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“Catechism Review:  Thy Kingdom Come”


The Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost 						         August 23, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								          Psalm 145:8-13
Epistle Lesson									   Revelation 11:15-18
Gospel Lesson										     John 3:1-21


We come to the Second Petition of the Lord’s Prayer—“Thy Kingdom Come.”  I’m sure you could recite this on your own, but I’ll recite it for you.  Luther asks, “What does this mean?  “The kingdom of God certainly comes by itself without our prayer, but we pray in this petition that it may come to us also.”  How does God’s kingdom come?  “God’s kingdom comes when our heavenly Father gives us his Holy Spirit, so that by his grace we believe his holy Word and lead godly lives here in time and there in eternity.”

The outline for this morning is pretty simple—it’s three parts.  Part one is “What is meant by Thy kingdom.”  Part two is “What is meant by come.”  And part three, “A simple program by which this happens—by which his kingdom comes.”

So to begin, “What is meant by Your kingdom.”  The kingdom of God is simply any place, at any time where God is in charge; where God is making the decisions, so his purposes come to pass.  That’s what the kingdom of God is.  It’s not a place, it’s not a specific time.  It is any place, any time where God is in charge.  I’m going to read a section from Matthew, chapter 12, because I think this is a clear example of what Jesus meant when he spoke of the kingdom of God.  “Then a blind and dumb demoniac was brought to Jesus, and he healed him so that the dumb man spoke and he saw.  All the people were amazed and they said, `Can this be the Son of David?’  But when the Pharisees heard it they said, `It is only by Beel’zebul, the prince of demons, that this man casts out demons.’  Knowing their thoughts, Jesus said to them, `Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no city or house divided against itself will stand; and if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself; how then will his kingdom stand?  And if I cast out demons by by Beel’zebul, by whom do your sons cast them out?  Therefore they shall be your judges.  But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come among you.’”  When the account begins the man is blind, he is unable to speak, and he is controlled by demons.  Then Jesus gives him his sight, gives him the ability to speak, and casts out the demons.  The opponents of Jesus complained that he does this by the power of Satan.  

Jesus answer is one of the clearest statements defining what he means by the “kingdom of God.”  First, Jesus says that it would make no sense for Satan to cast out demons, because that would mean that the kingdom of Satan was in conflict with itself.  So Jesus talks about Satan having his kingdom, having places where he rules, where he is in charge, where he is making the decisions, where his will is coming to pass. 

Second, Jesus says that this is not an example of a kingdom in conflict with itself.  It is rather an example of two kingdoms in conflict with each other--two kingdoms in conflict with each other.  At first, Satan is in charge of this man’s life.  Satan is making the decisions in his life, and Satan’s purposes are coming to pass.  Satan is in charge.  That is the kingdom of Satan.  Then the kingdom of God confronts the kingdom of Satan and defeats it.  So that God is in charge in this man’s life, God is making the decisions in this life, and God’s purposes are coming to pass in his life.  Whenever we talk about the kingdom of Satan or the kingdom of God the question is “Who is in charge here?”  That’s what the phrase “The kingdom of God” is about.  It is about saying God is in charge.  At first the kingdom of Satan was in charge, in the end the kingdom of God is in charge.  So the kingdom of God, God being in charge, is only one thing.  That’s all it is:  Any time, any place that God’s ideas are being followed; God’s rule is in force; God’s way is being done.  

This rule of God, however, is applied in two different ways.  And it is important for us to understand this otherwise we get confused about how God works in the world.  God’s kingdom can be applied in power.  God simply doing what it is he wants to do.  And this would be the case when God involves himself in nature, so that he speaks and things happen as he wants them too.  But we must remember that nature is fallen, and nature is greatly affected by sin.  So, not everything that happens in nature is an expression of God’s kingdom.  But when God does assert his rule in nature, he does so in power.  So we say that God is powerfully involved in nature, though not actually controlling it all, all the time.  

