A door is open
Ever been shut out?
Have you ever been shut out of your house or car? Perhaps you forgot your
keys? You will remember that sinking feeling and sense of frustration.
In that case you will sympathise with many visitors to the temple in Jerusalem
in the days of Jesus. It was being rebuilt by Herod and was thought to contain
the “dwelling place of God”. They were frustrated because they felt shut out
and excluded. The problem was that the Temple itself was surrounded by two
protective walls, rather like our Tower of London.
In the OUTER WALL was the Beautiful Gate, the entrance to the Temple
complex. Certain groups of people were allowed no further; they were shut
out! There was No entry to Gentiles. The area
outside the wall was called the court of gentiles
and a Jerusalem Museum has preserved a
warning stone that non-Jews proceeded further
on pain of death. Additionally there was No entry
to the disabled in an interpretation of the
Levitical laws (Lev 21). You may remember that
Peter and John met a lame man lying outside
the Beautiful Gate because he was allowed no
further (Acts 3). Also there was No entry to “the
unclean”. After the birth of Jesus, his mother
Mary was deemed unclean until she had fulfilled
her days of purification. Certain occupations
involved being unclean, for instance the carpenter when he touched a dead
body when making a casket, or fishermen when handling unclean creatures
caught in their nets, or shepherds with their close contact with their animals.
Those who were lucky enough to pass through the Beautiful Gate found
themselves in the Women’s Courtyard, so called because women could not
usually proceed any further. The INNER WALL with its Nicanor Gate
permitted No entry to women unless they had particular reasons, for
instance when offering a sacrifice.
Those who were still able to proceed went through the Courtyard of Sacrifice
towards the TEMPLE itself but the doors of the Temple allowed No entry to
all except priests.

Finally, in the Temple was a compartment called the Holy of Holies which was
separated off by the CURTAIN mentioned in our reading from Hebrews.
Behind this curtain was believed to be the concentrated presence of God the Shekinah Glory. Here there was No entry except for the High Priest
and even he was allowed in only once a year.
What a frustration for all these groups of people to be shut out of the Temple.
The concentrated presence of God was behind a curtain and no one could
get near. Moreover in the process, the different walls and gates separated the
people: Jew from non-Jew, men from women, disabled from able bodied,
clean from unclean, priest from people.

A door is opened into the presence of God
An amazing thing happened on the day that Jesus died. As Jesus was
hanging on the cross, an unnatural darkness spread over the land and then
there was an earthquake. All three synoptic gospels tell us that at the same
time the curtain of temple was torn from top to bottom! We don’t know exactly
how this happened but we do know exactly why! It was a sign showing that by
the shedding of his blood Jesus had removed the barrier between us and
God. The door was now open. All were once shut out, but now all can enter
with confidence.
“Therefore, brothers and sisters, we have confidence to enter the Most Holy
Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through
the curtain” Hebrews 10:19-20
Moreover this door is open for everyone. All the old Temple divisions are gone
because the walls of separation have been broken down in Jesus
(Ephesians 2). Those who were once excluded are now included. Those who
were once far off are now brought near. Those who were once strangers are
now part of the family. Everyone is welcomed and accepted: Jews and
gentiles, men and women, slaves and free, rich and poor.
Some have tried to re-erect the barriers! We have all heard of churches
where men and women were sat separately, where black and white were
segregated. But in Jesus there is no separation. The door is open for
everyone. It would be another thirty years before the Romans would fulfil the
prophecy of Jesus in today’s gospel reading and dismantle the stones of the
Temple and its walls, but in the spiritual realm they were already dismantled.
The door that Jesus has opened into the presence of God is obvious in our
Sunday worship. We sang earlier “Be still for the presence of the Lord the
Holy One is here.” But what difference does it make to me in my everyday life
during the week?

The open door into God’s presence leads to an open door to
fullness of life, new opportunities, new possibilities, living life in a new
dimension.
I remember when I was sixteen seeing my Headmaster striding along the
main corridor at school. As was our custom we all stood still at the sides
waiting for him to pass. To my horror he stopped right beside me and said,
“Mouqué. I don’t understand it. When you arrived here you were one of the
worst boys in the school. Now you are secretary of the Christian Union.” With
that he strode off down the corridor. I would have liked to have said - wait
Headmaster, let me tell you... that day three years ago when you said you
were going to exclude me, I prayed to God to help me. Waking up the next
morning all the gloom and anxiety was gone, I felt as though I was walking on
air. Since then God has opened so many doors of opportunity. Everything
changed. Rev 3:7-8. “I have set before you an open door that no man can
shut.” This is what happens when our lives are connected to the presence of
God.
The open door into God’s presence also leads to an open door into
heaven itself. The apostle John at the end of his life had a vision in
which he saw a door standing open in heaven and heard a voice saying
“Come up here!” (Rev 4:1) This can be the confidence of each one of us as
we reach the end of our lives.
When the curtain was being torn apart in the Temple, just a short distance
away a thief was being crucified with Jesus. He turned to Jesus and said
“Lord remember me when you come into your kingdom.” Jesus replied
“Today you will be with me in paradise.” This can be our confidence in death.
I wonder if there is someone here this morning who sometimes feels a little bit
“on the edge” whenever we talk about spiritual things, somewhat shut out,
perhaps excluded? Our church belongs to a group of churches called
HeartEdge. The good news is that a door is open for you. Jesus has opened
the way to reconnect you with God. Instead of being on the edge, you can
be at the heart. The Spirit says come. Jesus says come.

