ARE THERE FEW THAT BE SAVED?


In Luke's Gospel record he records for us that as the Lord Jesus Christ made his way through the towns and villages on his way to Jerusalem, one asked him a certain question: 
"Then said one unto him, Lord, are there few that be saved?" Luke 13:23

That question drew from Jesus a reply which we can well dwell upon by way of exhortation: "And he said unto them, strive to enter in at the Strait Gate; for many, I say unto you, will seek to enter in, and shall not be able." (v24)

Jesus was continually thronged by crowds of people, jostling, arguing, watching and listening, but his parables showed that he knew that the great majority did not grasp the full import of his teaching and many that listened would subsequently go away to forget the great truths that they had heard. By his reply to this question Jesus revealed his foreknowledge of the result of his work; that, although many would rejoice at the glad tidings of the kingdom of God, only a comparatively few would take the trouble to pursue the matter energetically enough to comply with the conditions of salvation and thereby secure a place in it. 
Notice the contrast in the two different words employed in v.24. Many would "seek" but that would not be enough; we must "strive" if we would enter in at the Strait Gate that leads to the kingdom. Many in all subsequent ages, have realised in some measure, the boundless opportunity which the Gospel offers, but not being energetic by nature, they only seek or wish, and no more. They do not struggle to make sure that they will secure a place in the kingdom. We shall recall that right at the beginning, Cain wanted the blessing of God, but he was not prepared to take the trouble to make sure that his offerings was acceptable and his indolence cost him dearly. Christ's words teach us that to walk in the way of life requires continual effort and a conscience endeavour to keep our feet to the path. Recall Jesus words in the sermon on the mount:
"Enter ye in at the Strait Gate; for wide the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many there be that go in there at; because strait is the gate and narrow is the way which lead unto life, and few there be that find it."
God has not made the way to eternal life easy. He has designed it to test our obedience and to develop our characters. The way is clearly marked out by the Father in the scriptures; it is well within our ability to keep, but it is, of necessity narrow. The broad, easy-going way of the world outside can produce no well disciplined characters for God's use. The gate to life is therefore said to be strait.

We have already noticed the difference between the words "seek" and "strive" in this saying of Jesus, but the difference is even greater if we go back to the original. It is one of the short comings of our English translation that it often employs the same word to translate a number of different words in the original, each with their own distinct meaning and emphasis. It is so in this case. There are nine words in the Hebrew and as many in the Greek which are all translated "strive" in the English, but which have quite different meanings, as we can see from Young's Concordance. Thus, we can read in Paul's second letter to Timothy:
"The servant of the Lord must not strive, but be gentle unto all men, apt to teach, patient." 
The word there should be "fight" to "strive against another". Take another example, in Matthew, where we have that quotation from Isaiah applied to Christ: 
"Behold my servant, whom I have chosen; my beloved, in whom my soul is well pleased; I will put my spirit upon him, and he shall show judgment to the Gentiles. He shall not strive nor cry; neither shall any man here his voice in the streets." 
There the word is "dispute". Christ did not contend with his fellow men like the politicians of the Earth. He declared the things which the Father had revealed to him, in meekness and soberness. He knew that a word to the wise would be all sufficient, and they would seek and strive in the right sense to keep to it.

What then did Christ mean when he said, "Strive to enter in at the Strait Gate"? The word in the original is "agonise"; the margin renders it "strive as in agony" - a much stronger word than our English word strive. Strain every nerve, not against your fellow man but against the sin that does so easily beset us; that wilful disregard of those clear councils of God which, if heeded, are able to make us wise unto salvation. Christ's meaning is brought out in the context of this passage: 
"strive to enter in at the strait gate; for many, I say unto you, will seek to enter in, and shall not be able. When once the master of the house is risen up, and hath shut to the door, and ye begin to stand without and to knock at the door, saying, Lord, Lord, open unto us; and he shall answer and say unto you, I know you not whence ye are…… depart from me, all ye workers of iniquity." Luke 13:24-25

Because they had failed to agonise to overcome at the sin that reigned in their members, Christ will repudiate their connection with him - "I have not known you".

