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13 ‘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. 14 For the gate is 
narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and 
there are few who find it.   (Matthew 7:13-14, NRSV) 
 

 

 
Tomorrow morning somebody asks you what you did 
this weekend and you mention that you went to 
worship with your church.  Your new friend finds this 
interesting because he doesn’t know any Christians.  So 
he asks you what it is that you believe.  This Jesus you 
worship and follow, what does he stand for?  What 
sorts of things did he teach?  What was his message to 
the world?  What would his message be to somebody 
like me?   
 
In response to his questions, how many of you would 
immediately think of the passage we just read and say 
something to him like, “Well, one of the things Jesus 
taught was that in this world there are lots and lots of 
people who are choosing in life to go down a wide, easy 
road that will ultimately lead them to utter destruction.  
On the other hand, a few people choose a hard and 
narrow road which leads ultimately to life.  Those few 
people are the ones who trust and follow Jesus.” 
 
How well would that message go over these days with 
people you know outside the church?  Not so well.  
Frankly, it doesn’t go over all that well these days with 
many people who are in the church!  And yet, that is the 
very message included right here in the Gospels, a 
word, remember, that means “good news”.  What Jesus 
says here is hard, but apparently it’s still part of the 
good news.  Which, let’s acknowledge, is possible, 
right?  Clearly it’s a warning, but a warning can be 
good news.  If I’m driving on a mountain road and a 
sign up ahead says ‘Bridge Out!’, that message is good 
news in the sense that if I heed the message I avert 
disaster.  Sometimes the good news comes in the form 
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of a warning.  Still, what Jesus says here is a jarring 
message in our day.    
 
Remember the context of these words.  Jesus has 
climbed up a mountain to teach his followers what it 
looks like to live in the Kingdom of God.  In essence, 
that’s what the Sermon on the Mount is about.  If a 
person wants to follow Jesus as his apprentice in this 
life, this is what is in store.  Set aside anger.  Honor the 
gifts of sexuality and marriage.  Speak the truth.  Love 
your enemies.  Don’t give your life to seeking after 
human praise or earthly treasures.  Don’t be anxious 
about your needs.  Don’t judge others.  In essence, treat 
other people the way you’d want to be treated.  Those 
are among the things Jesus taught his audience that day 
on the mountain.  Those are still the things Jesus 
teaches his disciples today. 
 
But what Jesus is teaching here is not just an 
intellectual option, or a set of suggestions from which 
we can pick and choose, or one philosophy of life among 
many other equally valid options.1  No, his teaching 
demands a call for obedience, for decision.  And so at 
the end of the sermon here is Jesus looking his audience 
in the eye and pushing them – pushing us! -- to make a 
choice between what he says are two radically different 
responses to his teaching.   
 
By the way, this choice between two very different ways 
is always how the Bible frames life.  In the very 
beginning, in Genesis 2, Adam and Eve are given a 
choice between two trees, one that produces life and one 
that produces death.  In Deuteronomy 30, Moses says 
to Israel, “I call heaven and earth to witness against 
you today that I have set before you life and death, 
blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and 
your descendants may live, loving the Lord your 
God, obeying him, and holding fast to him.”2  
Jeremiah 21:8 declares, “Thus says the Lord: See, I 
am setting before you the way of life and the way of 
death.”  Psalm 1 famously compares the one who 
follows God to a tree planted by streams of water, and 
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compares the one who rejects God to dust that is blown 
away by the wind.  Jesus’ call to choose between two 
options is always how God has presented life to his 
people.   
 
So at the end of his teaching, Jesus summons his 
listeners to make this choice: “Enter through the 
narrow gate.”  Now, on the one hand, it’s an invitation 
that is radically inclusive.  After all, a gate is not a fence.  
A fence blocks the way; a gate invites passage.  And 
Jesus doesn’t put any restrictions on who can enter.  
The rest of his teaching elsewhere affirms this, that all 
are invited.  You are invited.  Everybody you know is 
invited.  It doesn’t matter who you are, what you’ve 
done, where you’ve been, you are invited.  The gate is 
open. 
 
On the other hand, the open gate is also narrow.  In 
other words, his invitation is radically exclusive, in the 
sense that there is just one gate, just one way through.  
He doesn’t say that he there are many gates in.  But the 
thing about gates is they always lead somewhere, and 
usually they lead into a very spacious place.  I’ve visited 
the Yucatan Peninsula several times and one of the 
most beautiful features of that part of the world are the 
cenotes.  These are a natural sinkholes which have 
resulted from the collapse of the limestone bedrock and 
which leave behind these underground caverns full of 
beautiful pools of clear, cold water.  The first time I 
visited a cenote the entrance was a very small and 
nondescript hole in the middle of the jungle that I never 
would have found on my own.  But our guides led us 
there, then took us through this very narrow opening in 
the rock where we climbed down a ladder and suddenly 
found ourselves in one of the most beautiful spaces I 
have ever been.  Whether you’re going into a pasture, 
or through the turnstiles at the entrance to Disneyland, 
or into a small hole in the middle of the Yucatan jungle, 
that’s how gates work.  A narrow entrance leads into a 
spacious place.    
 
