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“The Kingdom Has Come” — Jan. 22, 2017
Isaiah 9 2 The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light;
those who lived in a land of deep darkness—on them light has shined. . . .
5 For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood
    shall be burned as fuel for the fire. 

6 For a child has been born for us, a son given to us;
authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. . . . there shall be endless peace

    for the throne of David and his kingdom.
He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness 

 from this time onwards and for evermore.

Matthew 4 12. Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. 13 He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the lake, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, 14so that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled:



15 “Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—16 the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light. . .” 
17From that time Jesus began to proclaim, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 18 As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the lake—for they were fishermen. 19And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” 20Immediately they left their nets and followed him. . . .
23 Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness among the people.

“The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light.” — This is probably what anybody could say about his or her own personal spiritual history. It’s equivalent to saying “I was blind, but now I see.” In my life, it took the form “I was aimless, but now I have a purpose.” Ephesians says: “for once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light” (Eph 5:8).
As it occurs here in Isaiah, it is talking about the northern Jewish territories, located next to a Gentile territory that borders the Mediterranean Sea. Isaiah is saying that a great awakening or a revelation takes place there. He goes on to say “the boots of the tramping warriors . . . shall be burned as fuel for the fire” (Isa 9:5). This is an amazing peace prophecy! But there’s more. A child shall be born who will grow up to be called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace” (9:6–7). Endless peace!!?? Well, that certainly is a prophecy that awaits fulfillment, an aspect of the kingdom of God that is still future.
Let’s talk about the kingdom of God. “Kingdom of God” or “kingdom of heaven” are key phrases in Jesus’ teaching, and he is picking up on a Jewish idea, or rather a series of ideas. Most Jews understood “kingdom of God” to refer to the future worldwide reign of God. Sometimes a Messiah figure is leading the kingdom, as in this chapter or in Isaiah 11, where the spirits of wisdom and counsel rest on a ruler who does not judge by appearances, but with justice (11:2–4). But sometimes God’s reign was described without any Messiah being mentioned, as in Isaiah 2, the prophecy about God arbitrating between the nations, and nations beating their swords into plowshares. 

The kingdom of God in Jesus’ teaching has two separate meanings, one present and one future. It can refer to God’s rule in anyone’s heart, at any moment. In Luke, he says, “The kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21). Here in Matthew he says “the kingdom of heaven has come near” (4:17). On another occasion, a scribe agreed with Jesus, saying that loving God with all one’s heart, and loving one’s neighbor was “much more important than . . . burnt-offerings and sacrifices.” Jesus tells the scribe “You are not far from the kingdom of God” (Mark 12:33–34). So spiritual truth and love bring you to the kingdom. Many of Jesus’ parables speak of a treasure possessed here and now—a pearl of great price, a light that is not to be hid under a bushel, a treasure discovered in a field, a coin found, talents that are given to us to invest. “Yet the Kingdom of Heaven never comes until it is recognised and welcomed” (David Smith, The Days of his Flesh [NY: Harper & Brothers, 1910], 86). The Kingdom has already arrived, is a settled reality, but only in the hearts of those who actively seek to follow God’s will, those who have made the decision to God. This is a unique feature of Jesus’ teaching.
But Jesus can also refer to the kingdom as something yet to come, as when he says he will not eat the Passover again “until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God” (Luke 22:16), or when he speaks of the Son of Man gathering his elect from the four winds (Matt 24:30–31). Obviously, the worldwide knowledge and reception of the kingdom of heaven has not yet come. It seems that the promise of world peace belongs to that era.

As Harvie Branscomb wrote back in 1926: “God rules and God shall rule. The kingdom of God already present upon earth struggles against ignorance, greed, and cruelty. . . . [But] ultimately God’s reign will be complete” (The Message of Jesus [Nashville: Cokesbury, 1926], 94–95).

Now, another thing to notice about our Matthew passage is that Jesus has a title for his teaching; it is called the Gospel of the Kingdom—or Good News of the Kingdom.

It certainly is good news, and yet, there are some real problems in the community of the Kingdom. It seems that it is entirely possible for two people who have pledged their hearts to God to completely misunderstand each other. They share the same motivation, the same Lord, the same baptism, and yet they have a different understanding of what things are most essential in the Kingdom. They can end up having heated disputes like the one that the brothers James and John had with the other apostles.

I could dramatize this with an imagined dialogue. James might say, “look, for the kingdom to work, we have to have strong leaders,” and John would add, “We have known the Master as long as anybody. I know about love, and James knows about wisdom. Together we can provide that leadership.” Peter snaps back, “what about preaching? Shouldn’t the best preacher be the leader?” But Matthew says “you guys are all a bit hot-headed, and I think the leader should be somebody very cool and calm.” Thomas responds “oh, so you mean you, then? You’re so calm you put me to sleep. Shouldn’t the leader be a thinking man, somebody who knows enough to be skeptical and cautious?” Mary Magdalene pipes up, “why does the leader have to be a man?” But they all ignore her and go back to duking it out among the guys. Philip says “I think the leader should be an ordinary man of the people.” Jude the Lesser agrees and says “you big bold preachers and writers have had the stage long enough. Let some of the little guys lead things for a while.” “Listen,” says Simon the Zealot, “we’ve got a political battle ahead of us, and we can’t have our leaders be meek and mild.” He gives Philip a slight shove. “That’s right,” says Judas, “we have to be ready to fight.”

“And so,” says Jesus, arriving at this moment, “you’ve decided to practice by fighting among yourselves? You have allowed your different personal styles and your different personality types to lead you into unnecessary and unhelpful conflicts. You promote yourselves. . . . I’d say the apostles I want to back, at this moment, are Andrew and Nathanael.” 

“But,” Peter objects, “they didn’t even take part in the debate.” “Exactly,” Jesus says.

And so, even after we have entered the kingdom of heaven, we still have to learn psychological wisdom, social tact, and sensitivity to others. We have to appreciate that we all have a certain personality type, and that the other personality types may seem totally irrational or degraded to us, and can drive us crazy, if we let that happen. But it is part of our spiritual task to not be so itchy and scratchy, not to take so much umbrage. How high and mighty do we need to get about all the things that irritate us?

How about taking a deep breath and not reacting with fight or flight in the first half-second? How about returning to the place of calm where are real battle is only with oneself, with one’s tendency to temporarily forget the kingdom, to drop the pearl of great price, to give in to material emotions, to be swept along with the current of feelings, hot, urgent, and demanding. We may be in the kingdom, but it takes constant vigilance to live in the kingdom from moment to moment. It takes patient love, patience even with ourselves, and not descending to the level of angry emotion. It takes a constant returning to the place of trust and assurance, a constant self-reminding. Whatever reminder works, use it, a reminder like: “God is here,” or “Jesus, I have your light,” or “Jesus, your kingdom—your way—is here now,” or “I walk with you, Jesus.” Such reminders are holy words. They also act as our necessary self-training. It takes discipline to train ourselves to respond to the subtle Spirit, and not to the crude hot emotions that spring up so quickly, so demandingly. We don’t have to answer those demands. We answer to the steady calm that comes from God.


