Understanding the Kingdom 3

I. We’re doing a series about the Kingdom of God. The last 60 to 70 years have really changed the way people read the Bible, particularly the Gospels. This deeper understanding has been brought about by reading the NT within the original Jewish context. 

A. Reading the Gospels against the background of 2nd Temple Jewish literature has allowed us to make greater sense of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection because those activities are how He became King, inaugurating God’s Kingdom.

II. What exactly did the 1st-century Jews believe that should inform our understanding of the good news about the kingdom?  The idea was that there would be a second Moses who led a second exodus and established the new people and new temple. God would return and become King again through his Messiah. 

III. Last week, I was attempting to show how Stephen tied these various threads together in his message to the Sanhedrin. 

A. Stephen was saying that the long awaited second Moses had come, but that tragically they had crucified him. This was very hard to hear. How could the Messiah become ruler of Israel and usher in the Kingdom of God if he was dead? This would mean permanent exile and enslavement to foreign powers and the demonic rulers that backed them.

B. However, Stephen finishes with good news, even though they don’t hear it that way. He says, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” This is a theologically loaded statement! 

IV.  Part of the 1st century expectations the Jews had was that the Messiah would be a kingdom figure like David who would lead a national restoration (2 Sam 7:12-16; Ps 2, 110:1-2; Zech 9:9-10). 

A. Psalm 110 is the most quoted psalm in the NT. It was understood in many circles to be referring to the Messiah as Israel’s representative. He would sit and rule at God’s right hand as his delegated authority, like David. When Stephen sees this image, part of what he’s referring to is this verse. He’s saying, “Jesus is the King, and he’s ruling right now!”

V. The other passage this refers to is Daniel 7:1-14. The “Son of Man” was another picture of the messiah bouncing around in the heads of the first-century Jews. It was a hard picture to understand, because it seems like he’s divine, and yet he is also given rule over the whole earth like a Davidic, human king. 

A. Stephen is saying, “That which Daniel prophesied has come to pass. I can see it right now! The Son of Man (Jesus) has received the Kingdom!” 

B. This is what Jesus predicted (Mt 26:64). The coming with the clouds is a reference to coming to the Father to receive the kingdom, not his return at the 2nd advent. 

VI. What does this all mean? It means that Jesus, through his death and resurrection, has been made the rightful ruler of planet earth (Phil 2:6-11; Acts 2:36; Mt 28:18). Anytime you see the phrase “Jesus Christ” or “Christ Jesus” in the NT, it’s speaking to the fact that Jesus is the son of man from Daniel 7, and the promised Davidic King. It means “Jesus the Messiah” or “Jesus the King.”

VII. The question is, of course, if Jesus is King right now, why is everything still so messed up? The answer is that the Kingdom is both now and not yet. It is here in seed form and is growing, but it has not fully arrived. Jesus is reigning, but not all the enemies have bowed yet (Heb 2:6-9).

VIII. Jesus gives a great analogy to help us understand what has happened (Lk 19:11-26). This parable is probably based on the story of Herod Antipas and Herod Archelaus (two of Herod the Great’s sons who fought over Israel after the original Herod died). Herod Archelaus went to Rome to get authority to rule from Caesar. Herod Antipas did as well. Caesar ruled in favor of Archelaus, even though the people mostly hated him.

A. The moment that Caesar told Archelaus he was King, he was, in a real sense. However, there was resistance to his rule, and he was still in Rome. He had to make his way back. On his way, he likely would have sent heralds ahead that would be announcing his rule.

B. The idea would be to make things the way Archelaus liked them before he got there. This is how the apostles viewed themselves. They were heralds of the rule of Jesus. They were announcing his lordship and that he is on his way back, so we should try to make things as much in line with how he likes them as we can. 

IX. Here is the best part of all this, however. Even as Jesus embraces the idea of coming as a King. He subverts the entire meaning. If we miss this part, we really miss the beating heart of the Gospel. Look back at Daniel 2:39-44. 

A. Daniel describes this cycle of Kingdoms rising and falling—Babylon, Persia, Greece, Rome, and in the Roman days, the Kingdom of God will be set up, and it will smash all the other kingdoms to bits. 

X. Interestingly, Jesus, when he describes the kingdom, uses different pictures, like a mustard seed and leaven (Mt 13). This has led many people to argue that the Kingdom came in an unexpected way, and that the “smashing” part of the kingdom comes later when Jesus returns. 

A. Certainly Jesus will return (as we’ve discussed) and there will be judgment. But that’s not what is really going on in Daniel 2. Jesus helps us interpret Daniel 2 through Him. He’s saying, “These other kingdoms are going to be smashed through this tiny, humble mustard seed (Jesus’ death).”  In other words, the “smashing” happens because there isn’t any smashing.

XI. The whole Gospel narratives are about the Messiah on his way to his coronation. Jesus even describes it that way above. Unlike all previous kingdoms, however, Jesus does not allow his Kingdom to begin through violence. He goes to great lengths to prevent this (Lk 22:49-51). Instead, he humbles himself, crucifying our understanding of what it means to be powerful and to rule.

A. Jesus literally takes human notions of power, kingdom, dominion, rulership, etc., and nails them to his cross. Having done that, Paul says, He is qualified to be the King who rules forever. The renunciation of power is what qualifies you to have power. 

B. Think about how the humility of Jesus causes our ridiculous notions of greatness to crumble. 

XII. This is why Jesus is king, but there are still problems. His reign is non-coercive and non-violent. This non-coercive power, however, conquered the Roman Empire. It is tearing down kingdoms of darkness all over the planet. Progress is uneven because people can resist, but in the end, Jesus’ loving rule will take over the planet. 
