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ÒChrist at the DoorÓ 
Revelation 3:20 
June 11, 2006 

 
 Welcome to this beautiful Sunday morning!  Today we move across our 

sanctuary to the fourth window: “Christ at the door”.  As with the last two 

windows, this window was created by our own artist, Glenn Rigg.  The window 

was given by Alice and Bob Waterman and family in appreciation of what United 

Church has meant to them.  The window was dedicated on September 2, 1979. 

 According to the United Church history by Helen A. Lindberg this window 

is based on “Revelation 3:20 and was inspired by a painting by Holman 

Hunt that hangs in St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.”1 

-1- 

 First let us take a brief look at this verse in the context of Revelation.  

Beginning with chapter 2 and concluding at the end of chapter 3 is an address to 

the seven churches of Asia Minor or what today is known as Turkey.  Each 

church most likely represents a historical congregation but each section is 

symbolic of a problem John feels the need to address. 

 In Eugene Boring’s commentary on Revelation2 he discusses at length the 

meanings of the messages to the seven churches.  John is operating on an 

understanding similar to Plato where the reality of life here has its counterpart in 

heaven.  Thus he addresses each letter to the “angel” of the particular church.  

Some have speculated that these were church leaders but in John’s apocalyptic 

                                                
1 Lindberg, Helen A., One Body, One Spirit: The Ecumenical Experience at the Church on the Hill, (The 
United Church of Los Alamos,1997), p.83. 
2 Boring, M. Eugene, Revelation: Interpretation Series, (John Knox Press, Louisville), 1989. 
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images the angels would be the representative of the church that exists in the 

heavenly plane. 

 The seven messages provide us a “window” into the “life of the church 

in Asia at the end of the first century”, according to Dr. Boring.3  There is 

“tribulation” in the life of these Christians who live in the midst of a hostile world.  

For John the current difficulties for Christians are a reflection of a deeper struggle 

going on in another plane---a deeper battle between good and evil.   

 Churches are not only plagued by a hostile society around them but by 

division within the churches.  Christian leaders who hold a theology that John 

disagrees with are having an influence on these churches.4  At the heart of the 

battle was how much Christians should accommodate the pagan world that was 

around them.  John believes that any accommodation is too much of an 

accommodation. 

 Churches are commended for their works and yet some churches are 

commended for their repentance.  Ephesus, Thyatira, and Philadelphia are 

praised while Sardis and Laodicea are reproved.  Churches were to hold firm the 

faith.  John commends some of the churches for their love and spiritual gifts5.    

 The verse for our reflection comes at the conclusion of the final message 

to the church at Laodicea.  This congregation, according to John, has little to 

commend it.  John writes, “You’re not cold, you’re not hot---far better to be 

either cold or hot!  You’re stale.  You’re stagnant.  You make me want to 

vomit.  You brag, ‘I’m rich, I’ve got it made.  I need nothing from anyone,’ 
                                                
3 Boring, Revelation, p.91. 
4 Boring, Interpretation, p.92. 
5 Ibid. 
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oblivious that in fact you’re a pitiful, blind beggar, threadbare and 

homeless.”6 

 Here Christ makes the final appeal, “Look at me.  I stand at the door.  I 

knock.  If you hear me call and open the door, I’ll come right in and sit 

down to supper with you.”7 

 In contrast to the violence found in other parts of Revelation, the image 

here is one of love, invitation, and grace.  No wonder this verse has inspired so 

many. 

 

-2- 

 William Holman Hunt was born in 1827 and died in 1910.  His life 

encompassed the 19th century Victorian Age with all of its greatness and 

tragedies.  His religious paintings made him famous including the painting the 

“Light of the World” that hangs in the chapel at Keble College, Oxford and a later 

copy that hangs in St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.8  You can take a virtual tour 

of St. Paul’s Cathedral at www.explore-stpauls.net  and see the famous painting.  

 The St. Paul’s painting was commissioned by Charles Booth, a wealthy 

ship owner.  In the late 19th century Charles Booth became bored with his 

business and began exploring the claims of growing poverty in London.  His 

research produced a book, Labour and Life of the People, published in 1889 in 

which he discovered that the situation was worse than anticipated.  He 

discovered that at least 35% of the London population was living in abject 

                                                
6 Peterson, Eugene, The Message, p.2242. 
7 Peterson, p.2242. 
8 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Hilman_Hunt.htm.  
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poverty.9  Over the next twelve years, Booth worked through writing and activity 

to deal with the growing poverty that he said put Britain in danger of a “socialist 

revolution”.10  Thus, in the third version of the painting by Hunt, Booth’s concerns 

are expressed within the work that served as an inspiration for our window.   

