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Foreword

The Treasure in the Field is written for those who have a desire to under-

stand the teaching of the Bible concerning the Kingdom of God and a 

willingness to apply the Bible to present practical realities.

In Part I, the claims of the king are presented in such a way as to call 

for a response of obedience. In Part II, the promises of the kingdom are 

presented so as to encourage faith.

On a foundation of faith and obedience, Part III attempts to show that 

the message of the kingdom has practical relevance for every area of life. 

The chapters are not exhaustive, but merely illustrate specific applica-

tions.

The book concludes in Part IV with a call to relate the message of the 

kingdom to everyday life, and to bring all things into submission to the 

King.





Muriel Light is caught in the middle of a legal battle. Her late hus-

band paid $800 in 1967 for a rusty pile of junk, and she does not 

want anybody else getting their hands on it. Why would she go to the 

huge expense of legal costs to protect such a dilapidated heap? Because 

the junk is the ill-fated Cunard liner, the Lusitania, lying on its side on the 

ocean bed just off the coast of southern Ireland. The 32,000-ton vessel 

has lain there since it was sunk by a German torpedo in 1915. Muriel 

Light’s husband bought it from the ship’s insurers because there were 

reports of a trove of treasure on board. What seems to some to be no 

more than a pile of junk, becomes a matter of great urgency to others 

who get a whiff of the scent of treasure.

Jesus said that the Kingdom of God is like treasure hidden in a field 

(Mt 13:44). The discovery of that treasure totally changed the life of the 

man who found it. He was more than happy to sell all he had to buy that 

field. Such a man must have wondered why nobody had stumbled across 

the treasure before. People had walked through the field, farmers had 

ploughed the field, and yet for years the treasure remained undiscovered. 

Somebody must have deliberately hidden it, and there it had lain, buried. 

The Kingdom of God is hidden in such a way that men may spend 

their lives walking all over it, but never knowing it is there. So, in spite 
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of the fact that the kingdom was one of the central themes of Jesus’ 

teaching, two thousand years later the church remains divided about 

what he meant. She certainly does not seem to have discovered the king-

dom with the excitement which characterizes the man in the parable. 

What is the Kingdom?
  

So what is the Kingdom of God?  Defined simply, it is God’s government. 

The word “kingdom” has two aspects: realm and rule. Our understanding 

of the Kingdom of God must be broad enough to embrace both mean-

ings. 

Firstly, the Kingdom of God is the realm, or the domain, over which 

God’s government is exercised. It is similar to the designation of the 

United Kingdom as being the territory ruled by Queen Elizabeth. 

Secondly, kingdom refers to rule, or dominion. It is not only a territo-

rial definition, for it also describes God’s activity in governing. It includes 

the concept of rule as well as realm; of dominion as well as domain. 

Kingdom is an active word as well as a passive one, for it portrays what 

God does as well as depicting the areas over which he does it. 

So when Jesus arrived on the earth proclaiming the good news of the 

kingdom, he was declaring new revelation about God’s activity in the 

lives of men and women. When he said that the Kingdom of God was at 

hand, he was telling people that the government of God was being exer-

cised, intervening in the affairs of men in a new way. 

If men wanted proof that such government was real, Jesus pointed to 

the demons being cast out wherever he went. He said, “If I drive out 

demons by the finger of God, then the Kingdom of God has come to you” 

(Lk 11:20). The demons’ departure demonstrated  the breaking in of a 

new sovereignty. Jesus stressed that the kingdom was at hand. Its near-

ness was clear for all to see. It is a rule which is being revealed on earth. 

The essence of the dominion may be heavenly, but the nature of the 

domain is certainly earthly.

When Jesus taught his disciples what we have called the Lord’s 

Prayer, he declared an important truth about the kingdom. The desire of 
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his heart, and one which the Father would fulfil, was that God’s Kingdom 

would come. His next request showed how he saw that desire coming 

true. He prayed, “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10). 

The coming of the kingdom entails the rule of heaven being seen in the 

realm of earth. 

            

The Treasure Hunt

When my children were younger, we had a family tradition. If ever my 

work took me away from home for more than a few days, I wanted to 

leave the children something to remind them of their father. So I left 

them a treasure hunt. After my departure, there would be an envelope 

for each of them to open, containing the first clue. If they solved the 

riddle, it would lead them to another clue hidden somewhere in the 

house. When the trail was successfully concluded, a pile of goodies 

would be discovered – candies or some other small present to enjoy 

while I was away. It was usually wise to make sure my wife was aware of 

the final location of the treasure in case the clues proved to be too com-

plex for their young minds!

Many who have embarked on the treasure hunt, seeking to discover 

the kingdom, have been put off the trail very early on. Some of the clues 

seem rather cryptic. Others initially appear confusing. For example, Mark 

and Luke speak of the Kingdom of God in their gospels, but Matthew 

refers mostly to the Kingdom of heaven. Some have regarded the two 

terms as referring to different things. But often they appear in parallel 

passages where different gospel writers are clearly quoting the same 

statement by Jesus. 

Actually the two phrases describe the same thing. But there is a very 

good reason why Matthew uses a different title. He was a Jew, writing to 

Jews. Devout Jews, out of reverence to God, were unwilling to take the 

name of God on their lips. They would try to find some alternative word 

to use. 

So, for example, the Prodigal Son confesses to his father, “I have 

sinned against heaven and against you” (Lk 15:18). Of course, he meant 
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that he had sinned against God and his father, but he adopted a common 

euphemism by saying “heaven” so as to not have to say “God.” In defer-

ence to such Jewish sensitivities, Matthew does exactly the same 

throughout most of his gospel. He says “Kingdom of Heaven”; but it is 

just a different way of saying the Kingdom of God. 

However, in spite of this simple explanation, many have been put off 

the trail by misunderstanding Matthew’s terminology. Such frequent use 

of the word “heaven” in association with the kingdom has led many to 

regard heaven as the primary meaning of the kingdom. The Kingdom of 

God has come to be thought of as being of other worlds and after this 

life. So there are a lot of treasure hunters looking in the wrong place!

Of course there is much in the teaching of Jesus to indicate that his 

kingdom is “not of this world” (Jn 18:36); by which he meant, in context, 

that the source of his authority was not human delegation (as Pilate’s 

was), but divine appointment. Also, there is much concerning the king-

dom for which fulfilment can only come with the personal return of the 

King. 

Nonetheless, the good news which Jesus proclaimed is not restricted 

to the heavenly realms or the distant future. His message was that the 

kingdom is at hand. The heavenly reality is now being experienced on 

earth, for “the Kingdom of God is among you” (Lk 17:21). The anticipated 

reign of God is now being experienced in the affairs of men, for the 

kingdom HAS COME (Mt 12:28). Despite Matthew’s use of the word 

heaven, the kingdom has much of a “here and now” flavour to it in the 

teaching of Jesus. 

In these references which say that the kingdom “is among you,” and 

“has come,” we have some very important clues in our treasure hunt. 

One of the mysteries of the Kingdom of God is that God has hidden it, 

and yet he wants us to find it. That is why the great priority in life must 

always be to seek the kingdom (Mt 6:33). God has hidden it in this way 

because it is not good, in Jesus’ words, to “throw your pearls to pigs” (Mt 

7:6). That is to say, do not give anything precious to those who will not 

value it. 

The kingdom will only be discovered by those who show that they 

really appreciate its value by the way in which they seek it as the first 
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priority in their lives. They will pay whatever price is necessary. Jesus 

said to such people, the Father “has been pleased to give you the king-

dom” (Lk 12:32-34). The treasures of the sunken Lusitania will only go to 

those who are prepared to pay the price to retrieve them; the same is 

true of the kingdom.

That is why Jesus says that the kingdom is like treasure hidden in a 

field. Even the most sincere people can walk right by and miss it, with 

no idea of what is buried beneath their feet. Some of the clues in this 

great treasure hunt have often been misunderstood: people have been 

looking in the wrong place. 

Clue #1 - “Now” 

The first surprising thing about these clues is that the kingdom is 

HIDDEN IN THE PRESENT. Many have been looking for it in the future. 

In one sense that is a correct expectation, for Jesus certainly spoke in 

futuristic terms about the kingdom. For example when he taught the 

parables of the ten virgins and of the talents (Mt 25:1-30), he started by 

saying, “At that time, the kingdom of heaven will be like....” The time to 

which he was referring was clearly the second coming of the King in 

power, for that is the subject of the previous chapter. 

Here, then, Jesus is speaking of the kingdom in a future sense, of what 

the kingdom will be like. But even in these parables, the weight of Jesus’ 

message is on the present rather than the future. He speaks of what we 

should be doing now (i.e. make sure that we are filled with the oil of the 

Holy Spirit and make the most of the talents that have been entrusted to 

us) in the light of this revelation of the future. 

However, while there is clearly an important futuristic element in the 

revelation concerning the kingdom, most of the parables of the kingdom 

do not begin: “The Kingdom of God will be like....” They start: “The 

Kingdom of God is like....” The good news that Jesus proclaimed is that 

the kingdom to which the prophets looked forward had become a pres-

ent reality in Jesus. For those who have eyes to see it, the treasure is 
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hidden in the present. 

               

Clue #2 - “Here” 

The second surprising thing about these early clues is that the kingdom 

is HIDDEN IN THE WORLD. Most people have looked for the kingdom as 

something locked up behind the doors of the church. When Jesus speaks 

of the treasure, he describes it as being hidden in a field. Three of the 

previous parables in the context of Matthew 13 also speak of fields, and 

there Jesus tells us what the field represents. He tells us in verse 38, “The 

field is the world.” 

In the parable of the sower, the field represents the heart of one who 

hears the word. But then we find that as the chapter proceeds, the meta-

phor changes. Those who respond with faith toward the word in turn 

become the seed. The sons of the kingdom are then planted in the field 

(v.38). The message of the kingdom takes root in men’s hearts, and it is 

then planted in the world in a flesh and blood form in those responsive 

lives. So it is in the field, which is the world, where the kingdom will be 

found. 

Too many people have stopped looking for the kingdom because 

they have found the church. But the church is not the sum total of the 

kingdom; the church is the agent of the kingdom. It is to the church that 

Jesus has given the keys of the kingdom. She has been given the author-

ity to bind and loose, to pronounce and effect the government of heaven 

on earth. The church is not synonymous with the kingdom; rather she is 

to be the instrument through which the world can begin to see God’s 

kingdom.      

It takes eyes of faith to see the kingdom hidden in the world. Some 

of Jesus’ parables (like those of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast) were 

spoken to build such faith. But if we look for anything less than the 

Kingdom of God being discovered in the world, we undervalue the 

power of what Jesus accomplished on Calvary. The revelation of Jesus 

that was given to John on Patmos, in the midst of the persecution he was 

suffering, was not simply of one who had redeemed the church, but of 
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one who had conquered the world. The heavenly proclamation was that 

“the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of 

his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever” (Rev 11:15). 

While the ultimate fulfilment of that remains in the future, the fact 

remains that the coming of the kingdom is inextricably tied up with the 

world. God’s government does not only have to be operative within the 

church; his will is to be done on earth as it is in heaven. It has implica-

tions for politics, economics, medicine, industrial relations, education – 

and every other sphere on earth as well as ecclesiology. Our treasure 

hunt searching for the Kingdom of God will take us into realms such as 

these. 

Found - Here and Now 

We have seen that the parable of the treasure gives us important clues 

about where the kingdom is hidden – hidden in unexpected places like 

the present and the world. But the parable also tells us that the treasure 

MAY BE FOUND. It may be found in the present and in the world. The 

kingdom is in the “here and now” as well as in the “sweet bye and bye.” 

In spite of the fact that it is hidden, God’s desire is that it should be 

discovered. And it will be discovered by those who look in the right 

place and who are willing to pay the price. The man in the parable was 

willing to sell everything, and he did it joyfully. The Kingdom of God, like 

the treasure in the field, will cost you everything: but it’s a bargain at the 

price! 

Down through the centuries, countless men and women have been 

prepared to pay the price and have discovered something of the reality 

of the Kingdom of God in their day and in their world. They have not 

been content to wait for a kingdom that is solely futuristic, but they have 

sought, at whatever cost, to see the rule of God overflow from the 

church and touch their world. 

Such was the motivation of the great explorer, David Livingstone. He 

wrote in his diary in 1852: “I will place no value on anything I have or 

may possess, except in relation to the kingdom of Christ. If anything will 
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advance the interests of that kingdom it shall be given away or kept, only 

if by giving away or keeping it I shall most promote the glory of him to 

whom I owe all my hopes in time and eternity.”1

Exploration was not his goal when he began to open up the interior 

of the African continent. Livingstone’s driving ambition was to see some-

thing of the Kingdom of God established in his day in the world. 

Too often our heavenly-minded concept of the kingdom has para-

lysed the church into waiting for Jesus to come to do that which he has 

told us to do. It is we who are to go into all the world and make disciples 

of all the nations. To seek the Kingdom of God is not to sit back and wait 

for heaven. As Samuel Rutherford wrote in 1640: “I shall be glad to be a 

witness to behold the kingdoms of the world become Christ’s. I could 

stay out of heaven many years to see that victorious triumphing Lord act 

that prophesied part of his soul-conquering love.”2

Such a hope of Jesus’ victory on earth should fire the church into 

action. If the church has faith in such a hope, she will no longer need to 

be preoccupied with speculations concerning the future, but will seek 

to fulfil her destiny: to see the Kingdom of God coming into the world. 

It is with vision like this that we embark upon the search for the treasure 

in the field. We will find that our search will be costly; but what cost can 

compare with the glory of finding the Kingdom of God? As we discover 

the treasure, we shall be able, by the Spirit, to put our lives under the 

government of God, and then in turn to be instruments of his rule in the 

world. 

FOOTNOTES

1 Iain Murray: The Puritan Hope, p.172  (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust; 1975)

2 Quoted by Murray; op cit p.53
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PART I   

The Heart of  the Kingdom





One generation was raised on Westerns; the next generation – Star 

Trek. It makes little difference, for the plot is essentially the same. 

The good guys beat the bad guys – but only just! It is politically incorrect 

to talk in these terms now, but the cowboys were the good guys. The 

cowboys bravely held on until finally the Cavalry arrived. Then the scene 

shifted to the final frontier: space. The battle between good and evil 

became inter-galactic, but it was the same storyline that kept a new gen-

eration on the edge of their seats until the end of the show. We boldly 

went back to the same plot where our forefathers had gone before!

Sadly, the church has based its theology on Star Trek. It seemed to be 

such a wholesome family show, with none of the swearing and sex that 

we don’t want our children to see. Even the violence is acceptable if it 

is directed toward aliens from outer space who do not seem to bleed so 

profusely. In any case, violence is even to be considered exemplary in a 

good cause. Surely the Westerns are thoroughly moral in their portrayal 

of the triumph of good over evil? The moral is clear: Calvary is a spiritual 

equivalent of the Cavalry.

But this is fundamentally flawed. We dare not have a “Star Wars” theol-

ogy which sees history as a cosmic battle between good and evil, with 

good triumphing, but only just and at the last minute, rather against the 

run of play. History is not a process of war against evil as God strives 

11

Chapter 1

The Centrality of  the Throne



with man to overcome the wayward universe. History is the masterful 

creative handiwork of God whose throne is eternally secure. From 

before the beginning of time, God had a marvellous plan. Calvary is part 

of that plan; the Lamb was slain “before the foundation of the world” 

(Rev 13:8), not as a late response to an unforeseen emergency. 

A kingdom is an organized community headed by a king. It implies 

both the power of the king and the sphere over which that power is 

exercised. Jesus rules over heaven and earth. God’s kingdom does not 

depend upon what happens on earth. God’s actions are not reactions to 

events on earth, for his throne is established in the heavens. He is far 

above all things, not anxiously waiting to see what sinister trick the 

enemy will try next. He is not waiting in the fort for the telegraph mes-

sage to get through requesting help, desperately hoping that the wires 

don’t get cut before the crucial prayer request gets through. He is ruling, 

not reacting; He is the King.

We do not always see that God is working all things out according to 

his eternal  purpose. It is certainly not always clear what that purpose is. 

But when we are seeking the kingdom, we are looking for the manifesta-

tion of that rule in the practical realities of life on earth. It exists irrespec-

tive of earthly events, but our prayer is that increasingly men will 

acknowledge its reality. 

The Psalmist David looked forward to the spread of the knowledge 

of God’s glorious kingdom (Ps 145:10-12). But he is also quick to point 

out that the kingdom is an everlasting kingdom (v13). The kingdom was 

as real in the past, when it was less apparent, as it is in the present, and 

as it will be in the future. Its earthly manifestation will increase but its 

eternal existence remains sure. 

Paul Billheimer, in his book “Destined for the Throne”1, gives some 

helpful insights into the mystery of God’s plan, which includes the exis-

tence of evil. He speaks of God’s desire for his Son to have an eternal 

companion to share his throne. It was not good that he should be alone, 

and out of his pierced side was brought forth a companion for the Son. 

So was born the church, to be given the kingdom (Lk 12:32) and to share 

in his sovereign power and authority (Rev 3:21). 

Only those who had learned to overcome could be given the right to 
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sit with the Son on his throne. History can thus be seen as on-the-job 

training for the church. It is not the cosmic battle between good and evil; 

it is the church’s apprenticeship as the bride of Christ. 

Man could have served his apprenticeship in the Garden of Eden. If 

he had overcome Satan there, he would have been qualified to rule in 

the dominion mandate given to him. As an overcomer he would have 

been entitled to rule. But God had an even greater plan. He could have 

shared his rule with angels, but he chose not to (Heb 1:13). He did not 

merely want created beings to share life with his Son; he wanted 

redeemed creatures to do so. Our privileges as those who have been 

saved are inestimable. Angels long to look into the mystery of salvation 

because they do not know the joy of being forgiven. Redemption has 

brought about a unique love relationship between Christ and his bride. 

