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As we have been reading through the New Testament, our first week was spent in reading Luke's 

Gospel from beginning to end.  There are lots of things that are very familiar in the gospel, of 

course.  There are the Christmas stories about the shepherds and the angels, and there are the 

wonderful parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the prodigal son.  There are healings and 

disciples and contretemps with Pharisees and other religious leaders.  There probably wasn't a 

word that many of us had not read before, but reading it in five large chunks was different than 

reading a story here, or a saying there.  One of the things, which I knew at the back of my mind, 

but which this way of reading brought home to me was that Luke's Gospel points always to 

Jerusalem. The action in the gospel is always moving in that direction, until we finally arrive.  

Luke sees Jesus as a man who knows where he is going and though he may take many byways 

and be a while in coming to his destination, he knows that he is going to Jerusalem. The gospel is 

peppered with references. 

 

Think about it.  Right at the beginning, Jesus is taken to the temple in Jerusalem for his 

presentation.  That is where he is seen by the aged Simeon and Anna, who recognise him as 

God's Messiah.  Then twelve years later the first words we hear him speak are in the temple in 

Jerusalem.  And he says “Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house.” 

 

A couple of weeks ago we thought about how it would be to be Jesus starting out on his ministry, 

breaking new ground in God's service, not sure, maybe what to or how to do it.  Luke is quite 

clear on one thing though, and that is that Jesus was determined to end up in Jerusalem.  He 

didn't go there first of all – he could have, but he didn't - but he knew that one way or another 

that was his destination.  And so after the first chapters which are set in Galilee, which was home 

turf for Jesus, and so a familiar testing ground for what he was going to do and say,  Luke 

peppers his narrative with little throw-away phrases like “He set his face to go to Jerusalem”  or 

“Because he was near Jerusalem and people supposed that the Kingdom of God would appear 

immediately...”  Five times Luke breaks up his narrative with these reminders, each one the 

beginning of a new section of the gospel.  Today we have read the longest of the Jerusalem 

references.  It comes about half way through the gospel, and it is revealing on the subject of what 

Jesus thought Jerusalem was about. 

 

It seems that he saw it as the place which is hard to reach, to reach out to, to win over, spiritually.  

It kills prophets and stones God's messengers.  It will not be gathered in with love.  Jerusalem 

was a hard place.   Jesus was always going to Jerusalem, because what was really important was 

going to happen there.  With hindsight Luke, and we, know that.  We know that while the early 

part of his ministry was important to show people how God wants to love them, to show people 

what God's priorities are, and to teach people about the values and priorities of the kingdom of 



God, what happened in Jerusalem was to be important in winning the salvation of the world.  In 

the early part of his ministry Jesus took the initiative and went about where he felt God's Spirit 

prompting him to go, trying to cover a lot of ground, and so our reading today began by saying 

that as he made his way to Jerusalem he went through one town and village after another.  But 

when he came to Jerusalem eventually the initiative was taken from him, and he had to give up 

being in control. In Jerusalem all that he said here, at the half way point came true.  The people 

did hail him saying “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.”  And the city, the 

forces that govern the city, had him put to death.   

 

By this point in his ministry, Jesus had a good idea of what was coming, what would happen if 

he continued to be determined to go to Jerusalem.  The Pharisees try to warn him – it may have 

been a friendly warning, not all Pharisees were hostile, or it may have been an attempt to silence 

him quietly.  They warn him, but he will not heed the warning.  Or at least he will not be swayed 

from his course.  He will have enough time, he says to finish his work before Herod, or other 

authorities get to him, and that is what matters.  Anyone who thought that they could silence 

Jesus or put him off his mission by threatening his personal security was way off the mark.  He 

was far more focussed than that. 

 

Jerusalem was and is a physical place, but for Jesus, as for so many people, it stood for so much 

more.  It was the seat of power.  It was the place where warring powers all strove together – as 

indeed it is now and so often has been over the centuries. Indeed I think that the Psalmist was 

being ironic or maybe aspirational when he said that Jerusalem was built as a city that is tightly 

bound together.  But it was the place where the temple worship of God was centred, and so was 

the centre of holiness and religious power.  No aspiring prophet or Messiah or indeed no 

revolutionary who wanted to be taken seriously would omit a visit to Jerusalem.   