Still, the gate is narrow.  In this case, the gate is Christ 
himself.  We know this because of something Jesus said 
at another point in his teaching.  In John 10, he’s using 
the metaphor of a shepherd to teach his disciples how he 
intends to care for them, his sheep.  One of the ways 
shepherds cared for their sheep in those days was by 
leading them into a secure enclosure at night so that 
they would be protected from predators or thieves.  Of 
course, that large enclosure had just one narrow gate.  
So Jesus, switching the metaphor a bit, declares to 
them, “I am the gate.  Whoever enters by me will be 
saved, and will come in and go out and find 
pasture…I have come that they may have life, and 
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have it abundantly.”3  Again, a narrow gate leading 
to an abundant space.  And Jesus is the gate.   
 
Here is a truth we dare not diminish or distort.  There 
is no salvation in this life or the next apart from Jesus 
Christ.  This is the clear and consistent declaration of 
scripture – of Jesus himself!  He is the gate that leads to 
life! In John 14:6 Jesus declares, “I am the way, and 
the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me.”  In John 3:18, Jesus is referring 
to himself when he says, “Those who believe in him 
are not condemned; but those who do not believe 
are condemned already, because they have not 
believed in the name of the only Son of God.”  Acts 
4:12 Peter declares, “There is salvation in no one 
else, for there is no other name under heaven given 
among mortals by which we must be saved.”  It’s a 
very narrow gate that leads to life.   
 
The problem is, we don’t like narrow.  Who likes 
getting an MRI, strapped down and stuck in that 
narrow tube?  If I step on a bug, what does it die from?  
It dies from narrowness.4  Narrow confines and 
restricts, even suffocates.  Narrow spaces strip us down, 
as you often have to leave behind extra baggage if 
you’re going to squeeze through.  We especially despise 
narrow thinking in our day, particularly in religion.  
One of the most offensive things you can say to people 
in our society is to suggest that one religious 
perspective is true while other perspectives are false.  
Even worse is to suggest that there are not many, many 
different paths that all lead to God and to salvation, but 
ultimately only one path.  That’s heresy in our 
contemporary society.   
 
And yet here and elsewhere, this is how Jesus describes 
the way that leads to life.  And there is no question 
about what he is telling us here.  He is the gateway 
through which we must pass if we are to into the life of 
the Kingdom of God.  Not just his teachings, but 
ultimately him.  Jesus is the gate, and there is no other.  
He alone is Savior, which means that we must honor 
him as Lord, and him alone.  All other allegiances and 
worldviews and loyalties must be stripped away to 
enter this narrow gate.  As commentator Dale Bruner 
puts it, “The life of discipleship [to Christ]…passes by 
day by day through the narrow gate of decision to make 
Jesus one’s sole Lord and so to walk the decidedly 
uneasy road of obeying his commands.”5  Jesus’ 
invitation here is radically inclusive and radically 
exclusive all at the same time.   
 
And though the narrow gate ultimately does lead to a 
wide open space, a life of great abundance as Jesus puts 

5 Bruner, 349. 



 3 

it, it initially leads to journey along a hard road.  If 
you’ve been paying attention these last few months as 
we have walked through Jesus’ teaching on discipleship 
in the Sermon on the Mount, this will not surprise you.  
Just think of the way Jesus summed up his teaching last 
week by saying that if you are going to follow him as 
his disciple that you must be willing to take the 
initiative and treat all other people in this world the 
way you, yourself, would want to be treated.  That’s a 
hard road to travel.  At another place Jesus described 
discipleship as a commitment to pick up your cross 
daily, which was a way to say that we must be willing 
to die to ourselves for his sake and for the sake of 
others.  A life of discipleship to Jesus is not an easy 
road.   
 
But notice something crucial.  The gate comes before the 
road.  That’s not always the case.  Lots of gates are 
entered only after you have traveled a long hard road to 
reach your destination.  Then, and only then, can you 
enter in as a reward.  But not this gate.  This gate is at 
the beginning of the road.  Yes, Jesus does require 
tremendous obedience from anybody who would desire 
to live in the Kingdom of God, but not until after he has 
let you in.  In other words, the obedience and allegiance 
we offer to Christ does not earn us salvation, but is a 
response to salvation which is a gift at the outset!  
Think of how God saved Israel from slavery in Egypt.  
The salvation came first.  God parted the Red Sea (a 
narrow gate of sorts) and his people simply walked 
through.  The journey to the Promised Land, a long, 
difficult journey that included God’s demand that they 
follow the Law, came after they had already been saved.   
 