We love because we have been forgiven (Lk 7:47). 

History is not a battle; it is a marvellous plan, intricately worked. It 

starts with God (“In the beginning was God”), not with God and Satan. 

History is His story, not their story. God began by creating the perfect 

environment, and then he made the creature in whom he had planned 

to invest government. He immediately declared his purpose for that crea-

ture, man: to rule (Gen 1:28). And at the end of history his purpose is 

fulfilled: “And they will reign for ever and ever” (Rev 22:5). 

Satan is not a co-star in the celestial star wars. He is a punch-bag for 

the rising star who is learning to reign with the morning star. God’s 

throne is eternally established. His authority has never been in question. 

We need to live in the light of that authority; we shall consider two 

aspects of it with their implications for us.

The Untouchable Throne 

Firstly, God’s throne is untouchable. His authority cannot be successfully 

challenged. Imagine  a force-field surrounding the military HQ of some 

great power in a science fiction drama. Laser beams fry the bodies of all 

beings who cross the line and deflect any missiles that approach. The 

fortress is untouchable.
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But not only is this an impenetrable defence. The same force fields 

surround every offensive rocket that is fired: nothing can prevent them 

reaching their target. Every soldier enjoys the same protection; none can 

stop them fulfilling their mission. Such an army is invincible; such a 

power is untouchable.

“The Lord reigns, he is robed in majesty. The world is firmly estab-

lished; it cannot be moved. Your throne was established long ago; you are 

from all eternity” (Ps 93:1,2). There is only one throne. Satan does not 

have a rival throne. Scripture speaks of Satan having been cast down. He 

is described as wandering the earth (Job 1:6,7; 1Pe 5:8) rather than occu-

pying an exalted position on an alternative throne. He does not consti-

tute a threat to God’s ultimate throne. As John Frame has written, “As 

controller and authority, God is “absolute,” that is, His power and wisdom 

are beyond any possibility of successful challenge.”2

When Adam sinned in the Garden of Eden, he fell from the position 

God had intended him to fill. Something very significant happened con-

cerning rulership in the world. But what happened was not that God 

was displaced from his throne. It was man who lost his throne. There was 

a real change in government on the earth, but God’s throne remained 

intact. It has always been firmly established. 

Clearly the Bible refers to Satan as the “Prince of this world” (Jn 

14:30). But he did not usurp that title from God; he stole it from man. 

Man was intended to be the prince of this world (Gen 1:28). So when 

Jesus came, he came as a man to conquer and reclaim the world, and to 

restore to man the intended rule. He said “I have overcome the world” 

(Jn 16:33), so he was entitled to speak about the kingdom being given 

back to man in the persons of the redeemed community (Lk 12:32). 

God’s throne remains unaffected by the events on earth. It is holy, 

which means that it is totally separate from all the vicissitudes of life on 

earth. His throne, and the place to which he has now raised Christ, is “far 

above all”(Eph 1:20,21). There is no rule, authority, power or dominion 

which can touch it. Its nature is such that it cannot be threatened. 

The great preacher of the 19th century, C.H.Spurgeon, had no doubts 

about the inviolability of God’s throne. He said,

 “The eternal purpose of God to set his king upon the throne, and to 
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make Jesus Christ reign for ever and ever, must be fulfilled, for the Holy 

Ghost has undertaken to see it accomplished. Amidst the surging tumult 

of the battle, the result of the conflict is never in doubt for a moment. It 

may seem as though the fate of Christ’s cause hung in a balance, and that 

the scales were in equilibrium; but it is not so. The glory of Christ never 

wanes; it must increase from day to day; and the day shall come when 

Christ’s praise shall go up from all human tongues.” 3 

So there can be no question of history being a battle between two 

thrones. It must be the drama of the ultimate throne achieving its inten-

tion of training man and placing him in his destined position as prince 

of this world. God’s throne is eternal. It was established long before Satan 

ever rebelled and it will remain established long after Satan is destroyed. 

We know that the word “eternal” describes quality as well as quantity. It 

is hard enough to try to imagine the eternity of God’s throne in the 

quantitative sense of its eternal duration. It is even more wonderful to 

consider the quality of its eternal power. It is beyond our comprehen-

sion to conceive of a throne that by its very nature cannot be reached 

by an alien power. Yet such is the ultimacy of God’s throne. It is without 

rival. 

      

The Universal Throne

Secondly, God’s throne is universal. It is absolute; it is complete. It is the 

one thing in the whole universe that is so fixed that everything else 

revolves around it. “By him all things were created: things in heaven and 

on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or 

authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all 

things, and in him all things hold together.... so that in everything he 

might have the supremacy.” (Col 1:16-18). 

His supremacy is such that he alone can hold things together; his 

throne is the cohesiveness that makes a universe rather than a multi-

verse. Everything which is not in harmony with his government will 

ultimately fall apart. This is true on a personal level. Paul tells us in 
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Romans that men who disregarded God’s laws “received in themselves 

the due penalty for their perversion” (1:27). There is something in-built 

in the universe which means that life outside of God’s ways carries its 

own consequences. Similarly on a national level, societies which disre-

gard God’s standards have an inherent tendency to disintegrate. “If you 

do not follow all the words of this law the Lord will send plagues, ...

disasters, ...diseases.” (Deut 28:58-60) 

Men and nations face the same choice as they live in the light of 

God’s absolute throne: autonomy or theonomy. They can live under self-

rule or under God’s rule. But in making their choice the lesson of Col 

1:16-18 is clear; self-rule does not work. Only God’s government can 

ultimately hold anything together. 

God’s throne thus has relevance in every pocket of reality. It has 

immensely practical implications for every facet of life. The word “every” 

is important in Scripture. We are told in Deut 8:3,6 that we are to live by 

every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord. Also, 2Tim 3:16 

tells us that every scripture is God-breathed and is useful for every good 

work. Thus the whole of scripture speaks to the whole of life. 

It was with this in mind that W.A. Visser t’Hooft wrote: “It is strange 

that after these many centuries in this respect the Bible is still largely a 

closed book. We have only the vaguest ideas about its message concern-

ing the abiding realities of social and political life. We operate with a few 

obvious texts or a few general principles, but we know next to nothing 

about the biblical witness with regard to such basic elements of our 

common life as property, justice, work, soil, money.”4 

Yet such knowledge of the scriptures is vital if we really believe that 

the Word of God touches every area of life. If the Bible does not speak 

about the whole of life, then we are left to our own understanding as we 

seek to live under the government of God. In effect we make up our own 

minds about what the will of God is. But it is a very low view of Scripture 

which maintains that God’s Word only addresses the so-called religious 

sphere of life. In reality, the relevance of the throne of God is such that 

we find in the Bible that God’s will has been clearly stated outlining its 

requirements and guidelines for every area of life. 

“If there are no God-given standards of righteousness in every area of 
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life, there can be no call to repentance in every area of life. But if we say 

this, then we are saying that sinful men can continue doing anything 

they want in these areas. But there is no zone of neutrality from God’s 

standards of righteousness anywhere in the universe.” (Gary North)5 

We are faced with a clear choice between antinomianism, in which 

every man is a law unto himself, and acknowledging that the whole of 

life has to revolve around the revealed law of God. That law is as relevant 

when we are sitting at home or walking down the street as it is when 

we are sitting in church (Deut 6:4-9; 11:18-21). It is that law which gives 

expression to the practical impact of the rule of the throne in day-to-day 

life. 

The Trouble with Man

We have highlighted a couple of the qualities of God’s authority: we have 

seen that his throne is untouchable and universal. But before we pro-

ceed we must pause to recognize that to talk of authority is not fashion-

able today. We live in a society with a negative attitude towards authority. 

It is as if the very idea of a throne seems restrictive to our personal 

freedom. But that is a distorted view of authority. Just as the railway track 

makes it possible for a train to cover great distances, by restricting it to 

follow a course that prevents it from getting bogged down in the first 

muddy field it comes to, so God’s authority both limits us and enables us 

to reach our destination.

The reality is that God’s authority is liberating, not restrictive. It was 

a lie of Satan that introduced the notion that it would be good for man 

to be autonomous (Gen 3). But the desire to be free of God’s law proved 

to be damaging rather than beneficial to man. It brought death, not life.

We can clearly see the harm that was done in the Garden of Eden. 

God had decreed that man should be sovereign over the whole earth. So 

much for those who see God as wanting to place unnecessary restric-

tions on man. That sovereignty was conditional upon man being willing 

to be subordinated to God and his very few laws. But God’s desire was 

that man should rule. 
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Man, however, chose to be insubordinate. It is one of the unbreakable 

laws of the universe that you always reap what you sow. Therefore hav-

ing sown insubordination into the earth, that is what he reaped. The 

curse of Genesis 3:17-19 meant that from that point on, man would have 

to strive to overcome an unco-operative earth to eke out an existence. 

Man now lives with the principle of insubordination in that which is 

under his dominion. His desire for freedom has brought him nothing but 

frustration. 

It is not popular to talk of man’s failure today; it harms his fragile self-

esteem. Rather than saying that Adam failed, perhaps we should say that 

he achieved deficiency. But the end result, in the vernacular of the 

politically correct, was that he was terminally inconvenienced. In lan-

guage that more ordinary people understand: he was dead. 

Man’s current lot is filled with irony. He was intended to live under 

God and over nature. But in his desire to exalt himself, to break out of 

the restrictions of authority, he sought to place himself over God, but 

ended up under nature. The ground that he was supposed to rule in 

order that it might feed him ended up ruling him. His body was buried 

beneath the ground and in the process of decomposition, the soil, as it 

were, ate him for lunch. Every graveyard proclaims that the earth sub-

dues us.

The devaluation of man has reached its logical conclusion in recent 

history as he has come to adopt an evolutionary view of himself as being 

a product of nature. Viewed as a product of nature, man is now philo-

sophically subordinated to nature, just as down through the centuries 

the frustration of work has born testimony to man’s practical subordina-

tion to nature. Man regards himself as merely an animal, bearing the 

image of nature rather than the image of God. Evolutionary theory pro-

claims him to be no more than slime plus time.

If only man had been prepared to hold the subordinated position of 

bearing the image of God, he would have been free to stamp that image 

on nature, and rule the earth for the glory of God. But instead, in his 

insubordination, man now sees himself as bearing the image of nature. 

His behaviour has become consistent with his evolutionary philosophy. 

The survival of the fittest reduces man to the level of lower creatures 
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as he exhibits a tendency to act like an animal. Contrary to modern 

thinking, insubordination does not lead to freedom; it has always led to 

bondage. That is why the message of the Kingdom of God is called good 

news; God’s government is good news! Obedience does not lead to 

repression; it always leads to blessing. “If you are willing and obedient, 

you will eat the best from the land; but if you resist and rebel, you will 

be devoured by the sword. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken” (Is 

1:19,20). 

Law and Order

Why is it that obedience always leads to blessing? Part of the reason is to 

be found in the fact that God is a God of order and peace (1Cor 14:33). 

The two attributes are inter-related. Peace comes from order. When 

everything is in its proper place, functioning according to God’s order, 

peace results. Blessing is a manifestation of that peace, the sense of well-

being that can only come from being in the proper place in relation to 

God. 

That is why, when we want to experience God’s peace, even in the 

midst of turmoil, it is for his government (not for his sympathy) that we 

should go to Jesus. Seek first the Kingdom of God ...and all these things 

will be added unto you. Jesus is the Prince of Peace, not the Shepherd or 

Counsellor of Peace. The key to peace is rulership, because government 

brings order, and order brings peace. The promise concerning the Prince 

of peace is that “of the increase of his government and peace there will 

be no end (Is 9:7). Government precedes peace.

This seems strange to us given our concept of peace. Our view is 

more akin to the Hindu concept of peace as the absence of conflict. But 

biblical peace is of the Jewish kind: Shalom. The root meaning of this 

Hebrew word includes, among other things, the idea of standing with 

your foot on the throat of your enemy. That is real peace! The Russian 

word for peace contains the same connotation - which is why the old 

Soviet empire could be so enthusiastically involved in peace-talks. The 

Americans were thinking about the absence of conflict while the 
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Russians were frantically escalating the arms build-up in the cause of 

peace. They were desperate for the peace that would result from having 

their foot on their enemies’ throat.

For us to have peace, we must understand this fundamental concept. 

We are at war with God, and the only hope for peace is to surrender to 

his authority. When we submit to his government, there will be peace. 

Until then, there will only be conflict. And there is no other place to find 

peace than under his government, though people are searching for it 

everywhere.

The quest for inner peace is all-consuming in our narcissistic culture. 

Sadly many are not finding it because they are looking in the wrong 

place. One of the fallacies of the modern era is that inner peace is found 

in the domain of the Counsellor rather than the Prince. The psychology-

based counsellor will often seek to help the person feel better about 

himself. The solution is seen in improved self-esteem. There are all kinds 

of support groups to counteract this lack of self worth. One that is cur-

rently growing in the USA is a support group for those suffering from a 

sense of inferiority because they have never been sexually harassed!

The unauthorized revised version of the Bible seems to say: “Seek ye 

first a proper self-esteem, and all these things will be added unto you.” 

Preaching from this pretext, Robert Schuller is on record as saying: “Self-

esteem is the single greatest need facing the human race today.” He con-

tinues, “I contend that this unfulfilled need for self-esteem underlies 

every act.”6 However, the Bible is clear that it is our sinful nature that 

underlies every act. As we have so often gone along with the impulses of 

that nature, we feel bad because we are bad. Evangelicals who have  so 

often used the maxim: “Feelings follow facts” when trying to give new 

converts assurance of salvation, should try to remember it when consid-

ering their own lives. Feeling good will follow being good. Being good 

entails living properly under God’s government. Peace will follow obedi-

ence; it will not follow a self-esteem seminar.

Peace is possible because there is one God who holds everything 

together to work according to his divinely decreed order and pattern. 

When we submit to that order, everything works properly. Seen in this 

light, submission to God is not the burden that Satan has deceived us 

PART 1   THE HEART OF THE KINGDOM

20



into  thinking it is. His commands are not burdensome (1Jn 5:3), and his 

yoke is easy (Mt 11:30). As David said, God’s laws are more desirable than 

gold and sweeter than honey (Ps 19:10). 

C.S.Lewis meditated upon the mysteriousness of such statements in 

the thinking of modern man.7  He wrote, 

“I can understand that a man can, and must, respect these statutes, 

and try to obey them and assent to them in his heart. But it is very hard 

to find how they could be, so to speak, delicious, how they exhilarate. If 

this is difficult at any time, it is doubly so when obedience is opposed to 

some strong, and perhaps in itself innocent, desire. 

“A hungry man left alone, without money, in a shop filled with the 

smell and sight of new bread, roasting coffee, or fresh strawberries – can 

he find the prohibition of theft at all like honey? ...Surely it could be 

more aptly compared to the dentist’s forceps or the front line than to 

anything enjoyable and sweet.” 

But having compared the Jewish law with the paganism and murder-

ous practices (such as child sacrifice) of the surrounding nations, Lewis 

concluded his meditation by giving whole-hearted assent to the 

Psalmist’s praise of the law. He wrote: 

“In so far as this idea of the Law’s beauty, sweetness, or preciousness, 

arose from the contrast of the surrounding Paganisms, we may soon find 

occasion to recover it. Christians increasingly live on a spiritual island; 

new and rival ways of life surround it in all directions and their tides 

come further up the beach every time.

“None of these new ways is yet so filthy or cruel as some Semitic 

Paganism. But many of them ignore all individual rights and are cruel 

enough. Some give morality a whole new meaning which we cannot 

accept, some deny its possibility. Perhaps we shall learn, sharply enough, 

to value the clean air and “sweet reasonableness” of the Christian ethics 

which in a more Christian age we might have taken for granted.” 

C.S.Lewis’ prophetic words (published in 1961) are being fulfilled 
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today. In contrast with the darkness of godless cultures, be they primitive 

spiritism or atheistic totalitarianism, the Word of God shines out as gold. 

The Psalmist rejoiced in all that was laid up for those who learned to 

obey: Psalm 112 amplifies the thought expressed in its opening verse – 

“Blessed is the man who fears the Lord, who finds great delight in his 

commands.” God’s commands are given to us for our own good, not to 

satisfy the arbitrary whims of some despotic deity (Deut 10;12,13). 

The wise man builds his house, structures his life, upon the rock – 

which Jesus defined as putting into practice the commands of God. The 

reason that this is wise is that anything built on obedience lasts; what-

ever is built on disobedience eventually fails. Obedience is for our good! 

My Will, not Yours, be Done

If the scriptures are clear on the blessings that flow from obedience, we 

may be sure they are equally graphic in depicting the consequences of 

disobedience. Obedience says, “Thy will be done.” Disobedience says, “My 

will be done.” Frank Sinatra sings the hymn of modern man when he 

croons, “I did it my way.” But my way does not work.

The most vivid illustration of this must be seen in the person of Satan 

himself.  We are told that he initially held a position of great honour in 

God’s order. He even had a throne (Is 4:13), but eventually he could no 

longer bear to be subservient. He had great authority, but his authority 

was not of his own making. He was ordained (Ezek 28:14); he was given 

authority to carry out the will of another, the will of God. 

Now we come to the heart of the matter. Regardless of how much 

authority a man may have, if it is derived from another it never gives him 

the power to do as he pleases. And it is that desire for self-determination, 

for the freedom to pursue his own will rather than the will of another, 

which was the essence of Satan’s downfall – and so too for us. 

We see the nature of Satan’s rebellion in the simple words “I will.” 

They are found repeatedly on his lips in the description of his rebellion 

in Is 14:13,14 – “I WILL ascend to heaven; I WILL raise my throne above 

the stars of God; I WILL sit enthroned on the mount of the assembly, on 
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the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. I WILL ascend above the tops 

of the clouds; I WILL make myself like the Most High.”  