 According to the virtual tour of St. Paul’s Cathedral the painting shows 

Christ “dramatically lit from below by the lantern that he carries in his left 

hand, knocking on the door with his right hand.”  The door represents the 

human soul and Christ seeks admission.  Too often, however, he meets with no 

response.  Thus the crown of thorns on his head in the painting reminds us of the 

sacrifice that Christ made.  In the painting the blue-green sky in the background 

with a visible but small flying bat, shows that the hour is late.  From the website 

again, “the beautifully painted pre-Raphaelite brambles which have grown 

over the door show that it has not been opened for a long time.  If it is late 

in the day, it is also late in the season.  There is also no handle on the door 

revealing that it can only be opened from the inside.”11 

 This is the painting that inspired our window.  In a way we are linked 

through the window to the 19th century and to William Hunt and to Charles Booth 

and through the verse that inspired the painting to the early Christians struggling 

to express and live out their faith in a complex world. 

-3- 

One wonders what lies on the other side of the door. There beyond our 

vision exists our world—the world we experience and encounter every day.   

                                                
9 http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/PHbooth.htm.  
10 Ibid. 
11 http://www.explore-stpauls.net/oct03/textMM/LightWorldN.htm.  
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 In the Hunt painting the presence of the brambles on the door is a social 

commentary on the time.  Nineteenth century England was---on the outside---one 

of the most religious cultures in the world.  There were many great and grand 

churches and in the Victorian patterns of the time many people attended church 

services.  England saw itself as a Christian society—albeit a “protestant” 

Christian society.   

 Yet, underneath the surface was a cesspool of poverty, suffering and 

social violence.  Other writers of the time brought this to the surface—writers 

such as Charles Dickens who through his novels presented the bleak side of 

Victorian life.  Writers such as Charles Booth wrote non-fiction books revealing 

the ugly underside of Victorian life.  Persons such as William Booth (no relation) 

took action when confronted with the abject poverty founding the Salvation Army 

whose mission was to actively work to bring love and sanity to the poverty and 

violence of that time.  Other activists and writers such as Karl Marx saw no 

solution within the current 19th century political and social structures.  In his 

Manifesto Marx postulated that capitalism would ultimately collapse in on its own 

greed and be replaced by something new and better. 

 This was the time in our own nation of the Robber Barons---a few wealthy 

and powerful men who literally controlled the political and social fabric of our 

young democracy.12  In various church denominations groups such as the five 

                                                
12 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robber_baron_(industrialist).  The term ÒRobber baronÓ came from the 
medieval German lords who illegally charged exorbitant tolls against ships traversing the Rhine River.  The 
term was applied to a group of business in 19th century America who had amassed great fortunes and great 
power.  Among the Òrobber baronsÓ were men such as John Jacob Astor, Jay Cooke, Daniel Drew, James 
Buchanan Duke, James Fisk, Henry Ford, Jay Gould, Edward Harriman, J.P. Morgan, John D. Rockefeller 
and Cornelius Vanderbilt. 
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women who founded the Disciples of Christ National Benevolent Association 

worked to confront and end the poverty of that time.   

By the turn of the century---as the 20th century began-- fissures and cracks 

began to appear in the social and religious framework of the western world.  

Reform movements began to spring up and the so-named “social gospel” made 

its appearance chiding Christians for not following the mandate of Christ to care 

for the poor.  Little by little reforms were adopted limiting child labor, limiting the 

hours of work, stabilizing salaries, expanding the right to vote and developing 

support systems for the poor and aged. 

 It is within this context that the Hunt painting of Christ standing at the door 

was created.  What lay on the other side of the door was a nation---England-- 

steeped in the Christian faith but one that had left the real door between itself 

and Christ unopened.  Had the door been open then surely some 1900 years 

after Jesus, things like poverty, inequality, violence, immorality, and war would 

not be so prominent throughout a western world that claimed to be following the 

“prince of peace”.  I wonder if we could ask the same question today. 

