The Kingdom and Material Prosperity

I. I’ve been teaching for a long time now about the kingdom of God and how it was inaugurated 2000 years ago by Jesus, so it is already here, and yet it will still be consummated when Jesus returns, so it is not yet all the way here. This already/not yet dichotomy is a major theme in the NT as the majority of modern Biblical scholars and interpreters realize.  Having explained that, I’m now asking, “What does Kingdom theology have to say about specific concepts?”

II. Today, I want to talk about how this idea of the Kingdom of God breaking into our world through Jesus and the ministry of the Holy Spirit affects the way we think about finances and material prosperity. Let’s start by just taking an honest look at how the OT depicts financial success or lack-thereof. The OT knows of 4 possible states:

	Prosperous without God’s Blessing or Intervention
Ps 73:3-12; Hab 1:13-17
	Prosperous because of God’s Blessing and Intervention
Deut 8:18; 28:1-14; Prv 10:22

	Poor without God’s judgment
Amos 2:6-7; Eccl 9:11; Is 10:1-2
	Poor because of God’s Judgment
Deut 28:15-68; Mal 3:8-11



III. This is an oversimplification, but it helps in several ways. First, it makes clear that one cannot discern the favor of God or lack thereof on someone’s life because of their bank account.

A. On the other hand, it does make clear that, in the OT at least (will do the NT in a second), material blessings were an expected part of being inside God’s Kingdom, even if it didn’t always play out perfectly.

IV. There is the expectation in the OT that the coming kingdom of God will right all wrongs, including economic injustice (Is 11:1-5; 65:17-25).

A. Is 65:17-25 is a deliberate reversal of the curses at the end of Deut 28. The point is that, when the Kingdom comes, God’s judgment will be lifted, and so even if there is poverty because of God’s judgment (which isn’t always the case) that too will be reversed. 

V. Moving to the NT, it is sometimes argued that the NT spiritualizes most of these promises. 

A. This was done for years with promises of physical healing (Is 53:4-5; Mt 8:17). The argument was that Jesus heals us from the sickness of sin, not physical sickness. It’s true that Jesus heals us from the sickness of sin, but the idea that he does not also heal physical bodies is totally foreign to the text. It is a Cessationist argument made from history, not from the Bible itself. 
VI. In a similar move, sometimes people will say that the NT takes the OT promises of material blessing and turns them into spiritual blessings or moves them into the future kingdom (Eph 1:3).

A. However, Jesus quite literally reversed people’s material statuses in the same way he quite literally healed bodies: Lk 5:6; Jn 2 (Cana wedding), feeding the 4 and 5 thousand. The prevalence of this kind of thing is far less than the episodes of physical healing, but there is definitely an in-breaking of physical provision in Jesus’ ministry.

VIII. Jesus’ beatitude about the poor is frequently misunderstood (Lk 6:20). He does not state that the poor are inherently blessed, as though poverty is itself the blessing. He says that the poor are blessed because the kingdom is available to them and it is easier for them to access than for the rich (Mt 19:23). The blessing is the kingdom, not poverty. Poverty is never considered a blessing in scripture, nor is sickness. 

A. Poverty does not intrinsically or automatically confer moral authority, not do riches automatically result in corruption. However, there are more warnings to the rich in Scripture than to the poor (1 Tim 6:17).

B. At the same time, we have to remember the historical context in which the Scripture was written. Social mobility was far more limited. One’s financial situation was less directly tied to one’s personal decisions than it is today. 

IX. Looking at all this, what can we conclude?

A. Part of the Kingdom of God includes material blessing and provision. Failure to acknowledge this is often the result of a gnostic or Greco-philosophical worldview that denies the value of the physical world. These are not the worldviews of the Bible.

B. The Kingdom is already and not yet which explains why (for believers) there are sometimes great breakthroughs in finances and why there are sometimes struggles.

C. We should not automatically assume that wealthy people are blessed by God, or that they are evil. We can’t tell from the outside (the same goes for people in poverty).

D. If we live by Kingdom principles, we should believe for God to bless and increase our finances, so that we can take care of your family and be a blessing to others. If it doesn’t go perfectly, don’t stress out, the kingdom isn’t all the way here.