The moment the anointed cherub said in his heart “I will” (rather 

than focusing on “Your will”), sin was born. And as soon as he started the 

series of “I will”s, it was inevitable that eventually he would conclude by 

saying “I will be like God.” God exercises his will; so will I. God deter-

mines what is right and wrong; so will I. In the assertion of his will, Satan 

determined no longer to be a subordinate. Now he was to be a sovereign. 

What is important for us to see in this is that Satan’s assertion of his 

self-will did not bring him the greater freedom that he coveted. He said, 

“I will ascend,” but God said “You are brought down” (vs 13,15). At the 

end of time, people will be wondering what all the fuss was about for he 

will be seen to be nothing (v.16, cf Ezek 28:17-19). In his desire for more 

freedom, Satan robbed himself of all that God had given him. 

It is interesting to note how Jesus is portrayed as being the exact 

opposite to Satan in Philippians 2. Jesus’ response to his Father was to 

say, “I will descend, submit, obey.” God’s reply was to affirm, “You are 

exalted.” 

In the contrast between the two we see that the moment Satan 

rebelled, he committed himself to being a loser for all eternity. God’s 

authority is such that his will shall be done. Anybody who seeks to pur-

sue his own will at any point is bound to lose. If Satan had been willing 

to obey, he would have had a throne with the authority to rule over a 

large sphere. But because he was not willing to submit his will to God, 

he lost his throne and was cast down to earth. Here he knows his time 

is short, and every effort to establish a rival kingdom is being thwarted 

by the One who is in the process of making his enemies to be his foot-

stool. The tragedy, however, is that man has got caught up in the rebel-

lion, and therefore suffers the same fate of losing all that God had given 

him. 

Man Gets Dragged In 

When Satan was cast down, in his anger he was determined to take oth-
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ers down with him. Man was going to get pulled into the conflict. Of 

course God knew that this was going to happen, and had already 

planned to make it part of his overall strategy. But for mankind it 

appeared to be the beginning of trouble. 

In leading his rebellion, Satan was not so foolish as to say, “Follow me, 

not God!” Nobody would have followed Satan rather than God. But he 

knew that man could be tempted to follow his own will rather than the 

will of God. Everybody who followed Satan by saying “I will” instead of 

“Your will be done” stepped out from under the protection of God’s 

government, and into Satan’s territory. This is the essence of the story of 

the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3. God had given a clear revelation of his 

will. Satan’s strategy was to seduce man into questioning God’s will (v.1). 

Was obedience to God’s will really in man’s best interests? Would it not 

be better for man to be able to make up his own mind about what is 

good and evil? 

Eve sinned before she took a bite out of the piece of fruit in her hand. 

In even entertaining the possibility, she had fallen. She had two contra-

dictory words to consider: God’s word and the serpent’s counter-propos-

al. She set herself up as the final arbiter: she would decide whether God’s 

word or the serpent’s was true. Even if she had decided God’s word was 

true, she was still fallen – for she was making her independent decision 

rather than implicitly trusting God’s word. She was determining matters 

of right and wrong on the basis of human reason and experience.

Eve, like all human beings since, did not want to be told what is good 

and evil. She wanted to discover it for herself, to come to her own con-

clusions. She wanted to listen to the alternatives and make her own deci-

sion. Mark Twain said: “Something moral is something you feel good 

after... and something immoral is something you feel bad after.” In other 

words, you have to try everything at least once, and then you will know 

for yourself. But Eve’s action was not merely bad because she felt bad 

afterwards; it was the ultimate arrogance to imagine she could test God’s 

word in the crucible of human reason and experience. 

In offering this possibility of knowing (or defining) good and evil, 

Satan offered man the one thing that was attractive to him: he could “be 

like God”(v.5). Suddenly man became the judge of God’s word, no longer 
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subject to it. In a moment, humanism was born. Man decided he was free 

to determine what is pleasing and desirable (v.6), and to over-rule God’s 

word, to set his own rule over God’s rule. 

On that basis, millions of autonomous decisions have been made. 

God’s word forbids homosexuality; but man is free to make his own laws 

which legitimize the practices of consenting adults. God’s word speaks 

of a baby in the womb as being a life formed by God with an already 

defined gifting and purpose; but man prefers to define life as beginning 

at birth in order to make it easier to do away with a “fetus” which would 

become an inconvenience if allowed to live. 

Observing Adam and Eve’s response to the outcome of their new-

found freedom is instructive for us. Their eyes were opened to the evil 

they had done and they were filled with shame. Instead of acknowledg-

ing their guilt, they tried to cover their shame (v.7) – using fig leaves to 

cover their nakedness. Man continues to try to cover his guilt and justify 

his actions. 

Thus the baby being spoken about in the pregnancy check-up is sud-

denly referred to as a fetus when the conversation with the doctor 

becomes an abortion consultation. Homosexuality is spoken of simply in 

terms of that which is beyond a man’s control – something you are born 

with rather than an activity for which you are responsible. 

But no covering, no excuse of our own making, will ever cover the 

guilt of overriding God’s will (as revealed in his word) by our will. The 

absurdity of the fig leaves illustrates this. Man’s only hope was that God 

in his mercy would provide an adequate covering. And that he did; he 

made it out of skins (v.21). Those skins were from the first animal sacri-

fice in history. God covered man with garments that could only be pro-

cured through death and the shedding of blood. This tells us that from 

the beginning, God knew that only Jesus’ blood can cover man’s guilt 

and shame effectively. 

From the Garden of Eden, man became embroiled in rebellion. Man, 

in following Satan, decided to be like God. He wanted to make up his 

own mind as to whether God’s word was right or wrong, to reject that 

which he found displeasing. Human reason superseded divine revelation. 

Man placed himself on the throne. 
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We’re in it Together 

Just as individual man’s rebellion against God may be seen in the Garden 

of Eden (with its antidote being pre-figured to be later fulfilled in the 

Garden of Gethsemane), so corporate man’s rebellion may be seen in the 

Tower of Babel. That, too, would have its New Testament solution, as we 

shall see. Not only have individuals determined to be autonomous; in 

society, men have organized together to break free of God’s government.               

In Genesis 11 we see that man in society has much the same desire 

as individual men and women. Corporate man’s driving ambition is, “Let’s 

make a name for ourselves!”(v.4). The purpose of the tower was to 

ascend to reach the heavens. It is interesting to see that the first mention 

of the word “kingdom” in the Bible refers to Babylon, the location of 

Babel (Gen 10:10). Clearly that which is at stake here is rule. Corporate 

man wants to become as God in his own little city. 

To this day man wants to keep God out of his city. Keep religion out 

of politics. Barry Goldwater was considered to be very conservative 

when he ran for President of the USA in 1964. His campaign slogan was 

“In your heart you know he’s right.” Some of his opponents retorted, “In 

your guts you know he’s nuts.” There are now some conservatives who 

might agree with the latter. In 1993, in an interview with the homosex-

ual magazine The Advocate, Goldwater stated clearly: “There is no place 

in this country for practising religion in politics.” 

Goldwater’s statement is but one of the latest of a long line of such 

remarks. In 1788, Lord Melbourne said in the British Parliament during 

the debate on abolishing slavery: “Things have come to a pretty pass 

when religion is allowed to invade public life.”8 How ironical that the 

same argument used by those in favour of maintaining slavery is now 

used by the proponents of abortion!

In our secularized society, if people want to worship God in their 

hearts, that’s fine. It’s even permissible in church buildings within cer-

tain zoning regulations. But organized society is man’s responsibility. 

Man has excluded God’s word from having any effect on issues of poli-

tics or economics. Man, not God, rules the city. The tower of Babel lives 

on. 
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In reality there is still only one throne. When men had built their 

tower in Babel, and exalted themselves as high as they could, still God 

had to descend even to look at it! His throne was not threatened in the 

least. He maintained the government and had both the right and the 

power to confuse and to bring to nothing the feeble attempts of a rebel-

lious society. 

Confusion and scattering have always been God’s curse on societies 

that seek to exalt themselves and de-throne God. The Bible teaches that 

the issue will be with us until the return of Jesus, for Babylon (Babel) is 

still there at the end of the story when, in Revelation, its ultimate defeat 

is inflicted. But that city, which is the summation of all that man builds 

out of self-rule, is permanently under the curse of God. 

The story of human history that is traced in the Bible does not place 

excessive weight on the development of Babylon. It would be more 

accurate to say that it describes history as a tale of two cities: Jerusalem 

and Babylon. Both have symbolic significance beyond their physical 

geography. They represent two kingdoms, two societies organized under 

different governments.  

Babylon was the city that man decided to build to make a name for 

himself. Jerusalem is the lasting city that is built around those whose 

ultimate desire is for the glory of God’s name (see Isaiah 26:1,8,13). 

Every attempt of man to build for the sake of his own name will come 

to nothing. The pride that originates in the Satanic desire for autono-

mous self-rule leads only to oblivion. Isaiah speaks of the fate of those 

who set themselves up to rule apart from God: “They are now dead, they 

live no more; ...you wiped out all memory of them” (Is 26:14). He says of 

the king of Babylon: “The offspring of the wicked will never be men-

tioned again” (Is 14:20). Nahum, in his denunciation of society organized 

apart from God, develops the meaning of this further when he says “You 

will have no descendants to bear your name” (Nah 1:14). 

So much for the desire to make a name for oneself! Yet in stark con-

trast, Jesus, who wanted only to do his Father’s will, has been given a 

name that is above every name (Phil 2:9). His name will be perpetuated 

in his offspring, for the inhabitants of the new Jerusalem will carry his 

name on their foreheads (Rev 22:4). That is why the true Biblical empha-
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sis is not on the power of the Kingdom of Darkness. There is no doubt 

about the outcome. Babylon is doomed to oblivion. There is another city 

that God is building. We, like Abraham, are “looking forward to a city with 

foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Heb 11:10). It is a city 

that is built in heaven, and its central feature is a throne (Rev 22:3). But 

unlike Abraham, our vision is not merely futuristic, for Jesus said that his 

kingdom is at hand. 

The City with the Throne 

Revelation speaks of the new Jerusalem “coming down from heaven” 

(21:2). But we should not be misled into thinking that this only refers to 

some future descent at the return of Jesus. While the fulfilment of all that 

is entailed in the new Jerusalem awaits Jesus’ return, that scripture tells 

us more particularly that this city is of heavenly origin. As Jesus said, his 

kingdom is not of this world. Not that his government has no impact on 

this world, but it is not dependent on anything in the world for the 

source of its authority. 

The writer to the Hebrews tells us that we are already receiving a 

kingdom that cannot be shaken (12:28). In the same context, he also tells 

us  “We have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of 

the living God” (12:22). So, while this city is of heavenly origin, we can 

see that it is already being built on the earth. The curse of Babel was 

overcome at Pentecost, where the confusion of languages was overcome 

in the proclamation of the Gospel. That event was a demonstration on 

earth of the coronation of Jesus in heaven. It represented the establish-

ment of a new city under his government. Peter’s explanation of the 

extraordinary events of that day clearly depicted them as being a mani-

festation of Christ taking of his throne (Acts 2:33-36). 

The gift of tongues, released at Pentecost, enabled men from every 

nation to hear the gospel of the kingdom in their own language. Barriers 

of communication were broken down and people from all backgrounds 

became fellow citizens in the new society. The Holy Spirit was given as 

the guarantee of the inheritance of those who had become members of 
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the heavenly city that God was building. 

The scriptures are clear about who may receive the Holy Spirit. In the 

context of the coronation of Jesus, Peter speaks of “the Holy Spirit whom 

God has given to those who obey him” (Acts 5:32). The Holy Spirit is 

often depicted as a river. In the City of God you cannot have the river 

without the throne. The river of the Holy Spirit flows out from the 

throne and out of the city to bring healing to a world that has been 

spoiled by the curse of disobedience. 

So we have seen, from the beginning of the Bible to the end, the 

throne of God is central. The throne represents God’s will being done 

God’s way. Individual men and women have all rebelled against it. 

Society has rebelled against it. But it remains intact. Even Satan’s rebel-

lion has not threatened it. Furthermore, that throne is not the threat to 

our freedom that we have been deceived into thinking that it is. In fact 

it is the key to our security. Healing flows from the throne; it is the only 

cure for a world that is being torn apart by the consequences of its rebel-

lion.

To submit to God’s rule is not going to do him any favours. He does 

not breath a sigh of relief when another person becomes a Christian, as 

if somehow the balance may now be tipped as another moves out of the 

kingdom of darkness into the Kingdom of God. His rule is unaffected; it 

cannot be added to. All that such submission means is that we can 

thereby come into a place where God’s throne works for our blessing 

instead of our curse. Whatever we decide to do, God will be God.  As 

Benjamin Warfield has written: 

“You must not fancy, then, that God sits helplessly by while the world 

which he has created for himself hurtles helplessly to destruction, and he 

is only able with difficulty to snatch here and there a brand from the 

universal burning. The world does not govern him in a single one of its 

acts: he governs it and leads it steadily onward to the end which, from 

the beginning He had determined for it. 

“Through all the years, one increasing purpose runs: the kingdoms of 

the earth become ever more and more the Kingdom of our God and of 

his Christ. The process may be slow; the progress may appear to our 
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impatient eyes to lag. But it is God who is building; and under his hands 

the structure rises as steadily as it does slowly, and in due time the cap-

stone shall be set into its place, and to our astonished eyes shall be 

revealed nothing less than a saved world.”9 
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We are more familiar with anarchy than monarchy. That makes it 

difficult to understand biblical language about a kingdom. 

Modern man has forgotten how to relate to kings. As the deposed 

Egyptian King Farouk once said: “There are but five kings left on earth: 

the King of England, and the kings of clubs, hearts, spades and diamonds.”

This is the age of rebellion. The pressure on young people is enor-

mous. In their music, they are bombarded with role models which breed 

rebellion. The rock band “Twisted Sister” is typical of the destructive 

influence. They have produced a song called “We’re not gonna take it.” 

The video for the song shows a rock-loving son throwing his father into 

doors, down a flight of steps, and through a window.

We saw in the previous chapter that the throne of God takes central 

place in the whole universe. Given that, we can be sure that our relation 

to his throne will determine every issue in life. The Kingdom of God is 

built on a submissive attitude towards the throne, so it is no surprise to 

find that in these days, Satan is putting increasing pressure on people to 

lead them to rebel.

In 2 Thessalonians 2, Paul is quite clear that the climax of this present 

age will be characterized by lawlessness. The principle of lawlessness is 

already at work. In contrast to this, Jesus is described in this same time 
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period as being engaged in the task of bringing all things into submission 

to his government (1 Cor 15:24,25). The conclusion of history will come 

when all his enemies are beneath his feet.

Here we see the conflicting ideologies of the two kingdoms. As we 

have said, there is no doubt about the outcome of the conflict; but the 

two strategies are diametrically opposed. Satan is a rebel, leading men 

into rebellion. Jesus, who exemplified a submissive spirit, is leading men 

into submission to his loving government.

Who’s your Father?

It is important to understand the contrasting natures of God and 

Satan. They are not both self-centred tyrants clamouring for the alle-

giance of men. Satan is like that; but the character of God is entirely dif-

ferent. God, by nature, is submissive. We know that Jesus came to reveal 

to us the character of God. He is the image of the invisible God (Col 

1:15); the exact representation of his being (Heb 1:3).

As we look at Jesus, we see a clearly submissive person: he said, “Here 

I am, I have come to do your will” (Heb 10 5-7). The nature of authority 

in the Kingdom of God is different to any other kind of authority. It is the 

authority that is earned by serving rather than forced by coercion (see 

Mt 20:25,26). Jesus was not coerced into obedience. His was a willing 

submissiveness based on a relationship with a Father who loved him.

The tyranny of Satan demands allegiance to his rebellious cause. For 

as long as the two kingdoms co-exist on the earth, humanity faces the 

basic choice that the two kingdoms offer: to be submissive or to be 

rebellious. God’s authority is not in question, but our response to it is. We 

all have to make the choice.

It is the same choice men had to make when Jesus was on trial. Then 

they were given the choice between Jesus and Barabbas. John’s account 

of the story highlights the nature of the decision that had to be made (Jn 

18:36-40).

Jesus was on trial as a king. But the point emphasized here is that his 

kingdom was from another place. This meant that he was under a higher 
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authority. What frightened Pilate was the fact that Jesus claimed to rep-

resent a higher authority (Jn 19:8-11). So even in Jesus’ kingship, the 

powerful element was that, in his submissive attitude, he had an author-

ity that had been given him from above. He was not grasping after power 

for his own sake.

Barabbas, on the other hand, is characterized as the one who refused 

to recognize higher authorities. He had taken part in a rebellion (18:40). 

As such he represented the opposite choice: rebellion, not submission. 

His name tells you why. It was about the most unimaginative name that 

anybody could be given – its meaning is simply that this child is the Son 

(Bar) of his father (Abba)! Unlike other names, it says nothing prophetic 

about the character of the child. But in another sense it tells us every-

thing about the character of the child! He was a son of his father. That 

was a phrase John quoted Jesus using when he had told some Jews that 

their attitude betrayed the fact that they were sons of their father, the 

devil.

There is no middle ground. Jesus said that whoever is not for him is 

against him. This goes against our modern love of tolerance, but it is a 

black and white issue. Somebody once said, “The only thing I ever saw in 

the middle of the road was a yellow stripe with dead skunks.” Everybody 

has to make up their mind which side of the road they are on, and in 

which direction they are travelling.

The choice is between rebellion and submission. These are not 

merely conflicting principles. The conflict is personified. To be a rebel is 

to be a Barabbas, a son of your father. To have a submissive spirit is to be 

a son of the Father.

To Be Like God

To choose the Kingdom of God is a choice to be submissive. It is a deci-

sion to be part of a kingdom which genuinely reflects the heart of God. 

The character of a kingdom ultimately reflects the nature of its sover-

eign. The more we look at the Kingdom of God, the more we shall see it 

as a revelation of God.
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Herman Ridderbos has drawn attention to this. He wrote: “The com-

ing of the kingdom is first of all the display of the divine glory, the re-

assertion and maintenance of God’s rights on earth in their full sense. ... 

