The Big Idea: The Surprising Kingdom of God
GTW Winter: Session 1 – Week 4
Christopher Morton, PhD

www.rovingtheologian.com

Thus far we have traced the trajectory of the Kingdom from the Old Testament giving of the Law on Mount Sinai, through the tough days of Israel’s history, and into the grand visions of the Prophets.  Last week we looked at the Kingdom come to earth in the form of our Saviour Jesus Christ.  We looked at the things he said and did, beginning with his opening of his ministry in Nazareth to understand what the Gospel of the Kingdom of God is that he was inviting us to embrace.

Before we move on to the rest of the New Testament, lets take a look at two last pieces of Jesus ministry that will make what happens in the rest of the New Testament even clearer.
The Miracles- Matthew 8:23-27; 9:1-8; Mark 1:21-45;7:31-35; Luke 4:38-41;5:17-26; John 6:1-15; 11:1-16 (and more) – The liberating power of Jesus did not stop merely in opposing the earthly powers that opposed him. Jesus’ ministry is perhaps best remembered for the many healing stories and exorcisms he performed. Jesus’ miracles dot the landscape in each of the gospels, and serve the kingdom in several ways. First, they provide proof that the Kingdom of God is present. Jesus’ miracles are clearly proof that he is doing things by the power of God and the kingdom (Matthew 8:23-27; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 4:31-37; John 11:1-16). Today mission magazines are filled with stories of “power encounters” where the power of God provides proof to those who experience these acts that Yahweh God is indeed more powerful than the gods they worship. But these acts of power became at times an impediment to Jesus’ work. Rather than focusing on the Kingdom of God and its righteousness/justice, people sought the power that Jesus (and later his followers) demonstrated. The signs of the kingdom became for the audience more important than the kingdom itself (Mark 1:45; John 6:26).  Its natural, we always want the most power with the least amount of cost to us. 
Jesus also performed miracles to challenge pre-established ideologies (Mark 1:40-42; 5:25-36; John 9:1-12). As stated above regarding the liberating power of Jesus and the kingdom’s confrontation with the earthly power of self-importance, Jesus’ actions were reverberating blows against the small-minded ideas of the ruling elite. God’s kingdom is one that is for humanity, and as such, concepts like Sabbath observance or uncleanness should never interfere with Yahweh’s desires to heal humanity.

The miracles of Jesus also vociferously proclaim the kingdom’s reality. The gospel of Mark opens with the statement, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1). Mark’s gospel is filled with repeated act of healing, exorcisms, and miracles. These miracles are part of the proclamation that, “The time has come. The Kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” The miracles act as revelations of the Kingdom of God and call for decisions—to be for or against the King and victor Jesus Christ.

But these healings are also elements of the kingdom. The Kingdom of God is a kingdom of wholeness and life, what we have already defined as shalom. The kingdom affirms all of human life—physical, psychological, spiritual, social, eternal—by defending it, restoring it, and celebrating it. It is, I believe, important to note that often the healing occurs with no recorded preaching or overtly spiritually oriented messages (Mark 1:29-34; 5:25-30; Luke 7:11-15; 13:10-13). Jesus delights in healing to show the character of the kingdom that he likewise preaches. Jesus’ first step in introducing people to the Kingdom of God is not always one of audible proclamation, but rather the inbreaking of physical kingdom reality.

The Sermon on the Mount-Matthew 5:1-7:29; Luke 6:17-49 – Everyone loves the Sermon on the Mount, that is, as long as they don’t think too hard about it.  Yes, it is clearly Kingdom thinking the things he asks.  He asks us to think, act and love from the reality of the Kingdom of God.  This has led countless generations of Christians to find ways around the clear meaning of the words Jesus spoke. But what Jesus says provides additional insight into the make-up of the kingdom. The Sermon should be considered as a proclamation of kingdom values and kingdom life style for those responsible as guardians of the keys.

The Sermon on the Mount has many elements of the Kingdom of God within it, many of which have been touched upon with earlier references to Jesus’ life and ministry. Although the entire sermon reveals the traits of the kingdom, the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12; Luke 6:20-22) and the call for love and not vengeance (Matthew 5:38-48; Luke 6:27-36) will shed additional light on kingdom conditions.