Can you begin to see why this really is such 
extraordinary good news, the invitation of a lifetime, 
really?  There is only one way to life, it’s true.  But that 
way is freely open to all who would enter.  I think of 
Jesus’ words from Matthew 11:28, “Come to me, all 
you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, 
and I will give you rest.”  This is radical inclusion.  
And though once you enter the gate the road of 
discipleship is not easy, not only is Christ the Gate, but 
he is the Way as well.  We enter in by grace and we 
walk by grace, never alone but always abiding in him 
who will never leave us or fail us.  I love how Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer puts it in The Cost of Discipleship,  
 

The way is unutterably hard, and at every moment 
we are in danger of straying from it…But if we 
behold Jesus Christ going on before step by step, we 
shall not go astray…For he himself is the way, the 
narrow way, and the straight gate.  He, and he 
alone, is our journey’s end.6 
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The gate is narrow.  The way is hard.  But Christ is 
both the gate and the way, and the destination we find 
in and through him is life eternal and abundant.  The 
tragedy is that, according to Christ, only a few find it.   
 
You know, we live in what might be called the age of 
participation trophies.  When I was a kid playing 
baseball you only got a trophy if you actually won the 
championship.  I only received one baseball trophy as a 
kid because only once did we win the city championship.  
Nowadays, every Little Leaguer gets a trophy just for 
participating.  I understand the sentiment, but that’s 
not how it works in life, especially life in the Kingdom 
of God.   
 
I hear this ‘participation trophy’ thinking whenever 
people speak of those who have passed on before us.  I 
always hear people refer to the dead as if they are in, or 
on their way, to heaven.  It’s always just assumed that 
they are in a “better place.”  Have you ever once heard 
somebody speak about a loved one having died and 
gone to a worse place?  Regardless of the way people 
lived their lives, the choices they made here on earth, 
the ultimate devotions of their heart, everybody, 
without exception, is in a better place.  Really?  That’s 
not how Jesus talked about things.  Understand, you’ll 
never hear me speaking with certainty about the 
ultimate destiny of any other person.  That knowledge 
belongs to God alone.  But you’ll also never hear me 
saying that all you have to do to go to heaven is die.  
Jesus isn’t giving out participation trophies.   
 
You see, Jesus is as clear here as he is at other times in 
his teaching.  Many people – not a few, but many – 
choose to go through a wide gate and enter an easy 
road that ultimately leads to destruction.  It’s been said 
that the wide gate is the gate of “whatever pleases you.”  
I like how commentator Dale Bruner expands on this: 
 

We are repeatedly told, “God is unconditional love 
and religion is not a matter of rules”; religion is a 
matter of tastes, and morality is a matter of choices 
– “they’re all the same” and “everything is relative,” 
so “follow your own star and pleasure,” for all ways 
lead to God.7 

 
He’s right.  When you choose a wide gate leading to a 
broad, easy road, you can bring along whatever you 
like.  This is living life on my terms rather then on 
God’s terms.  The problem, of course, is that since God 
is the literal source and sustainer of all life, if I walk 
away from God I walk away from life, which is why 
Jesus says the wide gate and easy road lead away from 
him to destruction.  By contrast, the condition to 
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walking towards God is that we place our ultimate faith 
and allegiance in Christ, that we trust him not only as 
our Savior, but as Lord, obeying him in all of life. 
 
At the risk of mixing metaphors, I’ve been thinking 
about this in terms of orbit.  An orbit is the curved path 
of one object around another typically larger or greater 
object which becomes the gravitational center.  The 
planets in our solar system orbit around the sun, 
meaning that their position and direction are always 
determined by the sun.  And it’s even more than that, 
because our flourishing – our very existence! – as a 
planet entirely depends on maintaining a position and 
direction that is determined by the sun.  The earth 
doesn’t set the course of things based on the position of 
the sun for six months out of the year, and then orbit 
around something else the rest of the time.  In every 
moment our position and direction are determined by 
the sun.  Never for a moment does it cease to be our 
gravitational center.   
 