In the coming of the kingdom, God first and foremost reveals himself.”1

Man has been made in the image of God. Man’s original purpose was 

to rule the earth on behalf of God and in God’s ways. We must see what 

God is like if we are to do things his way again. His likeness in man has 

been so marred that our natural understanding of government is likely 

to bear little resemblance to his kingdom.

If the Kingdom of God has to do with God’s government, it is par-

ticularly important for us to see how God exercises authority. As 

G.E.Ladd has written, “If the Kingdom is the rule of God, then every 

aspect of the Kingdom must be derived from the character and action of 

God.”2 The surprising thing for modern man to discover is that the key-

note of Biblical revelation is the meekness of God’s heart, not authori-

tarianism.

Of course, God has final authority. But his nature is not despotic or 

tyrannical. This can be seen in his dealings with men, but it is even more 

significant when seen in the relationships within the Trinity.

We are introduced to the notion of man being made in the image of 

God in the context of the plurality of persons within the Trinity. God 

says, “Let us make man in our image” (Gen 1:26). From that we deduce 

that an essential part of the image of God that we should be reflecting is 

to be seen in the relationships within the Godhead.

Man is a social being because God is a social Being. The Kingdom of 

God has to be manifested in a social dimension. If we are looking for a 

model of government on which to base our understanding of the 

Kingdom of God, we should find it in the relationships in the Trinity. We 

must consider how the Persons in the Godhead respond and relate to 

authority, and then seek to emulate that as we seek first the Kingdom of 

God.

First, let us consider God the Father. Ultimately the Father has all 

authority. The climax of history will be seen in the manifestation of that 

fact, when he will be “all in all” (1Cor 15:28). His authority clearly has 

priority over that of the Son who receives his authority from the Father.
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But the Father is not a self-seeking, power-hungry megalomaniac. He 

has freely chosen to be submissive within himself. He has chosen to limit 

his actions to those which are consistent with his ways. The exercise of 

his omnipotence is limited by and submitted to his holy, loving and wise 

will and nature. God can do anything, but he will only do what infinite 

holiness, love and wisdom dictate. He is not capricious, arbitrary or 

inconsistent. He has spoken and will always act according to his revealed  

ways.

Secondly, we can see an equally clear revelation of the ideal response 

to authority when we look at God the Son. Jesus came as the one sent 

by the Father, and with the specific intention of doing the will of the 

Father. God the Son submits in all things to the headship of the Father. 

In fact, his own testimony was that the Father is greater than the Son (Jn 

14:28).

On that basis Jesus recognized that he was powerless in himself. He 

could only do what his Father gave him to do (Jn 5:19,20,36). He only 

said what the Father told him to say (Jn 8:28,29). Thus, all that he has 

achieved will ultimately be handed over in submission to the Father 

(1Cor 15:24-28), because its authority is derived from the Father.

We can also see this in the Holy Spirit. He never operates alone, but 

only in the authority that has been given to him. He comes as sent by the 

Father. He does not speak on his own authority, but only speaks what he 

has been told (Jn 14:26; 16:13).

All of this is enough to show us that the principle of submission is 

not merely a convenient tool to help build a secure church. It is not 

taken from the leadership manuals that General Patton imbibed at West 

Point. It is not even an organizational philosophy that undergirds the 

structure of the Kingdom of God. It is part of the nature of God.

We are made in the image of God, so everything we do should seek 

to reflect God’s likeness. We must try to find ways in our search for the 

kingdom, in which we can practically work out the submissiveness that 

we see in God. The relationships within the Godhead must be the model 

of our relationships on earth. Hearts which do not reveal the submissive 

character we have seen in the Godhead tend to be the reflection of sons 

of a different father.
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Responding to Authority

On this foundation, we may proceed to see another crucial aspect of the 

nature of the Kingdom of God. Because it is a kingdom, it is an expres-

sion of authority. If we are to take our place in the kingdom, we must 

learn how to handle and how to respond to authority. I would like to 

suggest that there are at least two elements in the ways in which the 

persons of the Trinity relate which it would be helpful for us to recog-

nize.

In the first place, when the scriptures speak of authoritative relation-

ships, the emphasis is on honouring more than obedience. Certainly the 

Son came to do his Father’s will; he came to be obedient. But that obedi-

ence was motivated by something even more fundamental. Jesus was 

obedient because he wanted to glorify his Father.

As he faced the issue of obedience to the Father’s will with all that it 

entailed in the imminent suffering of Calvary, Jesus brought all his emo-

tions under control with the exclamation, “Father, glorify your name!” (Jn 

12:27,28). He had come to the conclusion that this was the reason for 

his coming.

This is why he was able to say, “I delight to do your will.” Obedience 

is a delight to a heart that is set on honouring or glorifying the one to be 

obeyed. Exactly the same attitude is described in the Holy Spirit’s activi-

ties when he is sent by the Son. His one desire is to bring glory to Jesus 

(Jn 16:13,14).

The outworking of this principle has been seen countless times in 

military conflicts. Troops have gone into battle out of obedience: if a 

commanding officer says “Charge!” you charge – or face the prospect of 

court martial. But the battles are won by troops who do not merely 

charge out of obedience. When a company of soldiers holds their com-

manding officer in high honour, they will do far more than obey. They 

will conquer their fear and do whatever it takes to win the battle. As the 

soldiers under General Waverly sang in the movie White Christmas, “We’ll 

follow the old man wherever he wants to go ...because we love him!”

As we have seen, the relationships in the Godhead are to be the 

model for relationships on earth. It should therefore come as no surprise 
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to discover that whenever the Bible speaks of an authoritative relation-

ship the same emphasis on honouring appears. Wherever obedience is 

required, more importantly so too is honour.

In the home, children are instructed to obey their parents. But that 

instruction is based on the prior commandment, “Honour your father 

and mother” (Eph 6:1,2). Similarly wives are required to submit to the 

headship of their husbands, but in describing that relationship of head-

ship Paul explains the underlying principle: “The woman is the glory of 

man” (1Cor 11:7,8).

Similarly, in the church there is to be clear leadership, which is 

expected to be obeyed (Heb 13:17). But behind and beyond that, those 

same leaders are to be deemed worthy of honour (1Tim 5:17).

This perspective destroys any form of authoritarianism which 

demands blind obedience. Yet it does not detract from the need to work 

out the implications of a submissive spirit in practical ways, both 

towards God and to those whom he has placed over us in society. The 

balance is found in the fact that where there is a desire to honour, the 

issue of obedience ceases to be an overbearing problem. It becomes 

more of a delight.

As the desire to honour one another is the predominant attitude 

among the members of the Trinity, it must become that in all our relation-

ships. This is one of the ways in which we reflect the image of our Father. 

To fail to be honouring is reminiscent of a different kind of father. Satan’s 

character, reflected in his seed, is always to expose, to condemn, and to 

hold up to ridicule – as is illustrated in the story of Noah and Ham in 

Genesis 9:22,23.

Secondly, as well as being based on honour, authoritative relation-

ships as God intended them to be are founded on voluntarism. As Jesus 

makes plain in Matthew 20:25,26, the Biblical approach to authority is 

very different to the domineering attitude that is prevalent in the world.

The French Revolution was typical of how man grasps authority. 

When the opportunity presents itself, man rises up to take over. One 

form of authoritarianism replaces another. The identity of the tyrants 

may change, but human nature remains the same. Those with power 

enforce their will on the rest.
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In the French Revolution, power was symbolized by the guillotine. 

This notorious weapon of the executioner was the voice of those in 

authority. It said, in effect, “You will have to lay down your life in order 

that I may have what I want.” What a contrast with the symbol of Jesus’ 

authority, the cross! In the cross, Jesus said, “I will lay down my life in 

order that you may have what you want.”

Charles Dickens portrayed this contrast in “A Tale of Two Cities.”:

“Above all, one hideous figure grew as familiar as if it had been before 

the general gaze from the foundations of the world – the figure of the 

sharp female called La Guillotine.

“It was the popular theme for jests; it was the best cure for headache, 

it infallibly prevented the hair from turning grey, it imparted a peculiar 

delicacy to the complexion, it was the National Razor which shaved 

close: who kissed La Guillotine, looked through the little window and 

sneezed into the sack.

“It was the sign of the regeneration of the human race. It superseded 

the Cross. Models of it were worn on breasts from which the Cross was 

discarded, and it was bowed down to and believed in where the cross 

was denied. It sheared off heads so many, that it and the ground it most 

polluted, were a rotten red. It hushed the eloquent, struck down the 

powerful, abolished the beautiful and the good.”

The authority of the Kingdom of God is seen in the cross, not in the 

guillotine. The death that made it possible for his will to be done on 

earth as it is in heaven was his own death in his Son. As the cross is lifted 

up on high, men are drawn to freely submit to God.

This is the nature of God’s authority. There is no question about the 

fact that he is sovereign, omnipotent, the Lord over all. His authority is 

not in question. But when we reflect on how he deals with us in our own 

lives, we marvel at the way in which he respects the integrity of our 

wills. There is no reason why he should have to do so. But in his gentle 

way he waits for us to yield our rights to him. He waits for us to acknowl-

edge freely the Lordship that is already his by rights.

Sadly, after early success, when the message of the kingdom perme-
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ated the Roman Empire, the church lost sight of voluntarism. Verduin has 

written, “The Constantinian change caused the technique of coercion to 

be imported into the affairs of the church. Because of it, the cause of 

Christ lost the dimension of voluntarism, which is native to true 

Christianity, ...and picked up the dimension of coercionism which is 

foreign to the true faith.”3

Verduin goes on to illustrate this point both from the era of 

Constantine and from the time of the Reformation. With the emergence 

of a State Church men were forced to become Christians. Augustine 

made coercion theologically respectable by his dubious use of the verse 

which says, “Constrain (or compel) them to come in” (Lk 14:23).

Augustine used that argument against a group called the Donatists. 

These followers of Donatus believed that the church had lost its purity, 

and as such were probably correct. For that reason they were planning 

to withdraw from the established church and start their own church. 

Augustine promoted the legitimacy of force to bring such people into 

religious conformity. His prestige was later used to justify the ruthless 

acts of the Inquisition against Christian dissenters.

But it was not just dissenters from within the church who were 

forced to conform. Force became an evangelistic tool. When Amandus 

came to what is now Flanders, early in the seventh century, he began his 

missionary efforts with a visit to the local king, Dragobert II. The king’s 

assistance included the royal decree: “If anyone does not of his own 

accord have himself regenerated by baptism, he shall be coerced to it by 

the king.”4

Defeat in war by a “Christian” army resulted in an enforced “conver-

sion.” Winston Churchill chronicles the Christianization of England as 

King Alfred defeated the pagan Vikings. He writes:

 “But Alfred had longer ends in view. It is strange that he should have 

wished to convert these savage foes. Baptism as a penalty for defeat 

might lose its spiritual quality. The workings of the spirit are mysterious, 

but we must still wonder how the hearts of these hard-bitten swordsmen 

and pirates could be changed in a single day.

“Indeed these mass conversions had become almost a matter of form 
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for defeated Viking armies. It is reported that one old veteran declared he 

had been through this washing twenty times, and declared that the alb 

[vestment] with which he was supplied was by no means up to the aver-

age standard.”5

This coercive view of authority has dogged the church repeatedly 

since those early centuries. It was behind the tyranny of the Catholic 

Inquisition. It was equally present in the thinking of the Reformers who 

used the military force of nation States to back their religious principles.

Calvin wrote, “The principal purpose of the office of the magistrates 

is not this, to maintain their subjects in peace as to the body, but rather 

this, to bring about that God is served and honoured in their lands.”6 

There were those, like Servetus, who were burned as heretics, whose 

deaths can be directly attributed to Calvin and his belief in coercion.

But we are not to “lord it over people” as the Gentiles do (Mk 10:42). 

God’s authority is not like that. He waits for the willing response of 

people. Jesus was a unique kind of King. As Colson has written: “What 

king would ever sacrifice himself for his people? Kings sacrifice their 

subjects, not themselves.”7 Likewise, we must discover a style of author-

ity which is not coercive. Whether in the home, the church, the work-

place, or in society at large, the godly authority of the kingdom does not 

ride arrogantly over the integrity of the individual. When true authority 

is recognized, people will freely and voluntarily submit to it.

Authority without Authoritarianism

We began this chapter by commenting on how unfamiliar we are with 

handling the concept of monarchy in the modern world. We treasure our 

individual freedom and are fearful of being trapped in a kingdom if that 

implies authority. But the kingdom is to be treasured. We must overcome 

out inbuilt fear of authority. The fear is often based on abuses of author-

ity which we have experienced: but improper abuse does not negate 

proper use. It is true that there have been abusive parents, but that does 

not mean we should discard the biblical role of parenting, and hand over 
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the responsibility of child-raising to the state. It merely makes us more 

careful to accurately define what parental authority is.

There are practical ways in which we can guard against a kind of 

authority which degenerates into authoritarianism. One key is to avoid 

speaking on our own behalf. No man can ever demand obedience to 

himself.

Only God has the right to demand obedience, and even He looks for 

a willing rather than an enforced response. So the Biblical approach for 

those in any position of authority is first to let somebody else speak on 

their behalf, and then to wait until people recognize their authority.

This can again be illustrated from the nature of God as revealed in the 

Scriptures. Jesus is our example. Although many people constantly 

pressed Jesus to make statements about who he was, he consistently 

resisted the pressure to make claims for himself. Even when he was on 

trial for his life, he was reluctant to speak on his own behalf, fulfilling the 

Old Testament prophecy about not opening his mouth, but being led like 

a lamb to the slaughter. He knew that any testimony he made about him-

self would be invalid (Jn 5:31,37). As he had been sent by his Father, it 

would be his Father who would speak for him. That is the significance of 

the times when there was a voice from heaven saying, “This is my Son; 

listen to him.”

The same can be seen in the Holy Spirit. We are told, “When he 

comes...he will not speak on his own” (Jn 16:13). Again the one who 

sends him speaks on his behalf. So, when Jesus heard people attributing 

the things that he had done to the power of Satan rather than the Holy 

Spirit, he was quick to speak in defense of the Spirit. He said, in effect, in 

Mt 12:32, “You can say what you like against me, but anyone who speaks 

against the Holy Spirit is beyond forgiveness.”

Every leader knows how great is the temptation to defend himself 

when others question his leadership. But an out-burst of self-defense 

does nothing to instill confidence; it often betrays the deep-rooted inse-

curities of the leader in question. It is far better to wait to be vindicated. 

General Patton used to tell his men, “If you run into any problem, tell 

them I sent you. You are acting for me. I’ll back you up all the way.” With 

that kind of authority behind him, a man can be secure. Our confidence 
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is in the fact that if we are genuinely acting on God’s behalf, His author-

ity will back ours. If we are not acting on his behalf, all attempts to bol-

ster our own authority will fail in any case!

As well as never speaking on his own behalf, but waiting for the One 

who was over him to testify concerning him, Jesus also always refused 

to force his kingship on people who were determined to reject him. He 

was quite prepared to wait for people to recognize it for themselves. His 

authority was authenticated from above, and acknowledged from below. 

He himself never pushed it.

He longed to gather people under his wing, but they were not will-

ing. With that in mind he sadly left Jerusalem for the last time, but looked 

forward to the day, in faith, when they would ultimately say from a 

responsive heart, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” (Mt 

23:37-39).

That is how God always intended authority to be handled. The 

Kingdom of God assumes that government will be implemented on the 

earth. But men in leadership, in whatever sphere, should never be grasp-

ing for authority. If their calling is genuine, God will establish their 

authority, and see to it that there are those over them who will authorize 

them and speak on their behalf. Both Moses and David are classic exam-

ples of men whose leadership was established and authenticated by 

God, never by their own defense.

Furthermore, men in leadership, even if they are absolutely con-

vinced of the validity of their calling, will do nothing without first receiv-

ing the recognition and willing submission of those whom they are 

seeking to lead.

Given such a picture of authority as this, we may approach the 

Kingdom of God without fear. The submissive spirit that characterizes 

the true sons of the kingdom  will be seen in a desire to be honouring 

and a willing response to the authority that God has instituted.

However, notice that we are saying that this response is not simply to 

God himself. It is also to be directed to those whom God has placed in 

authority on the earth. God’s authority is, of course, absolute. But there 

are many indications that part of the very essence of God’s authority is 

that it is delegated. Genuine delegation militates against authoritarian-
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ism: it opens everything up, rather than locking it up in the person of the 

authority figure.

Most leaders and managers have a hard time delegating. They know 

how the job should be done – that’s why they are in charge! Why should 

they risk entrusting the responsibility to somebody with less experi-

ence? Elmo Zumwalt used to be Chief of Naval Operations, and he 

approached that role with a determination to change the prevalent 

reluctance to delegate. He had come to the conclusion that the pre-

dominant assumption in the Navy was that “everyone below the rank of 

commander is immature.” Given such reluctance to delegate in human 

organizations, is it not remarkable that God, the Commander of the 

Universe, would delegate to Adam the responsibility to subdue the earth 

and rule over its creatures?

The Father never seeks to grasp or to hold anything to himself. He is 

always wanting to entrust responsibility and the corresponding author-

ity to others, and primarily to his Son. Thus we read of Jesus being 

entrusted, for example, with judgement (Jn 5:22), and with a kingdom 

(Lk 22:29).

The delegation continues as Jesus confers on us a kingdom, and gives 

to his church the opportunity to exercise rulership on his behalf (1Cor 

6:2,3). As the Father sends the Son, so he in turn sends us. The privilege 

associated with this principle is that because delegation is part of the 

nature of God’s authority, we have been given spiritual authority and 

have been made kings in his kingdom (a royal priesthood).