This would also be the case when God involves himself in human events.  Human events take place in a fallen world greatly affected by sin.  So not everything that happens in human events is an expression of God’s rule—an expression of God’s kingdom.  But God only lets things go so far, and then he steps in to assert his rule.  That’s what Psalm 2 is about.  When he does so, he does so in his power.  So we say that God is powerfully involved in human events, though not actually controlling everything that happens.  In matters of nature and human events it is better to say that God is powerfully involved, rather than to say he is in control.  Not everything that happens in nature or human events is what God wants or what God has planned.  But he stays involved.  When things get too far out of balance, he imposes his power to keep things within limits that serve his ultimate purposes—both in nature and in human events.  The idea is that he lets enough bad happen to turn us from it, and he exerts enough control to draw us to himself.  It’s all very confusing, as we watch it play itself out, when bad things happen in nature and in human events.  Then God comes, and in his power, he puts limits on these things.  

The healing of this blind, deaf and possessed man is an example of what I am saying.  His original situation is not God’s will for him, as God does not wish his suffering and God does not bring it upon him.  For this reason we would not say that God was in control when the man was suffering.  However, when Jesus healed the man God was powerfully involved to bring about his will.  Now to me this is an important distinction, because without it, if we simply say that God is in control, we have then made God the cause of everything that is wrong in this world.  It does not suit God’s purposes to control all things, but it does suit his purposes to be powerfully involved in all things.  So he asserts his rule, he asserts his kingdom in power when he feels the time is right. 

But then God’s kingdom, God’s rule, is also applied by grace.  It is applied by persuasion rather than power.  Where God will apply his rule by power in nature and human events, he will not apply his rule by power into your heart and your mind.  And this is where Jesus fits in.  Through Jesus, God comes into our lives, to eventually rule in our hearts and in our minds through the persuasion of grace not by force.  In the actions and words of Jesus, God presents his supportive and compassionate nature.  He shows us who he is to draw us to him.  In the actions and words of Jesus, God also presents the effects of sin so as to turn us from them.  That is why Jesus talks about how sin operates in our lives.  So we listen, and we say, “That’s right.  I want to avoid that.”  In the words and actions of Jesus we are shown that the wages of sin is death.  But we are shown this fact by the one who is willing and able to save us from these consequences.  In the death and resurrection of Jesus, God demonstrates his power over the enemies of humankind.  And he demonstrates this power in a way that will draw people to him.  He wants us to stand back and listen to the words of Jesus and watch the actions of Jesus, and through this he wants to persuade us by his grace--to invite, to draw us into surrender to his rule.  It is his desire to rule in your life.  But it is his desire to rule in your life because you desire it, not because he has forced it upon you.  This is the distinction between force and loving persuasion; the difference between God’s kingdom of power and God’s kingdom of grace.

Part two:  How does God’s kingdom come?  Well, God’s kingdom of power is applied in any way and at any time that God desires.  He simply does what he wants to do.  God will powerfully involve himself in nature and in human events wherever and whenever he wills.  He will set the limits of a storm.  He will prevent an earthquake.  He will renew the earth.  He will withhold or send rain as he wishes—by his power.  That’s how it comes.  He will look at human events and he will all of sudden put an end to an abusive government--just like that.  He will bring down a tyrant--just like that.  He will intercede for goodness; he will change elections—just like that.  He will promote human rights.  He will tinker with giant economies or he will redeem individual lives when and where he sees fit.  He’ll just come and do it.  We pray that he will do this to promote his purposes, to promote peace, to promote human welfare and the ways of God—often and all over.  And so we pray, “Lord, your kingdom of power come.  And your kingdom of power at the end--let that come too.  And separate those who wish to follow you from those who don’t.”  