 

There were many people trying to do the right thing in Jerusalem, from Pilate, who sometimes 

got it very wrong, to the priests of the temple.  But the systems in place in that city, the systems 

which interacted with each other, were stronger than anyone's good will.  Jesus knew that anyone 

at all prophetic, anyone who was going to try to change these systems, to take them on with 

challenge was doomed.  But he set his face to go there.  He had to go there.   

 

And on the way he urged those who would listen to be as focussed as he was.  “Strive to enter 

through the narrow door” he said.  And he knew that the time for entering would not last forever.  

For those who were with him on his journey, for those through whose towns and villages he was 

passing, the time for entering would be only while he was with them, only until he reached the 

city and was taken from them.  They needed to focus, to do more than eat and drink with him, or 

let him walk their streets.  They need to take on board what he is telling and witnessing to with 

his life.  They need to think about the last who will be first and about a picture of the kingdom of 

God which is far wider than their narrow, nation-bound view.  Knowing Jesus needs to change 

them for him to know them when he comes again to let them in through that narrow door. 

 

That is the challenge for all those who would follow Jesus.  We have to allow him to change us, 

to change our ideas and our behaviour if he is to recognise us when we come before his presence.  

And allowing him to change us isn't just a one-off thing.  Not unless you are that person whom I 

have yet to meet who can become perfect all in a day.  The temptation for those through whose 

towns and villages Jesus was passing was to give mental assent to what he taught, to think it 

interesting or that it made sense but not to let it actually have an impact on their lives, to change 

things.  And that is the same challenge that we have in our society. 

 



In fact, in some ways we are living within a very similar society to the one that Jesus knew.  

Only in some ways, I know.  Our life-style is very different.  But the people of ancient Palestine 

were very familiar with the tenets of their faith.  Religion was all around them in a very part of 

their life, from the preparation and eating of food, to what clothing was appropriate, to what you 

did with your firstborn, whether human or animals – different thing for humans and animals, 

mind you!  They knew their faith.  They knew what it was about and what it taught.   

 

Until recently our society did as well.  We could be sure that if we referred to Bible stories – 

except the most obscure – people would pick up on the reference.  We could, and some still do, 

assume that we were Christian because we weren't anything else.  And so Jesus said to those he 

met, and he says to us that we should “strive to enter through the narrow door, for many will try 

to enter and will not be able.  Knowing about him is not enough.  Following his way, living with 

eyes that are learning to see his priorities and make them our own is required of us.  In what we 

read today Jesus rebukes narrow nationalism.  He might also rebuke narrow denominational-ism 

if he were to apply it to us in the twenty-first century west.  He talks of the last being first and the 

first – or those who thought they were or should be first with him – being last.   

 

And that is a real challenge to us.  For we are the privileged.  We are privileged in terms of 

where we live – in a pretty peaceful, law-abiding place.  We are privileged in having ready 

access to hearing God's Word and reading it for ourselves.  We are privileged in not being 

disadvantaged because of our faith, far less persecuted.  Surely the challenge to we privileged 

people is to put ourselves out to raise up those who are at a disadvantage.  Surely we should 

spend ourselves in praying for those who do not have peace, plenty and security.  We should 

pray for them and then act to implement what we pray for.  And we needn't think that this only 

applies to those who can influence international agreements and peace plans for other countries.  

It also applies to those of us who are aware that there are those in our community with chaos in 

their lives.  Chaos is caused by poverty, by illness, by depression, by ageing, by just not knowing 

how to manage life.  Chaos is not a bad thing in itself, necessarily, but it brings stress and is also 

a sign of things that are wrong underneath.  Chaos is a sign of lives which have no fixed focus, 

which do not know where they are heading. 

 

Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem and would not be turned aside from his purpose.  We can be 

very glad of that, for without him accomplishing that purpose we would not know the love of 

God as shown to us by Jesus' death and resurrection.  Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem, and 

we should be just as determined to follow in his footsteps.  He calls us to decide our direction in 

life and allow that decision to influence how we think and act, what we prioritise and what we no 

longer need to bother with.  And it may mean that we follow him into unpopular ways of life or 

thought.  It may mean that our attempts to show the compassion of God, to gather people up as 

God's children in God's love as a hen gathers her brood under her wing are not appreciated or 

viewed with suspicion.  But we who follow Jesus with focus and determination are also those 

who come in the name of the Lord, and it is God himself at the end who will acknowledge us and 

call us blessed.   Amen. 
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