Qualified to Rule

Every privilege carries responsibilities with it. If we want the privilege 

of exercising spiritual authority in a delegated form, we must also be 

willing to maintain a submissive spirit towards spiritual authority as it 

comes to us in a delegated form. Jesus was clear that we had to learn to 

receive other men as those sent by him. In fact, the way we receive them 

and respond to the authority and anointing that he has given them is the 

measure of our response to him (Mt 10:1,37).
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The privileges and responsibilities of spiritual authority are not only 

inseparable; they are conditional upon one another. If we want to take 

our place in the kingdom with a mandate to rule on behalf of the king, 

we must first show our willingness to be ruled. Conversely, whenever a 

man shows himself to be submissive in heart, that God-like trait inevita-

bly qualifies him for responsibility.

As with every spiritual principle, this is most clearly demonstrated in 

the life of Jesus. It is explained for us in Philippians 2:6-11; but the previ-

ous verse makes it clear that the principle has to be applicable to us. We 

are to have the same attitude that Jesus had. Let us therefore consider his 

attitude in this respect.

Jesus was not crowned King of Kings because he was the Son of God. 

When Paul says, “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place” (Phil 

2:9), the word “therefore” is emphatic. That which goes before explains 

why he was given pre-eminence. He was given a name above every 

name, not because he was God’s Son, but because he was a perfectly 

obedient man.

The scriptures make it clear that the pathway to the throne which he 

walked as a man is a road down which we are expected to follow. 

Somebody has said that God has a strange sense of direction: He thinks 

that the way up is down! His intention is to bring many sons to glory. If 

we are to take our intended place in the kingdom, if we are to rule in the 

sphere allotted to us, we must follow the example of Jesus’ obedience.

Jesus Learned Obedience

While the example of Jesus’ perfect submissiveness may seem to be 

daunting, we find encouragement in Hebrews 5:8. There we read that 

even for Jesus, obedience was a skill to be learned; it is a process, not 

instantaneous. Jesus was never disobedient. But at every point in his life 

he had to learn how to be obedient in the new circumstances. It was 

something he had to learn at every stage through his sufferings.

This is most aptly illustrated in the story of Jesus as a twelve year old 

boy going up to the temple with his parents. There we see Jesus as a 
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young man coming to terms with the fact that the authority of God came 

to him in a delegated form in the person of Joseph. That delegated 

authority was hardly perfect, but he submitted to it nonetheless.

Consider how abusive this authority must have seemed. Jesus is left 

behind in the Temple as his parents, oblivious to his absence, return 

home. This is the reversal of the movie “Home Alone” in which the 

neglectful parents go on holiday leaving the child at home alone. Here 

the parents go home alone, leaving the child on holiday! Social workers 

intervene in such instances today. Joseph’s parenting skills left much to 

be desired.

Luke’s account (2:40-52) seems to emphasize the humanity of Jesus 

at this juncture. He is depicted as a young man, zealous for revelation. 

Here he is not the teacher, but the disciple, keen to learn, even though 

he is the Son of God. He had emptied himself of all the special knowl-

edge that was part of his divine glory, and he now submitted to the 

process of learning as a man.

It would seem it was here that he received the first clear revelation 

of the call of God on his life. He was still there three days after his par-

ents had left. He was totally absorbed in the awakenings of mission and 

purpose stirring within him. Probably, as this was the Passover, discus-

sions revolved around the Lamb of God celebrated in that feast. A sense 

of his own destiny emerged from the conversations. His awakened con-

sciousness immediately thrust Jesus into two significant changes.

First, there is a significant change in relationships. We have here the 

first recorded words of Jesus, and they are very important. He speaks of 

“My Father.” Mary had been referring to Joseph when she said, “Your 

father” to Jesus. But from now on, Jesus’ reply indicates that he recog-

nizes no father except his heavenly Father.

In a similar vein Jesus starts talking here about “his business.” From 

now on the hall-mark of his life is summed up in the phrase “I must....” 

His meat is now to do the will of the one who sent him. Everything 

becomes an act of conscious obedience to his heavenly Father.

What is surprising, however, is that at this point we are told that he 

went back to Nazareth and obeyed Joseph. There is no implication here 

that he had ever been disobedient at home before. The new develop-
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ment here is that he was now being obedient to Joseph as a deliberate 

act of obedience to his heavenly Father. It marked the beginning of a life 

of conscious submission. It was the pre-meditated laying down of his life 

for his Father and his Father’s will.

So even for Jesus, obedience had to be learned and worked out in the 

context of delegated authority. It cannot have been easy for him, in the 

knowledge that he was the Son of God, to submit to the fallible headship 

of Joseph in the family home. That was part of the suffering by which he 

learned obedience.

The second major change at this point is the beginning of people 

misunderstanding Jesus. As soon as Jesus committed himself to be about 

his Father’s business he provoked misunderstanding. Being misunder-

stood was part of his suffering. It began here in Jerusalem (Lk 2:50).

It cannot have been easy to be a perfect teenager in a house of imper-

fect parents and siblings. Jesus’ ability to be always obedient to the will 

of his Father must have created tensions with his sometimes rebellious 

teenage contemporaries. They must have been frustrated by a boy who 

never got into the same trouble that they all got into!

It was to be another 18 years before he embarked on any kind of 

ministry. In that we see one of the most amazing aspects of his obedi-

ence. He submitted to all those years of silent inactivity in spite of the 

sense of destiny burning inside him.

It has been said that “his doing nothing wonderful was in itself a kind 

of wonder.” That is especially true when we imagine the pressure that he 

must have been under from a mother who was longing to see the fulfil-

ment of her dreams. We see something of her feelings in the way she 

pushed him into prominence at the wedding in Cana where he per-

formed his first miracle. But for years he successfully resisted all that 

pressure and misunderstanding. He learned to do nothing other than 

what his Father told him.

As such, he is a pattern for all of us. Every man of God has to follow 

in his footsteps. He has blazed a trail for bringing many sons to glory. The 

way into our inheritance in the kingdom is the pathway he took: the way 

of submissive obedience.

This is repeated in the lives of countless of God’s saints. David pro-
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vides us with another example. As a young boy he learned to be obedient 

to his father. The Scriptures give us repeated references to his submis-

siveness to those the Lord placed over him - his father and the king (e.g. 

1Sam 16:19,20,22; 17:20; 18:5,25,27). And all this was in spite of know-

ing (as Jesus had done) that he was destined to become king, and in spite 

of the misunderstandings of his brothers and the mistreatment by the 

king who was over him.

The crown is reserved for the submissive in spirit. The meek shall 

inherit the earth. Such submissiveness can only be learned through suf-

fering. And it always has to be worked out in practical reality in the 

context in which God has placed us.

It would not have been enough for Jesus to tell his heavenly Father 

that he delighted to do his will. He had to demonstrate the reality of that 

submissive attitude in the way that he related to the fallible man who 

had been placed over him. David had the same desire in his heart. And 

he too had to show it, not in seizing the crown, but in serving the pres-

ent unworthy bearer of the crown.

As we proceed, we shall consider how God’s kingdom is worked out 

in every area of life. But before we can begin to look at how God’s gov-

ernment is to applied in external authority, we have to see that the king-

dom is primarily a matter of the heart. Many of us need a spiritual heart 

transplant in order to make the transition from independent self-rule to 

dependent submissiveness. But such a transformation is what Paul 

means when he says we have been transferred from one kingdom to 

another.

The new kingdom requires a change of heart. By nature, we are rebel-

lious – for we are descendants of Adam. In King Henry the Fourth, Part 

1, Shakespeare describes the king’s displeasure with the Earl of 

Worcester. Worcester maintained he only wanted a quiet life, and had 

done nothing to seek out trouble with the king. Henry then asked: “You 

have not sought it! How comes it then?” Falstaff’s wise retort describes 

not only Worcester, but all of us in our natural relation to our king: 

“Rebellion lay in his way, and he found it.”

 The Kingdom of God is built on the foundation of submissive hearts. 

There is a place in the kingdom for all who will humbly bow the knee 
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in acknowledging the Lordship of the King of the Kingdom. But we dare 

not be too pietistic in our understanding of what such submissiveness 

means. The reality of our desire to be obedient has to be seen on earth. 

After all, the coming of the kingdom is God’s will being done on earth 

as it is in heaven.
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Prince Charles has a reputation for being a stickler for protocol. It is 

reported that he becomes quite upset by people who, while in con-

versation with him, refer to Queen Elizabeth as “your mother.” There are 

ways of approaching and addressing royalty which are deemed to be 

inappropriate. It is even more important that we respond to the King of 

Kings in a way that is fitting. There can be no doubt from the teaching 

of the New Testament that Jesus’ position is such that he deserves to be 

treated as royalty. 

The King of  the Jews

When Jesus was crucified, the inscription above his head, mentioned by 

all four gospel writers, proclaimed: “The King of the Jews.” As F.F.Bruce 

has said, “The title on the cross might have been meant in mockery, but 

the theme of Christ reigning from the tree is central to Christian belief.”1

Jesus refused to be made a king in the popular sense of the word. 

When the crowd saw him feed the multitude, they wanted to make him 

their political ruler. After the impoverishment of years under Roman 

taxation, a king who provided free meals for his subjects would have 

49

Chapter 3

The Coming of  the King



been a welcome relief! His acts of power could have been the prelude 

to the overthrow of the Roman occupation. But Jesus would have none 

of it (Jn 6:15).

Yet while he was not prepared to fit into their stereotype, he did not 

deny that he was a king. When questioned by Pilate on the subject, he 

agreed that he did have a kingdom; he referred to it as “My kingdom.” He 

said, “You are right in saying I am a king” (Jn 18:36,37). He was adamant, 

however, that the nature of his kingdom and kingship were unique. 

The Jews, of course, were expecting a king. They were anticipating 

the majestic splendour and the military might of one who would make 

Jerusalem to be the capital of a world-wide empire. But Jesus was not as 

concerned as they were with the prevailing Roman domination of the 

Jews. He was more concerned with sin and Satan’s domination of all 

mankind. Yet still he used the word king to describe himself.

We cannot frown upon the Jews of Jesus’ day for misunderstanding 

the coming of the King. It was inevitable that they would search the 

Scriptures looking for anything which they could interpret as giving 

them hope in a time of subservience to the occupying Roman army. We 

are all prone to approach Scripture through the perspective of our own 

circumstances and yearnings. We make the coming of the King to mean 

whatever we want it to mean – for when he comes he is always on our 

side! So we heartily sing The Battle Hymn of the Republic:

“Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord:

He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored.”

John Brown’s body lay mouldering in the grave, but as a martyr 

among the abolitionists in the north (Glory, glory hallelujah!) his truth 

kept marching on. The coming of the Lord meant that those slave-own-

ing southerners would get their come-uppance! But Robert E.Lee would 

have placed a different interpretation on the Coming of the Lord as he 

was trampled on by his northern foes. Both sides in the same war were 

looking for the coming of the Lord  – but their interpretations of that 

phrase were created out of their own prejudices.

Many prophetic scriptures can only be understood in retrospect. 
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There are multitudes of references to the coming of the King, but it is 

only with the benefit of hindsight that we will be able to see how they 

all fit together. 

The Jews interpreted the prophecies of the coming of the Messiah 

through the lens of their own political situation. We are in as much dan-

ger as we look forward to the return of the King. We need to be careful 

to avoid a dogmatism that would rigidly insist upon an interpretation 

which conforms to our personal preferences. We see as in a glass darkly. 

When we see him, in the twinkling of an eye we shall all be changed. For 

most of us, one of the first things to be changed will be our thinking 

concerning how and when he will come! 

The reality is that the coming of the king is shrouded in mystery. One 

of the mistakes that the Jews made was to fail to recognize that he would 

come in a number of different ways and at different times. They were 

expecting it all to happen at once. They looked forward to the fulfilment 

of Isaiah 61:2. They anticipated “the year of the Lord’s favour and the day 

of vengeance of our God.” Blessing for the Jews and judgement for the 

pagans were all part of the one package. 

When Jesus stood up in the synagogue and read that scripture, claim-

ing its fulfilment in himself, he proclaimed the year of the Lord’s favour. 

But he omitted to mention the day of vengeance. It was a deliberate and 

significant omission. It was the reason why many Jews ultimately reject-

ed him. They found it impossible to believe that he was the coming king 

when he failed to usher in God’s judgement against their heathen 

oppressors. 

Coming and Coming 

Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem was the fulfilment of many of the prophetic 

scriptures which looked forward to the coming of the king. But there 

remained other senses in which he was still to come. As we look at those 

same scriptures today, it remains true both that he has come and that he 

is yet to come. 

The fact is that the “coming” of the king refers to a number of differ-
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ent events. Even in the New Testament that is true. For example, he told 

his disciples just prior to the Transfiguration that they would see him 

“coming in his kingdom” (Mt 16:28). He said it was to occur before many 

of them had died, so he could not have been referring to what we com-

monly call the second coming. 

He speaks of coming in a different sense in John 14:23. There he has 

in mind the fact that he will come in spirit to those who love and obey 

him. There is no implication of a physical coming. He promises to come 

to dwell within the believer. 

In contrast, he promises to come to those who are disobedient with 

a further kind of coming; to them he will come in judgement. In that 

context he said, “You will not finish going through the cities of Israel 

before the Son of Man comes” (Mt 10:23). Again it cannot be the second 

coming that is in mind here. We know that will not occur before the 

disciples have taken the message of the kingdom not only into all Israel 

but also into the whole world (Mt 24:14). 

There are many other references that speak of different sorts of com-

ing. There are references, of course, that speak of his physical return at 

the Last Day. It is vital that we understand this variety of types of com-

ings of the king. If we fail to do so, we only interpret his coming as being 

at the end of time. We then render his coming as being irrelevant in the 

present. 

That was what the Jews did. They missed the significance of his com-

ing in the present because they interpreted the coming of the king in 

the light of the expectations that actually had to do with a later dimen-

sion of his coming. We must recognize the coming of the king in the 

present as well as in the future. 

While we look forward to the ultimate coming of the king at the 

consummation of the age, the Bible speaks of his coming in other senses 

which are equally important. When he entered Jerusalem riding on a 

donkey, it was recognized as a coming of the king. When he rode on the 

clouds in the ascension, the Scriptures also speak of him as a coming 

king. 

The entry into Jerusalem was highly significant. Jesus chose his mode 

of transport deliberately and the gospel writers are careful to point out 
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that it was done so that the Old Testament scriptures might be fulfilled. 

Matthew and John both quote Zechariah 9:9:

 “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! 

 Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! 

 See, your king comes to you, 

 righteous and having salvation, 

 gentle and riding on a donkey.” 

      

The context of the verse in Zechariah is saturated with references to 

the expected coming of the prince from the royal house of David. That 

was why Jesus planned to ride into Jerusalem in that way. “He wished it 

to be known that he was presenting Himself to the city in that day of his 

visitation, not as a warrior-Messiah but as a peaceful prince – and indeed 

as Israel’s shepherd-king” (F.F.Bruce).2 

It was a royal procession that led to a cross rather than to a palace. 

But it was the climax of three years of ministry among the Jews in which 

Jesus had demonstrated his kingship. He had shown himself to be the 

ruler over the forces of nature, over the demonic principalities and pow-

ers, over sickness and over death. As he rides into Jerusalem, those who 

have heard his teaching and witnessed his actions are invited to acclaim 

him as king.       

The Jews failed to recognize the coming of their king. Jesus mourned 

over the city that had rejected him; he had come to his own but his own 

received him not. Nonetheless, his status as king remained intact. He was 

still king but his kingdom would no longer be Jewish. The kingdom 

would be taken from the Jews who rejected him. It was given to others 

who would bear fruit (Mt 21:43). Citizenship in his kingdom would be 

on the basis of grace not race. 

Coming or Going?

If his entry into Jerusalem was marked by the rejection he suffered at the 

hands of his own historic people, then another coming of which the 

CHAPTER 3   THE COMING OF THE KING

53



Scriptures speak is in complete contrast. His arrival in heaven was a tri-

umphant procession. When he ascended on high he led captives in his 

train, having triumphed over his enemies in the cross. He was acclaimed 

as the King of Glory as the gates of heaven opened to receive him. 

Daniel describes this coming for us, in a magnificent picture of the 

heavenly throne-room. The scene is set in the earlier part of chapter 7. 

The Ancient of Days (God the Father) has taken his seat and is surround-

ed in his splendour by the multitude of his attendants. Then Daniel 

writes: 

“I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man coming 

with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was 

led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; 

all peoples, nations and men of every language worshipped him. His 

dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his 

kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.” (7:13,14) 

This passage is crucial to our understanding of a number of impor-

tant New Testament themes. Most are agreed that it forms the back-

ground for Jesus’ choice of the title “Son of Man” as the description he 

most frequently used of himself. It must also have been in his mind when 

he spoke of the Son of Man coming on the clouds, in the Olivet Discourse 

(Mt 24:30). 

So what was it that Daniel prophesied? One scholar who thinks that 

the scene takes place on earth is G.R.Beasley-Murray.3 But even he 

admits that most scholars see this scripture as describing a heavenly 

location. If the coming is to heaven rather than to earth, it cannot be 

speaking of what we have commonly called the Second Coming. 

We need to know whether Jesus is coming or going. It all depends on 

the vantage point. If a man is leaving his office to go home, his wife will 

think of him as “coming” while his secretary will think of him as “going.” 

So far as Daniel’s prophecy is concerned, if the scene is set in heaven, 

the coming of the son of man describes a direction which would be 

referred to as going, when seen from an earthly perspective. 

Matthew Henry, having considered alternative interpretations, writes 
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in his commentary on this passage: “I think it is rather to be referred to 

his ascension; when he returned to the Father, the eyes of the disciples 

followed him till a cloud received him out of their sight (Acts 1:9). He 

made that cloud his chariot wherein he rode triumphantly to the upper 

world. He comes swiftly, irresistibly, and comes in state, for he comes 

with the clouds of heaven.”4 In the eyes of the heavenly throng, Jesus is 

coming. 