But now we’re going to talk about God’s kingdom of grace.  God’s kingdom of grace comes when people moved by the Holy Spirit surrender their hearts and minds to God through the merit of Jesus.  And that’s a different thing.  This is one of my favorite illustrations of all time.  I’m sure you’ve heard it from me before.  It’s something a five year old can understand, and it’s something that is impressive to someone who is a hundred.  Think of your heart as the center of the control of your life--that your life is controlled from your heart.  And imagine that in your heart there is a throne.  There’s a chair right in the middle of your heart.  From that chair decisions are made--decisions about your life.  From this throne in your heart values by which you live are established.  From this throne the desires of your life are managed.  From this throne your behavior is regulated.  From this throne, in your heart, your character is being shaped, because there is a throne, a center of your life.  And it is from that throne that all these things are happening.  The kingdom of God’s grace comes when a person, frustrated with his or her own miserable efforts steps aside and asks Jesus Christ to sit on that throne.  That’s when the kingdom of grace, that’s when God’s kingdom comes into your life.  When you ask Jesus to sit on that throne in your heart, to make the decisions for your life, to determine the values by which you will live, to manage your desires, to regulate your behavior, to shape your character.  That’s how God’s kingdom comes into your life.  When you get out of that throne and you ask Jesus Christ to sit on that throne and rule.  

Why would anybody do that?  Why would anybody relinquish control of their own life to something else, some other power?  Why would you do that?  Well it’s like this.  I’m going to give you an example.  In today’s world a person has to manage and save financial resources for daily living, for long-range planning, and hopefully for retirement.  It’s a very complex process.  Some people are capable of doing that for themselves.  At one time, I thought that I was one of those people.  I thought to myself, “I’m pretty intelligent.  I understand money.  I understand these things.  I’m going to do this for myself.  I’m going to be my own financial manager.  I’m going to be my own investor.  I’m going to take charge.”  And that’s what I did.  My investing experiences have led me to understand that I am not one of those people.  I simply am not.  When I sat in the chair of investment and financial planning of my life, things didn’t go so very well.  And so I thought to myself, “The answer here is to step aside and to find someone who understands such things.  Someone who can be trusted, and let that person sit in the chair of financial management in my life to manage things, because I’m sure somebody out there can do it a lot better than I am able too.”  Now these financial matters are actually fairly simple compared to difficulties of managing one’s own soul, the difficulties of managing one’s own life.  And when we hang around with Jesus long enough it becomes clear to us that he is the one who should be sitting in the chair from which our life is run.  We stay close, we stay involved, but we look at how things turn out when we do it, and we look at how things turn out when Jesus is in charge and we step aside.  And when we step aside and surrender, then God’s kingdom comes in our lives.  

This is what Jesus had in mind when he told each of us, “Surrender first to the kingdom of God, and his righteousness, and then stand back and be amazed at how well everything else falls into place.”  Thy kingdom come is our prayerful surrender to the grace of God.  That’s what it is.  When we say, “Your kingdom come,” we are saying, “You are the potter; I am the clay.  Here, you sit in the throne in my heart.”  It is not a wish that God would make the world a safe place for us.  It is a humble invitation to God to come and rule in our lives.  

And now the conclusion—a simple program to make this reality.  A number of years ago we thought seriously about developing a statement around which to organize our congregation and around which to organize its work.  So we got a group of people together, and we researched things.  We discussed things; we read things; we studied; we did devotional things together.  We finally came up with this after months of work:  “We unite as Christians to worship God in everything we do, grow in spiritual maturity, live lives of service, and increase the number of believers in Christ.”  And that’s the Mission Statement of our congregation.  In other words, we are committed to, and organized around a commitment of surrender to God’s kingdom of grace.  It is our desire as individuals and as a congregation to increase the rule of God’s grace in our lives, in our fellowship of living hope, where we worship and where we work together.  We want to increase God’s rule in our lives in the maturity with which we live out our lives.  And so we ask him, “Your kingdom come.  Help me to grow up, be less of a whiner, more of a courageous effective Christian.”  We ask for the kingdom of God to come and grow in our lives in the service motivated direction of our lives.  “Lord, you sit in my life.  You rule.  You help me figure out how best to serve.”  With the desire to make this surrender to God’s grace a living reality in more and more people’s lives, we try to extend the outreach of God’s kingdom of grace.  So more and more people can see Jesus and can be persuaded to step aside and let him rule in their lives.  

In praying to God, “Your kingdom come,” we are not telling God what to do.  We are inviting him once more into our lives in humble surrender.  It is our way of saying, “I love your kingdom Lord.  Build it here in my heart; build it here in my mind.  I’m going to step aside.  I’m going to get out of the way so you can do your work—your kingdom come.”  Amen