The Beatitudes speak to the inner world of the heart of God’s people. If one desires true happiness and true blessedness, then one must assume the character of the kingdom. The list of characteristics—those who are poor (in spirit), who mourn, who are meek, who hunger and seek righteousness/justice, who are merciful, who are pure in heart, who are peacemakers—suggests individuals who do not allow themselves to sit on the sidelines of the moral and ethical issues of the day. They must interact with their world. But their interaction does not flow from personal power or position, but from hearts that are connected and contented with the Lord’s kingdom. Their opposition to the forces of evil will not bring great earthly position; no, it bring the same treatment that Yahweh’s prophets received in days of old. Those whose hearts are fixed and linked on Yahweh and his kingdom will be fulfilled and blessed in their actions and struggles for the kingdom. True happiness comes not merely from relationship with God, but from a relationship with God that permeates the reality of a Christian’s life and makes them willing proponents of kingdom realities.

Growing out of the heart conditions listed in the Beatitudes is the response to injury and opposition. I have heard many arguments on how the “turn the other cheek passage” can be dealt with (including an argument based on the right-handedness of most Israelites during Jesus’ day). Any attempt to avoid the responsibility of Matthew 5:38-48 will fall short. Jesus opens the teaching talking about the rights of Israelites to respond to harm by a subsequent act of vengeance. But now Jesus issues a call not to vengeance, but to restraint. While the people of God are to oppose evil, they are called to oppose it not with acts of violence and evil, but with acts of mercy and servanthood. Jesus follows this up with the call to love our enemies, love and not hate. Responding with mercy and out of love is done “that you may be children of your Father in heaven.” To oppose evil with good, to love rather than hate is to live within the character of the kingdom. These characteristics mark a kingdom alien to the world in which Jesus lived, but one he established with his coming, living, and dying. David Bosch summarizes the peace instead of vengeance concept found throughout the Sermon:

The Sermon on the Mount is eminently political since it challenges almost every traditional social structure. His politics was, however, one of peace-making, of reconciliation, of justice, of refusing vengeance, and above all, of love of enemy… His supreme “work” of selfless love was, of course, his dying on the cross. Without this, the instructions on the Mount remains an eloquent but hollow sermon (Bosch 1991:70).

The reality of Jesus’ life states that the kingdom characteristics found in the Sermon on the Mount and throughout his speeches and ministry are not optional, but rather are simple truths with which anyone desiring the Kingdom of God must live.

The Kingdom in the Rest of the New Testament

The rest of the New Testament moves from an expectation of how to understand this coming Kingdom to one of interpreting what it means in everyday life.  After all, the great mystery of God, that Christ has come, Christ is risen, and Christ will come again, is now the lens guiding the writers’ minds. 

The kingdom is no longer expectant; it has entered human history and human existence. Now the followers of Jesus await his return and the final battle of good and evil—a battle to whose outcome they are now privy. Having said that, the Kingdom is the backdrop of the rest of the New Testament, and it is the guiding principle especially in the letters to the Churches that make up the largest portion of the New Testament.  The special calling of the Church – to be the people of God in active mission to the world while reflecting the nature of the Kingdom in the way we live, suffer, and love – is now the focus of men like Paul, Peter and John. With that in mind, we will look at four key passages that are helpful to better understanding the kingdom.

Jesus’ Ascension and the Kingdom-Acts 1:6 –  Luke’s record of Jesus’ return to the Father has the key question by the disciples (Acts 1:6), “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom of Israel?” Their question at first seems misguided, since Jesus has been clear that his kingdom is not an ethnic kingdom, a kingdom of Israelites. In fact, it is the question that Christians still ask today when they read of violence, wars, and desperate circumstances all around the world. The kingdom for God’s people, of the true Israel as Paul will later refer to all the faithful, is not yet the full reality. Even the most optimistic reader of prophecy has to admit that the fullness of Amos 9:11-15 and other such passages has not come. Jesus reigns, but it seems that the powers of the world have not heard about it.

Indeed, the question of the presence of the kingdom is essential to understanding how Christians are to work, pray, hope, and do missions. The great mystery of the kingdom is that it is a present reality and a future hope. It returned to earth after the fall in the person of Jesus Christ, yet it awaits his return to gain sovereignty over the whole of the universe. He is king, but the rebellion has not been entirely snuffed out. That is the difficulty for Christians, but it is both a warning and an inspiration to hope.