This coming clearly has to do with Jesus’ kingship, for having 

approached the Father he was given dominion, a kingdom that would 

never be destroyed. It is consistent with other references in the proph-

ecy of Daniel which also speak of the establishing of an indestructible 

kingdom. It is to take place during the process of history, not simply at 

the end of time. 

Daniel describes that kingdom in chapter 2. The kingdom appears “in 

the time of those kings” (v.44), i.e. during the course of history. It does 

not result in the immediate overthrow of the present age. It is as a small 

rock which strikes the idol of human government and gradually (over 

time and in time) becomes a mountain that fills the whole earth.  

It is this kingdom that the Son of Man was coming to receive from 

his Father. And at his ascension he received it. All the parables which 

speak of the kingdom’s growth and increasing influence in the world are 

built on this foundation. Their fulfilment is guaranteed because of the 

coming of the king: he has already received all authority at his ascension, 

on the basis of his completed death and resurrection. 

The Coming has Come

Why have we considered these two passages of Scripture which speak 

of the coming of Jesus into Jerusalem and into the heavenly throne-

room? It is because they illustrate the fact that the Bible speaks of the 

coming of the King in reference to the past as well as to the future. Part 

of his coming already has come to pass!

We look forward with great anticipation to his final coming. We know 

that he will come from heaven with the trumpet call of God and the 
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dead in Christ will rise. Those of us who are left will be caught up with 

them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with 

the Lord for ever. (1Thess 4:17) But if we think of the coming of the king 

as only having reference to the final coming, we will miss much of what 

the Bible teaches about his kingship which has relevance for the present 

as well as the future. 

The Biblical references to the timing of the king’s coming are delib-

erately ambiguous. There is always an element of mystery, for we are not 

permitted to know precise times or dates that have been set by the 

Father. All that we can do is hold in tension the fact that the king has 

come, is coming, and will come. 

It is not the purpose of this book to present a fully realized eschatol-

ogy which ignores the yet-future dimension of the Kingdom of God. But 

it is hoped that we will not lose the reality of what is supposed to be our 

experience of the presence of the kingdom, by a pre-occupation with 

speculations concerning the future. 

Jesus himself said, “I tell you the truth, some who are standing here 

will not taste death before they see the Kingdom of God coming with 

power” (Mk 9:1). Matthew’s account of the same statement refers to 

Jesus’ disciples seeing, in their life-time, the Son of Man coming in his 

Kingdom (16:28).

Jesus did not make mistakes in his timing. And we must interpret 

these verses, as all others, in their obvious common-usage sense. There 

was to be some form of the coming of the Son of Man in his kingdom 

and in power that was to be fulfilled in the first century.  

G.E.Ladd comments on these Scriptures: “Many scholars understand 

the word about the Kingdom of God coming in power to be a reference 

to the transfiguration, which was itself a kind of preview of the parou-

sia.”5 He then goes on to quote approvingly the fact that F.F.Bruce sees 

the fulfilment of Jesus’ words in Pentecost: 

“The outpouring of the Spirit and the coming of the Kingdom of God 

are two different ways of viewing the ministry of Jesus; both are mani-

fested in partial measure before his death, but only after his death ... will 

the kingdom come with power, will the Spirit be poured out in fullness.” 
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Certainly when Peter was interpreting the events of Pentecost to the 

crowd of amazed onlookers, he seemed to understand it in this light. He 

described the outpouring of the Spirit as the activity of great David’s 

greater son, having been seated at the right hand of the Father. It was the 

gift of the king who had been made both Lord and Christ (Acts 2:33-36). 

It is as if the Holy Spirit was Jesus’ coronation gift. Having received the 

gift from his Father, Jesus gave it to the church. As a consequence, on the 

day of Pentecost men saw the kingdom of God coming in power. It has 

been coming in power ever since.

It was this interpretation of events which quickly resulted in the 

persecution of the church. To believe that incidents on earth were 

earthly expressions of the heavenly coronation of the ascended King 

Jesus was highly offensive. 

When Stephen was arrested, his death sentence was inevitable when 

he started speaking in these terms. He looked up to heaven and saw the 

glory of God, and Jesus standing at the  right hand of God. “Look,” he said, 

“I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of 

God” (Acts 7:56). 

The Jews understood the implications of what he said. They knew 

this to be a reference to the prophecy of Daniel. But they could not 

believe that the Son of Man had come to take his appointed place, that 

the promised King was on his throne, and that the King was Jesus. Such 

supposed blasphemy infuriated them. They stoned Stephen to death. The 

concept of the Kingdom of God is still blasphemous – to the humanist 

who will have no king but man and man’s ideas.

Rejecting the Servant-King

The murderous response of the Jewish leaders was the logical conclu-

sion of their response to Jesus when he rode into Jerusalem on the 

donkey. The multitudes of heaven joyfully received the coming King as 

he ascended to the right hand of the Father. But the crowds of Jerusalem, 

in spite of an outward show of initial enthusiasm, rejected the coming of 

the King to their city. 
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The story of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is instructive for us. It warns 

of the dangers of rejecting the king in that expression of his kingship in 

which he is currently coming. They looked forward to some future com-

ing of the king in judgement to overthrow the enemies of God’s people. 

But in looking for the warrior-king riding on a white horse, they missed 

the servant king riding on a donkey.

It is possible to miss an opportunity to welcome a celebrity. Winston 

Churchill tells the story of a time when he wanted to encourage the 

veterans with whom he had fought during the Boer War. Decades had 

now passed, and Churchill was a national hero after the victory of World 

War II. He decided to visit some of his old comrades in a nursing home, 

and arrived suitably attired in military uniform, complete with his 

impressive array of Boer War medals.

Churchill walked over to a veteran sitting in an armchair, expecting 

his presence to brighten the countenance of the old man. But the old 

soldier hardly stirred. “Don’t you know who I am?” asked Churchill. “No!” 

replied the old campaigner, “But if you ask at the desk, they’ll be able to 

tell you.”

The king came to their city and the Jews failed to recognize him. As 

Jesus left the city he wept. He knew that their rejection of him would 

bring the judgement of God upon them. As he lamented over the city, he 

mused on the reason why it would be left desolate. It was because they 

“did not recognize the time of God’s coming” to them (Lk 19:44).

There was much in the economy of God which remained in the 

future. But the Jewish nation had received a real visitation from God 

which was described in terms of the coming of the king. In the oppor-

tunity of the moment, when the king came into the temple, the Jewish 

leaders confirmed their rejection of him.

It is interesting that in Matthew’s account of the entry into Jerusalem, 

the response of the chief priests and elders was to challenge Jesus: “By 

what authority do you do these things?” (21:23). The central issue was 

one of sovereignty – who was in charge in the temple? The things that 

Jesus had been doing, the things over which they questioned his author-

ity, were twofold. He had been purging the temple and healing the sick 

(Mt 21:12-17). Both were expressions of kingship.
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My Place or Yours?

When Jesus overturned the tables of the money changers, he demanded 

that the temple should be used for prayer not commerce. But he did not 

go to the authorities for planning permission or a change in the zoning 

regulations, seeking a permit for change of use for the premises!

Instead he claimed sovereignty. Quoting Scripture, he said, “MY house 

will be called a house of prayer” (Mt 21:13). The chief priests had 

thought it was their house; at least, they assumed that they had been put 

in charge of it. But when Jesus walked in, he proclaimed the crown 

rights of the king to call it “My house.” On that basis he alone had the 

authority to determine what was allowed to happen there.

This is very important. It establishes the right of Jesus, as the king, to 

walk into any and every situation and to determine what is acceptable 

in that situation. Sovereignty has practical consequences. There are many 

“temples” that are being put to inappropriate uses. Jesus, as king, has the 

right to walk in and make changes. The king comes to each temple and 

demonstrates his sovereignty by bringing the life of the temple into con-

formity to the Word of God.

We see in this that the coming of Jesus was not primarily to save that 

which is ours. The religious leaders wanted Jesus to baptize their efforts 

and ventures, and save them from the ravages of the Romans. But Jesus 

came to rule that which was His. Certainly he came to save; but his salva-

tion was intertwined with his kingship. To separate our experience of 

Jesus as Saviour from our acknowledgement of him as King, is to fall into 

the same error in which the Jewish leaders became trapped.

What was true of the temple in Jerusalem is true of other temples 

today. The New Testament speaks of our bodies as being temples of the 

Holy Spirit. Many such temples are being put to uses that are grossly 

inappropriate. Jesus, the king, now reserves the right to enter and make 

radical changes.

As in the case of the story which we are considering, the changes 

that he makes will be based on Scripture. “It is written,” he said; and then 

he went on to describe what was written in Scripture that would define 

an appropriate use of the temple. The Puritans understood that God had 
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left such a biblical record of His requirements. It was for this reason that 

the first Puritans were described as “Precisians”: they sought to apply the 

directions of the Word of God with the same preciseness with which 

they held that he had revealed it.

One of their number, Richard Rogers, was once riding with a local 

lord of the manor who persisted in berating him about his “precisian” 

ways. The aristocrat asked the Puritan pastor what it was that made him 

so precise. “O Sir,” replied Rogers, “I serve a precise God.” J.I.Packer com-

ments on this incident:

“A precise God - a God, that is, who has made a precise disclosure of 

his mind and will in Scripture, and who expects from his servants a cor-

responding preciseness of belief and behaviour - it was the view of God 

that created and controlled the historic Puritan outlook.”6

Having been recently involved in a construction project, I am very 

aware of the multitude of building regulations which govern the con-

struction and usages of a new church building. The spiritual temple is 

similar in this regard. As King, Jesus has precise requirements as to “what 

is written” concerning his house. Sadly many continue to reject his 

kingly coming as much as the Jews did of old. But our discussion of the 

fact of his heavenly coming in his ascension should help us to realize 

that his kingship does not depend on our acceptance of it. He has been 

acclaimed king in the courts of heaven. His kingship is not threatened by 

us. But the temple which failed to acknowledge his coming was ulti-

mately left without one stone standing on another.

The Supernatural Servant 

Jesus also expressed his kingship in another way. Not only did he over-

turn the money changers; he also healed the sick. Yet the chief priests 

were angered by this as much as by his house-clearing operation. Again 

the issue was authority. Jesus had said earlier, “If I drive out demons by 

the Spirit of God, then the Kingdom of God has come upon you” (Mt 
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12:28). His supernatural power demonstrated the reality of his kingship. 

The religious leaders had been plagued by the odious comparisons 

that people were constantly making between them and Jesus. Every time 

he preached, the crowds were amazed. They were astonished because 

“he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law” 

(Mt 7:29). His authority drew stark attention to the lack of authority of 

the religious leaders.

The gospels are full of accounts of the astonishment of the crowd. In 

all their religious experience, they had never seen such authority. They 

expressed amazement when Jesus taught (Mt 13:54), when he ruled over 

nature (Lk 8:25), when he healed (Mt 15:31), and when he cast out 

demons (Lk 4:36). They had never seen such power in their leaders.

The final straw was Jesus doing these things in the temple courts. The 

chief priests and elders of the people could take no more. They were 

being discredited on their own territory. They had to challenge his 

authority. Their own authority was being undermined in this visible dem-

onstration of the coming of the kingdom.

There remains a danger that the message of the Kingdom of God will 

be rejected by those who feel threatened by the supernatural evidence 

of the power of the king. The people in Jesus’ day were amazed at the 

power which he possessed. They had never seen such things happening. 

And for many of us, the realm of miracles, healing and deliverance has 

been outside our personal experience.

The king who has come and who is coming, has authority over 

nature, sickness, death and demons. His kingdom will reveal the reality 

of that authority. Rather than feeling threatened because of our own 

inexperience in such realms, we should welcome the coming of the 

king. He is restoring a dimension of his government into the life of the 

church that is vitally needed.

The Jews, however, rejected the king. In doing so, they opened up a 

way for the Gentiles to become the recipients of their inheritance. When 

the Jews failed to receive Jesus as king when he rode into Jerusalem, he 

told them that the kingdom would be taken from them and given to a 

people who will produce fruit (Mt 21:43). The church is that people.

Paul develops this thought in Romans 11. He makes it clear that the 
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Gentile church dare not be complacent in its privileges. He warns of the 

possibility of the branches that were grafted into the tree of God’s peo-

ple also being cut off if they do not bear fruit (vs. 19-24).

Foliage or Fruit

The fruit that is being looked for is a proper response to the King. We 

began the chapter by commenting that there are appropriate and inap-

propriate ways of responding to royalty. The correct response to Jesus is 

humble submissiveness and grateful obedience. Anything less is tanta-

mount to a rejection of his kingship. The kingdom continues to be taken 

from those who do not bear its fruit.

On his way into Jerusalem, Jesus cursed the fig tree (Mk 11:12-14). It 

was a symbolic action. The tree was covered in luxuriant foliage, but it 

was bearing no fruit. As such it was a picture of Israel. It pre-figured what 

was about to happen in the city.

When Jesus entered Jerusalem, he was met with waving palm branch-

es. It was a great show of leaves, like the foliage of the fig tree. The 

branches were waved as the crowds shouted words of acclamation. But 

the words proved to be empty; by the end of the week, the same crowd 

was calling for Jesus’ death. The fig tree symbolized empty words. There 

was an outward show of obeisance to the king, but there was no fruit.

In our day, much is being said about the Kingdom of God. At the same 

time, there is a new dimension of praise being released into the church 

in which great crowds of people are singing words of royal acclamation. 

All of this is indicative of a springtime of new life as the fresh foliage 

adorns the tree. But sooner or later, the king will come looking for fruit.

The writer to the Hebrews describes praise as the “fruit of lips that 

acknowledge his name” (Heb 13:15). By that definition, the shouts of 

“Hosanna” by the Jerusalem crowd were not praise. In the reality of their 

lives they never acknowledged him to be the coming king of whom they 

spoke. It is that danger which confronts us today.

The central theme of this book is that there is a coming of the king 

that has relevance in our day, and that we must discover what that means 

PART 1   THE HEART OF THE KINGDOM

62



in practical obedience in everyday life. We dare not speak about the 

kingdom nor sing about the king without fruit in our lives. We shall con-

sider some of the practical areas in which that fruit should be found.

If such fruit is not found in our generation, the fulfilment of the gos-

pel of the kingdom which is being proclaimed in our time will be taken 

from us and given to another one that will bear fruit. The king will be 

seen in his glory on the earth. Our response to his kingship will deter-

mine how much of that glory will be enjoyed in our day.
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PART II   

The Extent of  the Kingdom





Small is beautiful, we are told. Health food fans try to convince us that, 

despite billions of hamburgers sold, Big Mac need not mean Good 

Mac. But it is over simplistic to believe that reducing the quantity auto-

matically improves the quality. Small Mac does not necessarily mean 

Good Mac. In fact most junk food addicts would be happier if their burg-

ers could be both better and bigger! We need to keep issues of quality 

and quantity distinct. So far as the church is concerned, we are certainly 

looking for an improved quality of spirituality. But it is neither wrong, 

nor inconsistent with expectations of higher quality, to expect growth.

The church has got used to commending smallness. We rationalize 

that by saying we are not interested in numbers: it’s quality that counts, 

we say. We rejoice in being a “faithful remnant.” The danger is that we 

hide behind such terminology to avoid asking difficult questions about 

why we are so small and insignificant. Is that possibly related to the qual-

ity of church life? Before we take pride in our smallness, we should 

compare our vocabulary with that of Scripture. Certainly the Kingdom 

is described in restrictive qualitative terms; Jesus spoke of the narrow 

door. But it is also described in massive quantitative terms: it is a moun-

tain that fills the whole earth.

We have become preoccupied with defeatism and smallness. Our 
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mind-set is that of the ghetto or the remnant. But the writers of Scripture 

were not so pessimistic. Their belief in the greatness of God transcended 

any circumstantial set-backs they may have been facing. God’s throne 

remained the unalterable and over-riding reality. 

The Psalmist exalted in his confidence in the King. “The Lord reigns, 

he is robed in majesty and armed with strength. The world is firmly 

established; it cannot be moved. Your throne was established long ago; 

you are from all eternity.” (Ps 93:1,2) 

We piously pray that God’s kingdom will be extended; we even ask 

that our gifts will be used “for the extension of your kingdom.” But the 

Psalmist was convinced that God’s kingdom had already been extended 

to include sovereignty over all the nations. He said in Psalm 99:1,2, “The 

Lord reigns, let the nations tremble. Great is the Lord in Zion; he is 

exalted over all the nations.” 

There is no area beyond the reach of his sovereignty. “For God is the 

King of all the earth; sing to him a psalm of praise. God reigns over the 

nations; God is seated on his holy throne” (Ps 47:7,8). The extent of the 

kingdom is such that it cannot be extended! 

That which is true on a universal level must also apply to us on a 

personal level. If his authority over the nations is complete, his rule must 

include me as well. Whether or not particular individuals or institutions 

choose to recognize this is not the issue. His kingdom exists and he 

reigns over all. 

The King of  All Men 

The Bible is clear that God rules over all people. Millions refuse to 

acknowledge the Lordship of Jesus, but God’s ability to pursue his will 

is not diminished in the least. Even when men conspired to put Jesus to 

death, it all worked out according to “God’s set purpose and foreknowl-

edge” (Acts 2:23). Even rebellion did not alter the ultimate authority of 

the throne.

In North American culture, people have tried to dethrone God by 

replacing him with a god constructed in their own image. Novel mental 
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images of god are the twentieth century equivalent of the graven images 

of the Old Testament. Sociologist Robert Bellah1 conducted extensive 

interviews with average Americans to discover the nature of their reli-

gious beliefs. The response of a woman named Sheila was typical.

“I believe in God,” she said. “I can’t remember the last time I went to 

church. But my faith has carried me a long way. It’s ‘Sheila-ism’. Just my 

own little voice.” Instead of recognizing that man is made in the image 

of God, man has constructed his own god mentally in the image of man. 

