except by the struggle of self-denial.”

He went on to say, “True faith embraces a heavenly discipline that leads life to heaven, as the pruning of a plant gives a lovelier bloom.”
4.  What then fundamentally is our Lord revealing to us this morning?  The gate to enter His Kingdom is narrow!  Jesus said in the Gospel of John:

John 10:9 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will come in and go out, and find pasture.

And then in the Gospel of Matthew He said, 

Matt. 22:14 “For many are invited, but few are chosen.”
These are not the gentle messages we hear too often from today’s pulpits yet at time of the Great Awakening in the United States – around the 1740’s, the leading evangelist of the time gave a sermon which has gone into the annuls of truly great and life-changing sermons and his sermon was entitled “Sinners in the hands of an Angry God.”  His name was Jonathan Edwards. 

Here’s a quote from his sermon:

“But the foolish children of men miserably delude themselves in their own schemes, and in confidence in their own strength and wisdom; they trust to nothing but a shadow. The greater part of those who heretofore have lived under the same means of grace, and are now dead, are undoubtedly gone to hell!  

What do you think would happen if every Christian pastor gave that sermon this very day all over the world?

I suspect that our Churches would be cleared pretty quickly especially if the pastors continued on that theme for a few weeks!   

As I meditated upon this verse I asked our Lord for a vision of what that narrow gate looked like.

What I received was not the picture of a small door but a very narrow alleyway leading up to an equally small door.  Not wider than a person’s width and I saw people coming to the alleyway leading to the door with all of their baggage and they couldn’t fit themselves and their baggage into that tight alleyway.  I saw and felt their frustration and desperation because it was my own!  O how often I try to justify myself and what I have made of myself but sooner or later – my Creator, my beloved Father disciplines me as any good Father would do and I find myself fighting to hang on to what I have collected and made my own.  I have this picture of all sorts of stuff hanging from me – I look like a “raggedy” man and our heavenly Father seeks by all means to cleanse me.  But this cleansing feels more like a acid scouring because the things that have become identified with me are like my own flesh – they have become, as it were, flesh of my flesh and bone of my bone and as our Lord seeks to take them from me it feels like He is tearing at my flesh.

Truly the author of the Book of Hebrews put it wisely when he wrote:

Heb. 12:11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.

God loves us and wants us – His creation - to come to Him as He formed and reforms us – not as we remake ourselves!

Truly we are raggedy men and women and God is forever cleansing us so that we can come into His Kingdom! 

Please read the text from chapter 1 of Ragman by Walter Wangerin by going to: 

http://www.harperacademic.com/catalog/excerpt_xml.asp?isbn=0060526149
Listen for “our story” – yours and mind, in this wonderful story.

The Ragman is ever leading you and me to the narrow door and as we go He is seeking to free us; to exchange our rags – our filthy rags – for new clothes – new clothing that will enable us to enter freely – totally unencumbered – into His Kingdom!

Now the only thing that remains for you and me is to come to the Ragman – the Ragman – the Christ . . . right now and confess our sins – give Him our filthy rags and ask Him for new clothing of His choosing.  He calls to us:
Matt. 11:28 “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”
O how many rags we clothe ourselves in!  Today our Lord is calling us to strip ourselves of all of them and give them to Him!

I believe that our Lord wants to give some of us today the opportunity of be rid of some old rags that have been a part of our lives for too long – He wants, I believe, for us to come forward and kneel before His Altar and make our silent confessions and then to receive His forgiveness and His blessing and the endowment of new clothes!

Let us Pray:  