The warning comes from the history of God’s people. The children of Israel did not leave Egypt by their own power. The nations of Israel and Judah could not have survived for the centuries they did except for the power of God. The fact that the kingdom has not yet covered the whole of creation means that the children of that kingdom must continue to work within the power of God, and place control and expectation in his hands. We are incapable of making the earth the new heaven and residence of the kingdom. The danger of thinking otherwise is to place too much confidence in the plans and programs  of humanity, in our utopian worlds that always seem to end up bloody and full of pain. Until the time occurs to which Jesus refers in Matthew 24:14, the kingdom will not have achieved a universal reality. To remember that is to keep a focus on the kingdom and not on the progress of humanity.

At the same time the future orientation of the kingdom inspires hope. No better prayer of hope I believe exists than the Lord’s prayer found in Matthew 6:9-13. Our Father in heaven- the opening places emphasis on the one by whom the kingdom will become fully realized. Hallowed by your name - the essential overriding quality of the kingdom is God’s holiness. Your kingdom come- this is the prayer, and this is the hope, that Yahweh Father God will bring about his kingdom. Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven- the hope is that the kingdom of heaven will be on earth, that the perfect will of God (which is the kingdom) would be played out on earth. 

These opening verses of the Lord’s prayer bring hope to the weary worker. In praying for the coming of that kingdom we pray for a redeemed, healed, amended creation.

While the kingdom is not yet fully in power, there is a present reality to it. The people of God have the obligation to be the ones who announce of the kingdom and establish beachheads of kingdom territory in a fallen world that Christ came and died for. Norman Perrin summarizes the interaction between present hope and future realization:

The hotly debated question as to whether this implies that the kingdom is to be regarded as present, inbreaking, dawning, casting its shadows before it, or whatever, becomes academic when we realize that the claim of the saying is that certain events in the ministry of Jesus are nothing less than an experience of the Kingdom of God.
The First Church Meeting- Acts 2:38-47 - Peter addresses the great multitude who have gathered on the day of Pentecost. His message affirms the truth of who Jesus was, what his death meant, and the truth of the resurrection. What happens in verses 38 to 47 provides a glimpse into what the disciples had learned about the kingdom. First, in verse 38 the kingdom is very much about forgiveness of sins and repentance. The importance of forgiveness of sins and repentance cannot be overestimated, for they are at the core of God’s kingdom, of the liberation that comes from God. Indeed, without forgiveness life is not life, and this world may go to its final annihilation. Forgiveness is the door of entrance to the Kingdom of God.  When we “repent and are baptized” we renounce our citizenship so to speak in the Kingdoms of Satan and self, and place our loyalty and our being in the service of the Kingdom of God!
About 3000 accept the message of forgiveness and repentance, and when they do they are ushered into the new family of God. People are devoted to one another; there is sharing of meals, and prayer (2:42). There is a centrality of belief and faith that is confirmed by the many miracles (2:43). The community works together to provide for the common needs, understanding that poverty and hunger were not consistent with the Kingdom of God (2:44-46). Finally, they gave credit and honor to God, the author of the kingdom, and in so doing brought others into the kingdom fellowship (2:45). While the Acts 2 church does not provide explicit details of what the disciples had gleaned from Jesus’ teachings of the kingdom, it does provide a look into what they saw as the basics of the kingdom.  Of course, that does not mean they were perfect (don’t forget it is some of these three thousand that will be saying you have to become a Jew first to follow Jesus), but their earliest acts of worship together point us to the life of the Kingdom.
Fruits of the Spirit- Galatians 5:22-23 - This well-known passage acts to confirm much of the Beatitudes and illustrate the implications of the kingdom on everyday life. A Kingdom person is one who is a new creature (2 Corinthians. 5:17), and, as such, their lives should no longer marked by their former ways. Paul provides first a list of behaviors that are clearly in opposition to the kingdom. Galatians 5:19-21, often called the fruits of the flesh, are a pretty good summary of what life in our own Kingdom look like.  We must remember that there is no neutral ground – you are either for the things of the Kingdom – the Fruits of the Spirit – or you are at work against the Kingdom in the way you live, the way you believe, and what you support.

Paul then provides the internal qualities that brand a person as having the present reality of God’s presence and love, and the future hope of his rule and reign: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Against such there is no law, because these are the correct responses to the kingdom. Conversion to the kingdom will mean an internal change of environment.  
Jesus tells the story about the man who is cleansed of an evil spirit, but who does not fill the body with the love of God, the evil spirit brings back seven more with him – and the man is thus left in a far worse position (unless he is charging rent).  We like to hedge our bets, to play both sides against themselves.  But Paul tells us that Kingdom people are Fruit people.  
The External Change of Environment- James 2 - As much as the Fruits of the Spirit speak of a change of internal constitution, those internal changes are to coincide with external behavior changes. Much as Jesus did in Matthew 25 (the parable of the Sheep and Goats), James in chapter 2 will not allow us to set up the order of the Kingdom – who is the best and who is on the low end of the totem pole.  James chastises the discriminatory treatment towards rich and poor alike. James’ understanding of the kingdom is one where love of neighbor outweighs any notion of human power and position.