Now, the purpose of exhortation is to warn ourselves about the dangers in our path and to extract from the word the inspired advice which will save us from failure and the encouragement to take the path which will lead to eternal life. Do not Christ's words in this passage, that many will seek a place in the kingdom but they will not strive for it, remind us of that great difference which we see between the lives of the sons of God revealed to us in the scriptures, and the lives of the mere professors of the truth in their respective ages? The true sons of God have recognised the truth of his word; that man, by nature, is of the earth and his thoughts cleave to the dust; that by nature he has no pre-eminence over other animals; he is destitute of any inherent holiness, righteousness, immortality, honour or glory. 
However, the Grand truth of God's word is that glory, honour, incorruptibility and eternal life are the reward of a character formed by diligent application of the divine Commandments. They are the reward of a good character - one which shall be pronounced by the Divine Judge in that day as "without spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; "but that shall be" holy and without blemish". Those who are truly wise therefore have recognised that God's way is the only way to all that is best. For that reason they have not striven with their fellow men for present possessions or power or position, but they have strived to keep under the natural mind and to cultivate the mind of the spirit. It was in that this spirit that Abraham forsook his place in Ur of the Chaldees to go in the way that God would lead him. It was in this spirit that Isaac gave way before the men of Gerar when they strove with him for his wells. They were his; but he had treasure greater than them in the promises of God, a treasure far transcending anything that man could take from him. In the same spirit Moses forsook the treasure of Egypt, choosing rather to suffer affliction with Israel, because he had respect to the recompense of the reward offered by God. But that brings us to the next point. It did not mean that these servants of God were men of inaction. On the contrary, action is the very essence of character.
We shall recall those words in Hebrews 11: 
"time would fail to tell of Gideon, and of Barak, and of Samson, and of  Jephae, of David also and Samuel and of the prophets; he through faith subdued Kingdom's, wrought righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the mouth of lions, quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword; out of weakness were made strong; waxed valiant in fight; turned to flight the armies of the aliens." 
None of these actions came easily to the men and women concerned; they had to strive to overcome the reluctance of the flesh. But the record shows that they overcame.

In the wisdom of God, every generation has had its own peculiar trials and difficulties, so that the servants of God could not just copy those who had gone before. They have had to work out their own salvation with fear and trembling, working out the matter afresh from the fundamental principles of the truth. Abraham had to learn the great lesson of separation from the world of the ungodly, and by his own obedience, left an example for all succeeding generations. It was not easy; life in Ur was pleasant, and to do as God required necessitated faith, but it proved to be the best way. Moses had to learn by bitter experience the absolute submission required by God of those who would be his servants, and left his meekness as an example for us. We are reminded of the words of scripture:

"If though shouldst mark iniquity, O Lord, who should stand"? 
Moses was a man of meekness, yet in one moment of forgetfulness he called in question the way God had ordered him to go. The prophets in turn had to strive against their natural reluctance to speak forth the Word of God, knowing from experience that to speak the truth to a rebellious race would bring persecution and death, but they triumphed over their fears and passed on too all succeeding generations the sure word of prophecy. The apostles had their own peculiar trials and temptations in meeting the opposition both of the secular and the religious rulers in an age of transition from the law of Moses to the Commandments of Christ. They had to learn the truth of the scripture: "put not your trust in princes"; and they said to the leaders of Israel: "Whether it be right in the sight of God to hearken unto you more than unto God, judge ye." They learned to work out God's purpose in their lives, and transmitted to us these writings of the New Testament which have been of such paramount importance for all succeeding generations.

In the same way, we, in our own day and generation, have our own particular trials and temptations against which we have to learn to strive lawfully, applying to them the Commandments of Christ. What are our trials? This spirit has listed them for us in advance; the special temptations which have come with the development of the clay principle in human affairs, the comparative ease and freedom and worldly wealth of our days, as a result of which men have become "lovers of pleasures", proud, boastful, ungodly, "unto every good work reprobate". 
If we keep in mind that this last generation is likened to that of Noah, and to be almost entirely destroyed, we shall realise that their way must not be ours. God demands our wholehearted service. Jesus says in Luke 14, 26-27: 
"If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple. And whosoever doth not bear his cross, and come after me, cannot be my disciple." 
Then Christ points out to us the obvious corollary of these things; we cannot take both roads, we each have to make our choice and if we are wise, having made it, we keep to it:

