Understanding the Kingdom of God 7

I. We’re doing a series about the Kingdom of God. This idea of the kingdom of God was wrapped up in how first-century Jews thought about time. Many believed in the “two ages” theory, which held 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 begin.

II. The NT teaches that the Kingdom of God began in seed form with Jesus first coming (MT 13:31-32). However, the present evil age did not immediately end. Therefore, time ended up looking like this:
1st Coming                    2nd Coming

						  (We are here)
               Present Evil Age (Gal 1:4)                     
 
   Kingdom Age                                 
				  Cross			Final Judgment
				Judgment

III. The experience of the future in the present is called “prolepsis” in theology. Christians are experiencing God’s future kingdom (in seed form) in the present (Heb 6:5). The Kingdom is here now, but not yet fully here. This now/not-yet perspective of the kingdom breaking into the present makes sense of so much of Scripture and of life itself. The kingdom started 2000 years ago and is growing. I said last week that there are churches on at least 6 continents. Someone looked it up, and it’s actually all 7. 

IV. The question at this point is, “What exactly is the kingdom?” People at different points in history have given different answers.

A. During the time of the “Holy Roman Empire” (after Rome officially became Christian), people thought that Rome was the kingdom of God (people in Rome, anyway, people outside knew better). This confusion of God’s kingdom with a human institution led Augustine to write “City of God,” which explained that the fall of Rome did not mean the destruction of God’s kingdom.

B. Instead, Augustine identified the kingdom of God with the church, or the Jew + Gentile family of God (1 Peter 2:9; Col 1:13; Eph 2:19-20). This reading is better, but it does not do full justice to the NT material.

1. Here is a simple analogy for why. Paul says the kingdom is righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom 14:17). It’s possible for a church to be filled with genuine converts and yet also be filled with sin and backbiting (read 1 Corinthians). Even though those people are “in” the kingdom, we would not say that the church was necessarily full of heaven.

V. The best answer, in my opinion, is that the “kingdom of God” in the NT broadly refers to the influence of God on the planet. It’s about how much of his will, or rule, is being accomplished. That’s why Matthew 6:10 equates the kingdom coming with Jesus’ will being done. The prayer goes on to offer repentance and forgiveness, two things that are clearly God’s will.

VI. The point is that the kingdom of God, even though it is basically an invisible influence, is nevertheless measurable to some extent. It can be measured in part by the number of people being converted and giving their lives to Jesus, but the influence of the kingdom on an individual hopefully does not stop with conversion. Therefore, it’s better to say that the influence of the Kingdom can be measured by the extent to which Jesus’ influence is overtaking every part of our world.

VII. The natural question at this point is, “How big will the tree get before Jesus comes back?” In other words, “How much of the kingdom is ‘now’ and how much is ‘not yet’?” How optimistic should we be?

VIII. Scripture has both optimistic statements about the progress of the kingdom and pessimistic statements. 

A. Optimistic Statements: Dan 2:34-35; 44; Mt 13:31-33; Mk 4:26-29; Mt 24:14; 1 Cor 15:24-26; Rev 7:9

B. Pessimistic Statements: Mt 24:9-12; Lk 18:8; 2 Tim 3:1-5, 13; 2 Peter 3:3

IX. History demonstrates uneven, difficult, but nevertheless impressive, growth. There have been entire sections of the church wiped off the map, but at the same time, in recent centuries, those places in the Middle East and the East are being re-evangelized. Overall, history appears to show an acceleration (particularly in the last 120 years) of kingdom growth while at the same time an increase in difficulty and persecution. This seems to fit with the above data.

X. At times, the church in America has held very optimistic views of kingdom expansion. This led to some good things, like the 1st and 2nd Great Awakenings, but also indirectly some very negative things, like the forced conversion of Native Americans.

XI. The church has also at times held very pessimistic views. This has led to explosive evangelism under the idea “make sure to get your fire insurance because things are going to get bad.” On the other side, it has also led to disengagement from cultural issues and a lack of faith in our ability to change culture. 

XII. The best thing to do appears to be to have what I would call “clear-eyed optimism.” We know God is good. We know he wants good, and we have every reason to believe his influence (kingdom) can affect our friends, relatives, city, and world. At the same time, we realize people have free will and that some people will persist in resisting Jesus. 