Then in the final 12 verses he challenges any notion of faith that does not have implications in present reality and history. Faith without impact in this present world is faith in a kingdom other than the Kingdom of God. Believing in God and his kingdom are never enough—and to preach such is to introduce people to an icon of God, but not the real ruler of the kingdom.  As James tells us in 2:19, “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.”

Salvation is the free gift of God, but we must never mistake the freeness of the gift for a hollow, undemanding kingdom. The value of the kingdom is precisely what makes it so worth finding and holding onto (Luke 15), and James is quite clear that belief in an ethereal, otherworldly faith is not something in which to place trust.  As the great 20th century Christian thinker Dietrich Bonheoffer called, this is cheap grace.  And the Kingdom is never about cheap grace, but about costly and priceless grace.  

So What Does the Kingdom Mean Now?

We have spent four weeks taking a world wind tour through the Bible to better understand this driving theme of the Scripture – the Coming and Present Kingdom of God.  Back in the first week we started with this definition:

Preliminary Definition: The Kingdom of God is where the rule and reign of the Triune God, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are experienced, where his justice, his grace, his mercy, and his righteousness are the norms, and where the air we breath is that of the things being the way they are intended to be.

That is still fairly philosophical, so after seeing the Kingdom talked about from Genesis to Revelation, lets set out the meaning of the Kingdom:

· It includes the forgiveness of sins and repentance – this is still an absolute and non-negotiable.  We cannot become citizens of the kingdom by our own actions.  When we repent of our own Kingdom and accept the offer through Christ’s death and resurrection of life in the new Kingdom, then we can move forward.  This remains central, but it is not the only aspect of the Kingdom.

· Relationships to Others – how we love, how we fight, how we deal with difficulty, and whom we love are all shaped differently for us in the Kingdom.  And yes, it makes love both tougher and more meaningful.

· Salvation joyfully to every home – The Kingdom is to be brought to every home, regardless of their ethnicity, their past, or anything else, and it is to be brought as a message of joy.  There is the greatest of all costs for those who reject the Kingdom of God for their own, but our focus remains on the joyful offering of Good News

· It is physical as well as spiritual - Salvation is comprehensive, touching all areas of human life, because we worship the whole Christ - the totality of his life, and not any one piece.  The Gospel is yes about things above the earth, but it is also very earthy.  The good news of the kingdom is a message of peace. The shalom of God is the wholeness of God. It is not just the absence of war, but the presence of justice. It is not just vertical relationship with Yahweh, but it is Yahweh God’s presence, will, and desires flowing into every nook and cranny of this existence. It is human beings living whole lives, not lives where sin reigns or poverty rules or depression, hopelessness, and sadness have control. Perhaps the greatest difficulty in understanding shalom wholeness is that only Jesus has lived it since the fall. The Kingdom of God is meant to be a return to Eden wholeness so that humanity can grow to live, love God and learn to reign with him.

· It begins in this world – you and I are already new creations, even though part of us is wasting away.  We have already begun our eternal life, and the time we spend here and the things we do as signs of the Kingdom we hope in are not wasted.  Instead we live today not based on what seems real today – beauty, sex, power, money and fame – but on what will be revealed to be truly real in the future.  The totality of the kingdom will come one day, but today we get to live as if it has already come!  As David Bosch the late missiologist put it:

Those who know that God will one day wipe away all tears will not accept with resignation the tears of those who suffer and are oppressed now. Anyone who knows that one day there will be no more disease can and must actively anticipate the conquest of disease in individuals and society now. And anyone who believes that the enemy of God and humans will be vanquished will already oppose him now in his machinations in family and society. For all this has to with salvation (Bosch 1991:400).

Going Forward:

As you leave this class, begin to think on these things:

1) What is your own simple definition of the Kingdom?  If a non-Christian were to ask you why you act the way you do and hope the way you do, what would you tell them?

2) Being missional can really be described as being a good neighbour.  Based on the kingdom, what does being a good neighbour mean now?
3) As you worship in preparation for Easter, how does you hope in the Kingdom aid you in worship, in prayer and in your walk with Jesus?
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