 Our window asks the same question---what lies on the other side of the 

door and why is the door closed?  One wonders with persons like Holman Hunt, 

or Reinhold Neibuhr, or Jane Addams, and others why the door remains closed 

today.  Surely if the door was wide open---if Christ was invited into life---we would 

see a difference today.   

 In a 2005 USA Today article by Richard Wolf, he reports that the number 

of Americans living in poverty rose by 1.1 million to 37 million during 2004, (and I 



 7 

quote) “despite a robust economy that created 2.2 million new jobs.”13  In 

another article published in Christian Science Monitor, the authors relate, “David 

Brady, a sociology professor at Duke University, says that part of the 

problem is that the poverty level itself is far too low-that many above the 

threshold still do not have the means to make ends meet…. ‘We don’t care 

enough about the poor’”, he says.14 

 You would think that in a society where the majority of persons are 

followers of Jesus whose concern for the poor is universally acknowledged---you 

would think that the figures would be declining not increasing---that the gap 

between super wealthy and poor would not be growing.  In truth here and in 

many parts of the world that gap is growing.15  And if one thinks this is a “political 

and not religious” issue then one does not realize that there are far more 

passages in the Bible about fairness to the poor, care of the poor than on any 

other subject.  

 In our window the door is closed, the expression on Jesus’ face is one of 

sadness---Jesus waits. 

-4- 

 A second inspiration that comes from the window is the absence of a door 

handle or door knob in the scene.  There is no forced entry---no warrants that 

require the door to be opened.  There is only a knock---just a light knock—not a 

                                                
13 USA Today, Wolf, Richard, 8/30/2005, http://www.usatoday.com/news/washtington/2005-08-30-census-
poverty.htm.   
14 Miller, Sara B and Paulson, Amanda, ÒDespite More Jobs, US poverty rate risesÓ, Christian Science 
Monitor, August 31, 2005, at http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/0831/p02s01-usec.htm.  
15 See Wessel, David, The Wall Street Journal, May 13, 2005, ÒAs rich-poor gap widens in U.S., class 
mobility stallsÓ.  http://www.post-gazette-com/pg/pp/05133/504149.stm.  
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door pounding screaming Christ---just a knock with a sad-contemplative Jesus 

on one side and we on the other. 

 The image speaks volumes to me about evangelism.  It occurs to me that 

much of our evangelistic efforts are more like the door-breakers that police use.  

Especially from the end of the 19th and through the 20th century much of what is 

called “evangelism” has become highly emotional, highly manipulative and 

forceful.  Evangelism is often seen as a grand score card where the one who 

gets the most wins the game or the grand prize.  “How many have you won to 

Christ”----“How many have joined your church?” “How many attend your 

church?”, “How many were saved” seems to be the primary question as if the 

more we have the more right we are and we win the prize. 

 Evangelism means at it root the sharing of the good news both in word 

and deed---with emphasis on deed over word.  In the famous Matthew 25 scene 

the sole criterion for reward or punishment is whether people helped the least or 

ignored them.16   

 Our competitive nature has led us to see ourselves in competition with 

brothers and sisters.  Cooperation between Christian groups is declining and 

polarization is increasing.  Church attacks church, Christian attacks Christian, 

Church competes with church---and what is the result? According to the most 

recent census information the proportion of the U.S. population that can be 

classified Christian has declined from 86% in 1990 to 77% in 2001. According to 

the same data “nearly 40% of respondents who identified with a religion indicated 

                                                
16 Matthew 25:31-46. 
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that neither they themselves nor anyone else in their household belongs to a 

church or some other similar institution.17 

-4- 

 Have we become like the churches to which John addressed his 

message---too much concerned with ourselves, riddled with division, 

confrontational, and unloving?  Maybe it is time to be invitational, welcoming, and 

to allow the spirit to gently enter our lives.  Maybe it is time for us to open the 

door and allow the Christ into our lives.   

 In the history of our windows Helen Lindberg writes, “Christ knocks at 

the door of our hearts.  The door has no latch or door knob on the outside, 

as only we can open it from within to let Him come in.  In his face we see 

both sadness and contemplation.  The spreading green tree behind the 

figure of Christ symbolizes life.”18 

 

Perhaps we should open the door more often.  Amen. 

 
 

                                                
17 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_the_United_States.  
18 Lindberg, p. 83. 