But such a god has no real existence any more than the man-made idols 

of old. Sheila may follow her own little god. But one day she will have to 

give account to the real God. Her denial and replacement of Him does 

not alter the reality of His existence and government.

Men think they can resist God’s authority. But we see in Psalm 2, he 

simply laughs and reminds them that he has installed his king: 

“Why do the nations conspire, and the peoples plot in vain? The kings 

of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the 

Lord and against his anointed one. 'Let us break their chains,’ they say, 

‘and throw off their fetters.’ The one enthroned in heaven laughs; the 

Lord scoffs at them. Then he rebukes them in his anger and terrifies them 

in his wrath, saying, ‘I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill’.” (Ps 

2:1-6) 

Men’s refusal to acknowledge the Lordship of Jesus does not in any 

way alter the fact that he is Lord, nor even that he is Lord over their lives. 

But the wise thing to do is to fit in with the central fact of the universe, 

rather than fight against it. So the Psalm exhorts us: 

“Therefore you kings be wise; be warned you rulers of the earth. 

Serve the Lord with fear and rejoice with trembling. Kiss the Son lest he 

be angry and you be destroyed in your way, for his wrath can flare up in 

a moment. Blessed are all who take refuge in him.” (Ps 2:10-12) 

We are to kiss the Son. The only hope for man is to embrace the one 

whose kingdom embraces all. There is nowhere to hide. The same 
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thought is equally clear in the New Testament where we are introduced 

to the king of whom the Psalmist prophesied. Paul is just as adamant, 

when he is extolling the glory of Jesus’ kingship, that every knee shall 

bow and every tongue shall confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. “God is 

dead!” proclaimed Nietzsche. Now he knows he was wrong. He, too, has 

had to bow the knee – but it is too late for him.

The only two possibilities are to willingly embrace the lordship of 

Jesus now, or reluctantly admit it later. For those who postpone the deci-

sion, God is well able, in the meantime, to over-rule the intentions and 

actions of the most rebellious men, and make them fit into his master-

plan.     

The King of  All of  Life
 

Not only does God’s rule cover every man, but also his government 

holds sway over every area of every man’s life. His authority reaches into 

every detail. God’s government of man’s life is not arbitrary. The stan-

dards that he has set are clearly established in his Word. We are told: “It 

is God’s will that you should be holy” (1Thess 4:3). That means that we 

are to be totally set apart for him, to walk in his ways. And God is precise 

in his definition of those requirements.

Paul wrote, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 

rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of 

God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2Tim 3:16,17). 

Notice that all scripture provides the standard for every good work. The 

comprehensiveness of God’s revealed word covers every eventuality; it 

determines how our works (i.e. our behaviour) can be good. As Cornelius 

Van Til has said, “The Bible is authoritative on everything to which it 

speaks. And it speaks of everything.”2 

We need also to remember that when Paul wrote to Timothy, the 

Scriptures that he had in mind were the Old Testament. In that one state-

ment he authenticated the continuing validity of the Old Testament as 

the standard of behaviour for God’s redeemed people. Of course, as the 

prime opponent of any doctrine of salvation by works of the law, he 
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would never have allowed any to base their hope of salvation on such 

law-abiding behaviour. But for those who are saved by grace, the stan-

dard remains intact. 

The all-encompassing requirements of holy living are illustrated for 

us in Zechariah 14:20,21. There we are told that “Holy to the Lord” will 

be inscribed upon every horses’ bell and every cooking pot. Every pot in 

Jerusalem will be as holy as the sacred bowls in front of the altar in the 

House of the Lord.  

This represents a radical assault on the distinction between the secu-

lar and the sacred. It reveals that all areas in life are to be regarded as set 

apart for God and to come under his government. Horses may no longer 

be our usual mode of transport, and the style of cooking utensils may 

have changed: but the shock remains – God expects holiness to be dis-

played in our driving and eating! 

Bumper stickers proliferate, and some purport to proclaim Christian 

truths. “If you love Jesus, Honk!” we are exhorted. Such stickers are often 

an embarrassment to the faith when onlookers see the behaviour of the 

man behind the wheel. But “Holy to the Lord” is not just a new bumper 

sticker for cars. It declares that Christians have to learn what holiness 

means in such things as the way they drive. It is not just another decora-

tive fridge magnet. It is a reminder that holiness has to do with self-

control in our eating habits as much as with our participation in worship 

services.

If we had read the Old Testament sufficiently seriously, we would 

have been ready for this. While many of the laws set down for Israel are 

hard to comprehend in a twentieth century culture, we should at least 

have realized that the details of the legislation reveal a God who is inter-

ested in the minutiae of human life. Not only is he interested; he has 

established the required standards of his government in such matters. 

Seen in this light, much of the Old Testament takes on a new rele-

vance. For example, Exodus 21:28-32 gives warnings to the owners of 

incorrigible bulls. Where inadequate precautions are taken to restrain a 

bull that is known to be dangerous, the passage speaks of the owners 

responsibility for any who are harmed by it. Modern western man quick-

ly glosses over such a passage as a quaint reminder of a rural past. But 
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God also had us in mind in the principles encapsulated in such scrip-

tures. We see here our responsibility as social beings before God. 

A modern equivalent would be to drive a car, having been warned 

that the brakes are defective. Any resulting accident would be both a 

crime and a sin. But even if there were no accident, to drive would be a 

sin in that it disregards the principles that God has laid down, which he 

expects to govern every area of a man’s life.  

We can see, therefore, that there is no area of privacy, in which we 

can hide from the demands of the kingdom. God’s will does not simply 

relate to the spiritual or religious aspects of life. There is no spirit/matter 

dualism. The King requires comprehensive obedience, and to that end 

we are given two related means of understanding the will of God. 

              

The Umpires: the Word and Peace

The practical requirements for holy living are made known to us through 

the Word of God and the Peace of Christ. In partnership together, they 

provide the objective and the subjective aspects of discovering the will 

of the King. Taking them together avoids the twin dangers of legalism 

and antinomianism. 

Paul tells us in Col 3:15 that the required standards of the kingdom 

will be worked out in our lives when we “let the peace of Christ rule in 

our hearts.” As Maclaren points out, “The figure contained in the word 

translated rule is that of the umpire or arbitrator at the games, who, look-

ing down on the arena, watches that the combatants strive lawfully.”3 

The umpire is the one who enforces the rules. When there is any 

dispute, he is the one whose knowledge of the rule book is the final 

authority. So, Maclaren continues, “When contending impulses and rea-

sons distract and seem to pull in opposite directions, let her [i.e. peace] 

settle which is to prevail. How can the peace of Christ do that for us? We 

may make a rude test of good and evil by their effects on our inward 

repose. That stillness of spirit is very sensitive and shrinks away at the 

presence of an evil thing.”4

But as Maclaren warns us, the peace of Christ is only a “rude test.” 
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Which of us has not been to some sporting competition and been trou-

bled by the inconsistency of the umpire’s decisions? The original intent 

of Paul’s language has been spoiled by a relativistic generation which 

says, “If it feels good, it must be OK.” The absolutes of God’s standards 

have been replaced largely by a decision making process based on feel-

ings. Consequently some Christians “feel peace” to engage in activities 

that are clearly opposed to God’s law. 

But this was not what Paul had in mind when he wrote of the peace 

of Christ as our umpire. He was writing to a church that had a problem 

with legalism. There were those who regarded human regulations as 

being able to make a life of holiness possible. Paul is adamant that the 

key to victory is to be found in the work of Christ on Calvary, and our 

identification with him. Rules have no power to save or sanctify. 

In describing the ineffectiveness of rules, Paul is not advocating law-

lessness as the antidote for bondage to regulations. We must not flee 

from legalism to antinomianism.  There is, after all, still to be an umpire, 

an enforcer of rules, in our lives. That umpire is to be the peace of Christ, 

but not in a relativistic “feelings” sense. We shall see this if we pursue the 

figure of the umpire a little further. 

In a sporting contest, the umpire does not make up the rules; he only 

enforces them. His task has two essential requirements: a complete 

working knowledge of the rules of the game and full vision of all the 

activities of the players. His skill is determined by his ability to relate 

these two elements. 

Every activity comes under the scrutiny of the relevant rules. So it is 

with the peace of Christ. The umpire is not some arbitrary inner feeling. 

The umpire of the peace of Christ is intended to enforce the objective 

and unchanging facts of the rule book of life. The solution to the legal-

ism/antinomianism dichotomy is in the relationship between the peace 

of Christ and the Word of God. A closer look at our text will reveal that 

this is what was in Paul’s mind. We need the word as well as the peace. 

In fact an inner sense of peace can only be an umpire when it is based 

on the indwelling word. There can be no umpire without a full working 

knowledge of the rules of the game. 

Thus Paul proceeds, “Let the peace of Christ rule (umpire) in your 
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hearts...and...let the word of Christ dwell in you richly” (Col 3:15,16). We 

cannot merely do whatever we feel just because we have a sense of 

inward peace as our umpire. Feelings must be submitted to the Word of 

God. If we are well acquainted with the rule book of life, our conscience 

will help us to enforce those rules as our umpire. Paul makes a similar 

point in Romans 12. Again the goal that he is after is holiness, whole lives 

that are pleasing to God. He wants us to be able to come to a subjective 

understanding of what the will of God is. But this requires that our 

minds have been renewed, that our thinking is conformed to his Word, 

not to the patterns of this world. 

So we can see that the peace of Christ is not a subjective feeling. It is 

an inner awareness of an objective fact – the Word of God. The umpire 

of peace bases his decisions on the written law. In order to function 

properly, peace must be fed the right information. 

The settling of moral issues has been reduced to a subjective matter 

in much of our modern thinking. But moral choices have to be settled 

on the basis of God’s Word, not on feelings. When Eve ate the fruit in the 

Garden of Eden, it was because the idea “felt good” and probably the fruit 

tasted good. But it was not good. The peace of God should have been the 

umpire in the sense that she knew within herself that what the serpent 

was saying did not fit with the rules that God had already laid down, 

regardless of how she felt about them.

Paul always achieves a perfect balance when he discusses such 

issues. Colossians 3:16 has a balancing parallel passage in Ephesians 5:17-

19, where the same concept is presented except that the word “Spirit” 

replaces “Word.” We tend toward one or other of the two extremes, but 

spirit and word are two sides of the same coin to Paul. 

Similarly, Colossians 3:15 has a parallel verse in Philippians 4:7. The 

context of this latter verse adds another balancing dimension to our 

understanding of how peace is to govern our heart and mind. In verse 7, 

Paul talks of the peace of God keeping guard over us. After adding a fur-

ther thought, he concludes verse 9 by saying, “And the peace of God will 

be with you.” The word “and” links this phrase with all that has gone 

before. If you do this, then the peace of God will be with you. Thus the 

peace will be with you when you have fulfilled the foregoing conditions. 
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The preparation for experiencing such peace, as outlined in verse 8, is 

that we fill our minds only with that which is wholesome. If we have 

filled ourselves with anything else, the God of peace will not be with us. 

In such a state we dare not make any decisions on the basis of some 

subjective inner feeling. Eve’s problem was that the Word of God had 

been crowded out of her mind by the undermining lies of the serpent.

Paul continues in verse 9, that we are to put into practice what we 

have learned or received or heard from him. In other words, behaviour 

is to be governed by the Word of God that has been preached. Only then 

can we be sure that the feelings we rely so heavily upon are really the 

peace of God governing what we do. 

Feelings of peace alone are too subjective. There is an important role 

for the conscience, but it is not infallible. The Scriptures speak of those 

whose consciences have been “seared” (1Tim 4:2). It is as if their nerve 

endings have been burned and there is no longer any sensitivity. The 

danger of filling the mind with that which is not wholesome is that the 

conscience becomes seared. The Spirit of peace is like a gentle dove that 

cannot settle on troubled waters. When he is driven away by a mind that 

is hostile to the Word of God, we are unable to make proper judgements. 

The Unbreakable Law

We have seen that the Kingdom of God is all-embracing. God rules over 

all people, and God’s law governs every area of life. Psalm 2 describes the 

futility of trying to withstand God, yet men still try. But the Psalmist is 

clear that we all face two basic options: we can attempt to defy God’s 

government, or we can “kiss the Son” (or, embrace his will). 

Irrespective of whether we rebel or submit, God’s laws are univer-

sally applicable and cannot be broken. Man cannot break God’s laws; 

those laws always break the man who tries to defy them. This can be 

illustrated in the natural realm. The law of gravity cannot be broken. Men 

may choose to defy it, but their attempts do not change it. Such defiance 

only leads them to the place where the law of gravity will break them. 

They can jump from a great height in defiance of the law, but it is they 
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and not the law of gravity that will be harmed. 

Jumping does not break the law of gravity; it merely illustrates it. The 

principle applies in the spiritual realm. The very sins that we commit 

have a built-in breaking mechanism, designed to show the folly of our 

ways and push us back toward God. For example, sexual activity outside 

the directions of God’s law carries its own penalty. Paul says that he who 

sins sexually sins against his own body (1Cor 6:18). Such offenders bear 

the consequences of their actions in their own bodies (Rom 1:27). 

Proverbs describes the man going into adultery as having an “arrow 

pierce his liver... little knowing it will cost him his life” (Prov 7:21-23). 

The same can be seen in other areas. Those who steal are also shown 

to be harming themselves. “These men lie in wait for their own blood: 

they waylay only themselves”(Prov 1:18). “Dishonest money dwindles 

away”(Prov 13:11). 

What is true for such blatant rebellion to God’s law is equally appar-

ent in the more subtle issues of thoughts and attitudes. Many people 

who entertain hateful thoughts toward some other person may make 

plans in their own imagination as to how to get even. The reality is that 

such thoughts do less harm to the intended victim than to the person 

doing the planning. The mind of the bitter man is trapped in a cycle of 

endless video replays in which his thoughts loop continually around the 

same scenarios of revenge. The physical symptoms of a bitter spirit are 

often clear for all to see.  

Another example is God’s command concerning tithing. The Bible 

makes it clear that to fail to tithe is tantamount to robbing God (Mal 3:8-

10). Yet this passage is not simply saying that we must not rob God; it 

says we cannot rob him. If we fail to tithe it does not mean that God is 

any worse off; we are. For it is we who are deprived of the blessing 

which follows obedience (Mal 3:11). God’s self-sufficiency is such that 

he will not be troubled by our feeble giving. 

E.Stanley Jones had a clear revelation that sin carries its own payoff. 

One of the basic premises of his book, “The Unshakeable Kingdom and 

the Unchanging Person,” is that human nature is basically allergic to sin. 

Evil is an attempt to “live life against itself,” and it cannot be done. So evil 

is not only bad – it’s stupid! 

PART 2   THE EXTENT OF THE KINGDOM

76



He bases this idea on Jesus’ clear statement: “The Kingdom of God is 

within you.”  The context (Lk 17:20) reveals the startling fact that he said 

this to the Pharisees, not to the disciples. It applies to the unregenerate 

and the rebellious as well as to the obedient and believing. 

So, says Jones, “The laws of your being are the laws of the Kingdom 

of God.” He cites Moffatt’s translation of Ephesians 4:22,23, which speaks 

of “…that nature which crumbles to ruin under the passions of moral 

deceit.” His conclusion is that “the great moral imperatives laid down in 

the biological and psychological structure of human beings guarantee 

the ultimate triumph of the good.”5

This helps us to understand how Jesus could say that his yoke is easy 

and his burden is light. John reiterates the same thought when he tells 

us that Jesus’ commands are not burdensome (1Jn 5:3). E.Stanley Jones 

draws the obvious conclusion from such scriptures that the right thing 

morally is the healthy thing physically, economically and sociologically. 

Inevitable Law Enforcement

Obedience is physically healthy because morality is written in our genes 

as well as in the Bible. We have seen from Proverbs (e.g. 13:11), that fol-

lowing God’s ways makes economic sense. It also makes relational sense. 

The healthy way to get along with your neighbours is to love them as 

yourself. “You don’t have to love your neighbour as yourself, but if you 

don’t, you won’t be able to get along with your neighbour, and you won’t 

be able to get along with yourself. So God has us hooked.”6

The laws of the kingdom are self-executing; the payoff is automatic 

in the person who tries to break God’s laws. There is nowhere to hide 

from God’s kingdom. All men are under the government of the King. 

Every area of life is under the scrutiny of his comprehensive law. That 

law is unbreakable. Men arrogantly assume that they can defy it, but it is 

men, not the law of God, that are fragile. Heaven and earth will pass away 

before one dot of God’s revealed will can be lost. “Sin is slow or fast 

suicide, but it is suicide.”7    

There is an interesting example of how God’s law is always vindi-

CHAPTER 4   THE ALL EMBRACING KINGDOM

77



cated, in R.J.Rushdoony’s book, “Law and Society.” His research has 

unearthed an old book from the 17th century by Sir Henry Spelman 

about the inevitable historical consequences of sacrilege.  

He documents the consequences of the dissolution of the monaster-

ies that was begun by King Henry VIII in Britain in 1536. Henry’s action 

was in violation of God’s law in that he appropriated that which had 

been given to God in tithes and offerings. The buildings and their con-

tents had been dedicated to God, so the king had no right to re-distribute 

the wealth among his supporters. But that which belongs to God cannot 

ultimately be taken from him. 

The story of the recipients of that booty is illuminating. Spelman 

discovered that by 1632, only fourteen out of the 630 families that had 

benefited by being given church land were still in existence. He fur-

nished clear evidence of God’s judgement on 600 families.  

Part of the research concentrates on a particular area of England 

where there were 260 gentlemen who received some of the spoils of the 

church. Less than 60 of them were able to have sons to inherit the prop-

erty. For 80% of the beneficiaries, ownership of the property by the fam-

ily was lost within a generation. 