The invitation of a lifetime that Jesus gives us here is to 
make the orbit of our lives completely determined by 
him as our gravitational center.   Not just parts of our 
lives, Sunday mornings or a bit of our money and effort 
here and there, but every aspect of our lives submitted 
to him as Lord.  That is, after all, what a disciple does, 
seeks to live every part of life as Jesus would live life if 
he were in your shoes.  The problem is that many 
people choose another gravitational center and, 
therefore, a different orbit.  Sadly, I’m afraid many 
people in the church, perhaps more than a few of us, are 
making this mistake, and orbited our lives around 
something else besides Christ.  The Bible calls these 
idols, and they are usually good things we make into 
ultimate things, things like family, or material wealth, 
or career, or status, or pleasure, or the approval of 
others, or even our own goodness.  Whatever it is that 
ultimately guides the direction and position of your life, 
that has become your gravitational center, your idol. 
 
Here’s what happens to many people in the church.  
Even though we have chosen another gravitational 
center besides Jesus, the arc of our orbit occasionally 
takes us into proximity with Jesus.  For example, our 
idol might be our own goodness, making ourselves into 
respectable and worthy people.  Well, going to worship 
at church on a Sunday morning, or participating in the 
work of the church by serving others, helps us honor 
that idol by making us feel we are good people doing 
the right things.  And since Jesus is in the mix, at least 
nominally, it can appear that he has some gravitational 
pull in our lives when really we’re just passing by him 
once in a while on our journey around another center.   
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Jesus is essentially inviting us here to make him the 
gravitational center of our lives, and telling us that this 
is the only orbit we can choose which leads to life.  All 
are invited into his orbit.  That’s grace.  Nothing is 
required of us other than faith.  But once you enter his 
orbit, the direction and position of your life thereafter 
must be determined by him.  As Dallas Willard puts it 
so well, “The disciple is one who, intent upon becoming 
Christ-like and so dwelling in his ‘faith and practice’, 
systematically and progressively rearranges his affairs 
to that end.”8 
 
Best of all, just like the orbit of our planet around our 
sun results in life for our planet, the orbit of disciples 
around the Son of God also leads to life.  And I believe 
anybody who understands even a fraction of the life that 
Jesus offers us would never make any other decision 
other than to trust and follow him.  Why would you?  
He has life to offer!   
 
You know, when we read this passage we can easily 
become fixated on the destiny of those who choose the 
wide gate and the easy road.  It’s a painful reality we 
wish weren’t true.  But I would like to leave us today 
with a vision of the alternative destiny, considering 
instead the invitation of a lifetime Jesus puts before us 
today. 
 
In his brilliant book, The Great Divorce, C.S. Lewis 
describes hell, which is really the destiny of those who 
reject Jesus’ invitation to enter the narrow gate, as a 
place that is smaller than even one atom of heaven.  
Though it might seem big enough when you’re in it, 
hell he says is actually very, very small, and always 
growing smaller and smaller.  The wide gate and the 
broad, easy road lead to a very small place. 
 
By contrast, the narrow gate and the hard road lead to a 
very spacious place.  Lewis describes heaven this way: 
 

All the loneliness, angers, hatreds, envies and 
itchings that [hell and the road to get there] 
contain, if rolled into one single experience and put 
into the scale against the least moment of joy that is 
felt by the least in Heaven, would have no weight 
that could be registered at all…If all hell’s miseries 
together entered the consciousness of one wee 
yellow bird on the bough in heaven, they would be 
swallowed up without trace, as if one drop of ink 
had been dropped into that Great Ocean to which 
our Pacific itself is only a molecule.9 

 
Each of us has been given just one life to live.  Jesus is 
clear that the choices we make in this one life now, 
determine whether our destiny will be life or 

9 C.S. Lewis, The Great Divorce (Collier Books, 1946), 123. 
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destruction.  This is the invitation of a lifetime, to enter 
into the narrow gate, and set out on the hard road, 
lonely as it may seem at times, confident that it leads to 
life.  Again, even just one clear-eyed glimpse of what 
Christ has in store for those who make this choice, 
leaves any other choice utterly unappealing, and his 
invitation utterly irresistible.    
 
Amen.   
 

 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Matthew 7:13-14.  

What do you notice here? 
 

2. What is the ‘narrow gate’ that Jesus speaks of here?  
How does one enter through it? 

 
3. Do you agree that there is no life, no salvation, to 

be found ultimately apart from Jesus Christ?  If this 
is true, why is salvation found only in Christ?  If it’s 
not true, by what other means are people saved? 

 
4. Is it really true that only a few people choose a 

destiny of life in the end, and that most people 
choose a destiny of destruction?   
 

5. Which road are you on, the wide, easy highway or 
the narrow, hard road?  How do you know? 

 
6. What is the message that you have heard from 

Christ here?  What is your response?   
 
 
 Table to Table: A Question for kids and 

adults to answer together. 
 

Jesus talks about two ‘roads’ people can choose to follow in 
life.  Try to name all the differences between these two roads.  

What is Jesus teaching us here? 


