Understanding the Kingdom of God 4

I. We’re doing a series about the Kingdom of God. 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 these events 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. I have been attempting to show how Stephen tied these various threads together in his message to the Sanhedrin (Acts 7:56).

A. Stephen was referring to Daniel 7:1-14. 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!” 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. 

B. This is just like Herod Archelaus’ rule that was “now” when Caesar proclaimed him king of the Jews and “not yet” in the sense that he was in Rome making his way back to Jerusalem (Lk 19:11-26). Herod Archelaus is like Jesus in the parable. Herod Antipas (his competitor) is like Satan. The dispute is over who gets to rule planet Earth. 

IV. 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). The question is, of course, if Jesus is King right now, why is everything still so messed up? 

A. 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).

1. It took Archelaus time to get back to Jerusalem from Rome, and there were pockets of resistance to his rule. In the same way, it takes Jesus time to get back from heaven. He isn’t slow; he’s patient (2 Pet 3:9).

B. Further, Jesus’ rule is non-coercive, loving, and self-sacrificial. Jesus smashes the earthly kingdoms (Dan 2:39-44) by not smashing them. His refusal to seek power and self-promotion undermines the very fabric of how human kingdoms are built. Nevertheless, it also means that people are still free to resist Him.

V.  Let’s explore how this concept of kingdoms, authority, and rulership plays out in John 5:16-30. The necessary background of this passage is the idea that many first-century Jews believed in the “two ages” theory, which is that time was linear and progressed from this present evil age to a time of judgment when the Messiah would come, and then the “Kingdom age” would start.
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VI. “Eternal life” can also be translated “the life of God’s coming age.” Jesus was saying, “If you believe in me, you can experience the future age right now. The Kingdom can come crashing in on you” (Jn 5:24).  (This same concept is what he was saying to Mary and Martha (Jn 11:25). 

A. Jesus says you won’t be judged if you believe in Him. The idea isn’t really “believe” like “I believe in magic” or something. It’s “will you accept that I’m the rightful ruler”? If you do, you’re already part of the future kingdom, which means you skipped over the judgment! How does that work?

B. In John 12:30-35, Jesus says that the cross is the judgment of the world. That does not mean that there is no final judgment (Jn 12:48). It means that for those who will accept it, the cross is judgment that happens in advance of the final judgment. Jesus will draw all humanity into himself and be judged on their behalf, tasting death for every man (Heb 2:9). Now those in Christ are already in a sense raised with Him (Col 3:1; Eph 2:5).

C. Notice the irony. The people are “lifting up the son of man.” In so doing, they think they are rejecting him as Messiah, but in actuality, they are sending him to the throne room to receive the kingdom. 

D. The experience of the future in the present is called “prolepsis” in theology. It leads to time actually looking like this:   
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VII. Notice again what qualifies Jesus to be the judge, that is, to be King. It is “because he is the son of Man” (Jn 5:27). This is an astonishing statement. It once again explains that Jesus is qualified to judge humanity because he became one of us. This is not a stipulation we would come up with. We would say, “God can judge because He is creator.” That’s true, but it’s not how God thinks. He is so holy and righteous that he decided it was necessary to become His creation in order to judge it effectively. 

A. The renunciation of power is what qualifies Jesus to have power. He does not demand worship; therefore, He is worthy of worship. 