"For which of you, intending to build a Tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth the cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it. Lest haply, when he hath laid the foundation, and is not able to finish it, all that behold it begin to mock him, saying, this man began to build, and was not able to finish." 
Christ himself had no hesitation in making his own choice. In this same Gospel record we have the account of his early years: "The child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him." The earliest records of his life showed his natural industry and his energy and his zeal. At the age of 12 his parents found him in the temple, "Sitting in the midst of the doctors, both hearing them and asking them questions." Jesus was making sure of his knowledge of the strait and narrow path. His simple answer to his parents inquiries showed the same energy of mind; "Whist ye not that I must be about my father's business", and the man showed the same disposition as the child. As we read the Gospel records our minds are so often taken up with his words and actions that we do not always notice the effort and energy which his arduous life entailed. An atlas of the journeys of Christ and his apostles show that, in days when any form of transport was practically non-existent for such men, Christ journeyed to and fro throughout the length and breadth of the land to ensure that all the "lost sheep of the house of Israel" might have the opportunity to hear of the priceless treasures of the Gospel, the way to life eternal.

And all the while, there was that ceaseless striving within himself to keep every commandment of his father in full and true measure. It was no easy task. He had not only to keep down the temptations of the flesh; he had also to overcome and reject the false theories of his day; he had to meet and cope with the constant complaint of his enemies; he had to set forth that new and living way which was to supersede the law and bring in grace and truth; he had to manifest untiring patience and unfailing wisdom in all the trying circumstances of his active life. He truly set an example of "agonising" to attain the high destiny to which he had been called. Recall the record in Hebrews: 
"Who in the days of his flesh, when he had offered up prayers and supplications with strong crying and tears unto him that was able to save him from death, and was heard in that he feared. Though he were a son, yet learned obedience by the things which he suffered; and being made perfect, he became the author of eternal salvation unto all them that obey him." Hebrews 5. 7-9

Then finally, we have the comfort that comes out of the scriptures. God has declared that his word shall not return unto him void, but it shall accomplish that which he pleased, and shall prosper in the thing whereto he send it. As surely as the character of Jesus was perfected by obedience to God's word, so in God's mercy, will that time arrive for us also if we are faithful. 
We have Christ's promise in Luke 13v29: 
"And they shall come from the east, and from the West, and from the north, and from the south, and shall sit down in the kingdom of God." 
Jesus knew that after his death, his words and his works would be spread abroad to all nations. Recall his words:
"and other sheep I have, which are not of this fold; then also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold and one shepherd."
 And is there not encouragement too, in the words of v.30: 
"And behold, there are last which shall be first, and there are first which shall be last." 
Jesus had just spoken of those who would come from the four corners of the Earth to join the true Israelites in the kingdom of God. In point of time surely we must be among the last. We can well understand the amazement of those gathered from the first century as they learn at Christ’s judgment seat that 20 more centuries should have elapsed and still men and women would be found who believed God's promises and laboured and strived to enter into his rest! 
In our days, it has to be pure faith, for apart from the signs of the times there are no mighty miracles to behold and no open manifestation. But we remember Jesus promised a special blessing upon such. To the apostles Thomas he said:

"Thomas, because though hast seen me, though hast believed; blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed."

If we hold fast, then we shall know by experience the truth of Christ's promise, and we shall stand to see the fulfilment of those prophetic words of the Psalm which speaks of when the state of Israel becomes the kingdom of God: 
"Let Israel rejoice in him that made him; let the children of Zion be joyful in their king…… for the Lord taketh pleasure in his people; he will beautify the meek with salvation. Let the Saints be joyful in glory; let them sing aloud upon their beds let the high praises of God be in their mouth, and a two edged sword in their hand; to execute vengeance upon the heathen, and punishment upon the people. To bind their kings with chains, and their nobles with fetters iron: to execute upon them the judgment written; this honour have all his saints." 
That will be our reward too, and we believe very soon, but let us always remember that it has been made sure to us by this great sacrifice of our Lord, who first strove and agonised to the utmost to open the way to eternal life. 
So, as we remember gratefully the work he did on our account, let us determine that we will make sure he will be able to look upon us and see of the travail of his soul, and be satisfied.
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