The law establishes that God is entitled to the first fruits of all our 

increase. He cannot be robbed. History illustrates the inevitable calling 

in of the first-born, and more, as belonging to God.8

It is important, therefore, for us to realize that when we call men to 

respond to the demands of the Kingdom of God, we are not champion-

ing God’s cause for him. It is not a question of bringing his laws out of 

retirement. They have not been lost in some dark closet, where the dust 

has settled on them, as in Josiah’s day. God’s kingdom and his law word 

are alive and working well. 

The Blessings of  Obedience

The plight of much of the western world is ample evidence that disre-

garding God’s ways bears inevitable consequences. To proclaim the 

kingdom is not merely to tell people that they must obey God. Rather, it 
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is to make men see that they are already under God’s rule. Their rebellion 

does not diminish the sphere of God’s rule. It only hurts them. To 

embrace the Son is to enjoy the blessings that come from submissive, 

willing obedience to God’s law. 

The principle is established in Deuteronomy 28. Those who are dis-

obedient are under a curse (v.15). The rule of God is upon them in 

restraint and judgement. Those who are obedient enter the sphere in 

which the rule of God is operating on their behalf to bless them. They 

truly enter the kingdom, not merely in the sense of submitting to the 

kingdom, but also because to such people belongs the privilege of ruling 

in the kingdom. They may carry authority on God’s behalf. 

God’s desire in giving us the kingdom is that we should be the head 

and not the tail (note vs 1,7,13). The blessing of being given authority 

can be ours in every aspect of our lives. The promises relate to domestic 

life (v.4,5). We can rule what happens in our household. They affect our 

productivity and work (v.8). In society at large, we are to be blessed in 

the city (v.3). We should be salt and light in such a way that we are the 

major influence in determining the nature of our society. In everything 

we should be the head. 

The day that Adam fell in disobedience, he ceased to be the head that 

God had appointed him to be in the earth. He became the tail and his 

attempts to rule the earth became a perpetual struggle. But Jesus came 

to undo the effects of that curse and to institute God’s new government 

on the earth again. 

By redeeming and restoring men in the image of God, Jesus restored 

man to his creation mandate. He is to subdue the earth through science, 

agriculture, commerce, industry, art, education – and every other legiti-

mate human pursuit. His calling is to exercise dominion over all things, 

under God. 

The whole of creation has been groaning, waiting for the restoration 

to be brought in by the redeemed sons of God (Rom 8:19-22). It groans 

because the universe is designed to operate under the Kingdom of God. 

There is stress wherever the world is not managed according to the 

stipulations of the King. 

With this in mind we can understand the great commission that Jesus 
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gave to his church, the agents of his kingdom. His command in Matthew 

28:18-20 is far bigger than an evangelistic mandate. It includes both the 

call to personal salvation and a cultural mandate. Nations have to be 

discipled; whole societies have to learn to obey the government of God.  

Jesus instructed us to teach them “to obey everything I have com-

manded you.” This brings us back to the comprehensiveness of his word 

and government. He had taught them about far more than personal salva-

tion and devotion. His “everything” touched every area of life, just as the 

Old Testament word had touched every area (Deut 6:7-9). 

We have been sent into the world with this commission, to bring the 

nations under his discipleship program, which relates to the whole of 

man’s life, personally and socially. With the commission, he gave his full 

authority, and the  promise of his presence. Jesus never told anybody to 

do anything which was impossible. We therefore respond to his sending 

with confidence of victory. 

Satan cannot win. He has tried to rebel. But the Kingdom of God is 

so built into the fabric of the universe, that rebellion always brings with 

it the curse of failure! We have our marching orders: “Go!” We are to go 

into all the world with the gospel of the kingdom. We are to carry the 

good news that life works better when you live it God’s way. 

We may have gone into nearly all the nations with the gospel, but we 

have not gone into all the world. The world in Scripture is not so much 

a geographical term, but one which describes humanity organized apart 

from God. We have to go into all the world, into every area of society. The 

mandate starts, but does not end, with personal salvation. God’s all-

embracing kingdom will be seen in the world and in the nations. 

I remember teaching on the Great Commission to a group of African 

believers in Uganda. I had travelled thousands of miles to a distant con-

tinent and foreign culture, armed with my Bible and a series of messages 

to preach. Surely I was fulfilling the great commission by going into all 

the world?

Most of those who heard my preaching had never left their native 

Uganda. Had they failed to take the Great Commission into all the world? 

No! I had sat on a plane for many hours, insulated from the real world 

by a set of headphones and a good Christian book. On arrival in Uganda, 
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I was met at the airport by missionaries and had not yet ventured out of 

the mission compound. I had travelled a great distance, but I had not 

touched the world. The believers who gathered that night came together 

after long hours working in schools, hospitals and government offices. It 

was they, not me, who had gone into all the world. I had travelled to a 

distant nation, but they had touched the world.

The fact of the kingdom is established and is clear for all who have 

eyes to see. The choice is between embracing the Son or trying to work 

against the grain of the universe. Some people say that Jesus and his 

kingdom represent impractical idealism. But every departure from the 

laws, principles and attitudes of the Kingdom of God has turned out 

badly, is turning out badly and will turn out badly. 

As E.Stanley Jones wrote, “Jesus was not proscribing a set of laws, but 

describing how life is and how it works. The punishment for not heeding 

is not imposed, but exposed. Break these laws, principles and attitudes 

and you get broken. If the way of the kingdom is difficult, the way of the 

opposite is impossible.”9   
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Growth is rarely observed as it happens; it is noticed after the event. 

Parents do not watch their children grow; but grandparents who 

only see their grandchildren periodically, are immediately struck by the 

growth that has occurred, however imperceptible it may have been to 

the watching parents.

Nonetheless, invisible growth is going on. Scientists tell us that our 

toothbrush is a veritable hot-house in which all kinds of growth are 

occurring, which we have never observed. A well-used toothbrush har-

bours all kinds of bacteria associated with pneumonia, stomach ulcers, 

strep throat and much more. Bacteria thrives and grows where food and 

water are present – as they on any toothbrush not thoroughly cleaned 

after use. Furthermore, according to the normally respectable Reader’s 

Digest, Tom Glass, Professor of oral pathology at the University of 

Oklahoma, tells us the discouraging news that every time somebody 

flushes the toilet, those germs aerate over the bathroom. Then we put the 

toothbrush in our mouth, totally unaware of what is growing on it...   

Much of what Jesus taught about the kingdom was conveyed in par-

ables. One of the main emphases in those parables is growth. Jesus often 

likened the Kingdom of God to something that grows. After years of 

stagnation or decline in the western church, we are not used to thinking 
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too much about growth. But take heart: Jesus is telling us that it happens 

even if we do not see it.

The first parable Jesus ever taught was the parable of the sower. The 

whole point of sowing seed is that you expect it to grow, in order to 

produce a harvest. Jesus said that this parable provided the key to unlock 

the meaning of all the other parables. If we don’t understand the sower, 

we cannot understand any of the others (Mk 4:13). 

Unfortunately many have misunderstood the central point of this 

most crucial parable. It has often been taken as an excuse for believing 

in the failure of the gospel of the kingdom. Doesn’t Jesus teach that 

three-quarters of the seed will fall on unproductive ground – the path, 

the rocks and the thorns? 

Many sermons on this passage seem to suggest that we cannot even 

hope for too much from the seed which falls on good ground. They sug-

gest some only manages to produce a thirty-fold harvest (the proverbial 

pew-warmers). Some hits the sixty-fold mark, so there will be a propor-

tion of converts whose lives make some impact for the kingdom. And 

then there is the elite: there will be that special group of Christians who 

get into some kind of full-time ministry. But there will not be many of 

them, if such an interpretation is to be believed. 

So we do our duty and sow some seed. We feel reassured in the lack 

of visible fruit. After all, isn’t that what Jesus told us to expect? Anybody 

can see that the world today resembles the down-trodden path, the 

rocks and the over-grown weeds. But that is not what Jesus meant.

A Bumper Harvest 
         

When we interpret the parables, one of the things to look for is the ele-

ment of surprise. Very often the main point of the parable is to be found 

in the thing which would most shock his listeners. Having gained their 

attention with a startling statement, Jesus would be able to press his 

point home with force. 

The shock in the parable of the sower is the magnitude of the har-

vest. After all that talk of apparently poor land, who would have expect-
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ed such a harvest? Lane, in his commentary on Mark, says at this point, 

“The climax of the parable strongly emphasizes the glorious character of 

...an unusually large harvest. Since this is seen against the background of 

so many obstacles, it is clear that the emphasis does not fall on the enor-

mity of the waste, but on the enormity and splendour of the harvest.”1

A similar observation is made by Jeremias in his classic treatment of 

the interpretation of the parables. He refers to statistics which show that 

in Jesus’ culture, an average harvest would show a yield of seven- or 

eight-fold. A ten-fold harvest would be regarded as good. Yet Jesus 

expects the kingdom to produce one of up to a hundred-fold. Jeremias 

concludes, “The abnormal tripling of the harvest’s yield (thirty, sixty, a 

hundred-fold) symbolizes the eschatological overflowing of the divine 

fullness, surpassing all human measure.”2

If we understand the parable of the sower correctly, the focus of 

Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom is on exceptional growth. Matthew’s 

gospel balances this when it reminds us in the next parable (the wheat 

and the tares), that growth proceeds in an environment of mixture. The 

kingdom of darkness also continues to grow. But the emphasis is back on 

the growth of the Kingdom of God in the following parable, that of the 

mustard seed. Mark further reinforces the point by preceding this in his 

account with the parable of the growing seed. It is to these two parables 

that we now turn, for in these Jesus elaborates on the nature of the 

growth that we are to expect in the Kingdom of God. 

As we look at the two parables of the mustard seed and the growing 

seed, we need to notice that an interesting development has occurred 

since the parable of the sower. In the story of the sower, the seed repre-

sented the word of the kingdom (Mt 13:18). Now it has changed and has 

become the sons of the kingdom (Mt 13:36-38). Having received the 

word, they have now become the word made flesh. They are tangible 

expressions of the life of the kingdom in the world. 

Little and Large

Bearing in mind this new development, in which the seed now repre-
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sents the word fleshed out in the lives of the sons of the kingdom, let us 

consider the parable of the mustard seed (Mk 4:30-32).Its significance 

can be summed up in one phrase: small beginnings, large conclusion. 

God’s ways are not our ways. If we were to go about planning such 

a large scale operation as establishing the Kingdom of God on earth, we 

would do it very differently. But God’s ways are perfect. The kingdom is 

God’s will done his way. So we must start to think his way. Part of our 

failure to believe in the success of the kingdom is rooted in our insis-

tence on thinking our way, rather than God’s. Human reasoning can 

imagine two basic ways of getting a kingdom established. We shall con-

sider both of these, while noting that the mustard seed shows us that 

neither bears any relation to God’s way. 

One human method of instituting a new government is by revolution 

or violence. The old traditional May Day parade in Red Square, Moscow, 

was a revelation of the fact that most human rule is established by force, 

maintained by force, and demonstrated by military might. The mustard 

seed is hardly a symbol of that kind of power! 

Jesus was adamant that God’s way was not like that. When they tried 

to make Jesus king by force, he was quick to withdraw (Jn 6:15). But still 

there remains in us a desire to see a show of strength before we will 

believe in the victory of the kingdom. We religiously spiritualize that 

desire and look for a show of “spiritual force.” But the mustard seed dem-

onstrates that the strength of the kingdom is hidden in weakness. 

Alternatively, so far as human reasoning is concerned, where govern-

ment is not established by force, it exists and is maintained by popular 

acclaim and consent. We would like to see the Kingdom of God bol-

stered by widespread support. Again we see in the life of Jesus that this 

is not God’s way for his kingdom. Jesus’ ministry was never a movement 

designed to attract popular support. John’s account particularly high-

lights the fact that Jesus started out with crowds, and progressively 

frightened them off with the demands of discipleship (Jn 6:60-66). Jesus 

was a great crowd-gatherer, but he was also a great crowd-thinner! There 

were very few who were still with him at the end. 

The life of Jesus is a story of increasing unpopularity, ending with 

desertion and isolation on the cross. It is not a fanfare to attract the 
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masses; it is a revelation to a chosen few, often in private. Yet we long to 

see popular acclaim before we will believe in the victory of the kingdom. 

We even seek to make the message of the kingdom more popularly 

acceptable in order to try to advance the kingdom – making our church 

services “seeker-friendly” in order to draw a crowd. Unfortunately, discus-

sion about sin is not seeker friendly, so it becomes embarrassing to pres-

ent the message of the kingdom the way Jesus did – with a call to repen-

tance (Mk 1:15).

Jesus told Pilate that his kingdom was fundamentally different (Jn 

18:36). It is not of this world. It is not dependent on the use of force, as 

was the government of the Romans in Pilate’s day. Neither is it depen-

dent on the popular support that we have become accustomed to in our 

western democracies. God’s kingdom comes God’s way. 

The mustard seed shows us God’s way. It is the way of small, appar-

ently insignificant beginnings. It is Jesus born in a manger rather than in 

the splendour of the palace. Yet in that helpless little baby, there already 

exists, in seed form, all of the power that will characterize a kingdom 

that will fill the whole earth. 

God’s way had been foretold in the prophetic scriptures. Micah 

understood the principle of the mustard seed. He saw that one day 

extensive rule would come out of an insignificant beginning. He had 

said, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the 

clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over 

Israel” (Mic 5:2).     

If we started to think God’s way, we would not be discouraged by the 

scarcity of our human resources or the enormity of the task. They are 

perfectly consistent with God’s way, for the mustard seed demonstrates 

the fruit that can come from an absurdly small object that appears to be 

totally bereft of life. 

 Paul saw the irrelevance of worldly resources, when he told us that 

God chose the foolish, the weak and the lowly things of this world to be 

the instruments he would use (1Cor 1:27,28). The same message was 

conveyed by Zechariah when he wrote, “‘Not by might, nor by power, 

but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord.” In the same context he tells us not to 

despise the day of small things (Zech 4:6-10). 
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It was this kind of faith that made William Carey to be the great mis-

sionary that he was. He left England for India in 1793, with the hope of 

India’s conversion burning in his heart. It was not until 1800 that he saw 

his first fruit – in the conversion of Krishna Pal. This tiny event went 

unnoticed by the world. But to Carey it was momentous; it was the mus-

tard seed that would grow. 

Carey’s response to this apparently small event after years of unpro-

ductive labour was to say: “He was only one, but a continent was coming 

behind him. The divine grace which changed one Indian’s heart could 

obviously change a hundred thousand.” With that confidence, he and his 

colleagues conceived the purpose of translating the scriptures so that 

millions could be reached. They wrote home: “We are neither working at 

uncertainty, nor afraid for the result. He [Christ] must reign, till Satan has 

not an inch of territory.” 

The mustard seed began to grow. By 1813, more than 500 had been 

baptized, some at the cost of their lives. A Bible College was started in 

1818. When Carey died in 1834 he had lived to see twenty-six churches 

planted with the new converts. He himself had translated the Scriptures 

(or parts of them) into no less than thirty-four languages, including six 

complete translations of the whole Bible and twenty-three of the New 

Testament!3

The mustard seed beginning is God’s way for the Kingdom. We are 

not to despise the day of small things. Seven years of labour before see-

ing a single convert was not wasted. One Hindu’s conversion was not 

insignificant. It was just the beginning. 

From Here to There
 

As we look further at the mustard seed, we see that it speaks not only 

about small beginnings, but also about the stark contrast between the 

beginning and the end. This tiny seed grows into a tall shrub in which 

the birds will nest. The wonder of the contrast is somewhat lost in our 

scientific way of thinking. We are always concerned to discover how it is 

going to happen. We are fascinated by the process by which a tiny seed 
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is transformed into a large shrub. Our analytical minds want to work out 

how you get from A to B. 

To Jesus’ unscientific hearers, that process was unimaginable. They 

merely knew that it happened, without questioning how or why. The 

contrast remained a wonderful mystery. But they knew that the end 

result would inevitably come from the small beginning. The mystery is 

that the infinitely great is already active, invisibly, within the infinitesi-

mally small. This calls for faith. Just as Jesus’ audience could have had no 

idea how the seed became the shrub, so now there is no known process 

by which the tiny kingdom will grow to fill the earth. 

In this parable, Jesus is calling for faith to see the coming glory of 

God’s Kingdom in its hidden, insignificant beginning. The power and the 

vastness of the shrub are already present and active within the seed. 

Jesus is declaring the ultimate extent of the kingdom (the nations will 

shelter in its shade), irrespective of present appearance. 

The contrast is amazing. The expression “small as a mustard seed” was 

proverbial in Jesus’ day, meaning the smallest possible amount. Yet Jesus 

goes on to describe in some detail what the outcome will be. It results 

in the largest of all the garden herbs, growing up to eight or ten feet tall, 

taking on the appearance of a tree. 

The likeness to a tree opens up all sorts of other Biblical allusions 

which Jesus brings into the picture. Every Jew would have known that a 

tree giving shelter to the birds was a familiar Old Testament figure for a 

mighty kingdom giving shelter to the nations (Ezek 36:6,12; Dan 

4:21,22). It was specifically used of the Messianic kingdom (Ezek 37:23). 

So Jesus is saying that this Kingdom is already here. What it is yet to be 

is not apparent, but has already been planted. However insignificant it 

now seems, it has within it the power to become something great. In fact 

it is the fulfilment of all the Old Testament prophecies (for example, Is 

2) which speak of the nations coming to God’s people for shelter. 

A Time to do Nothing

At the same time Jesus told another parable. Still wanting to instill faith 
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in the glory of the kingdom he told the similar parable of the growing 

seed (Mk 4:26-29). This little story also emphasizes the wonder of 

growth. Again we are expected to adjust our way of thinking to fit with 

his.      

The parable contains two warnings for us: don’t ask how, and don’t 

do too much. The first point we have already seen. An unscientific mind 

does not ask how a caterpillar becomes a butterfly; it just enjoys the fact 

that it does. Similarly, the Eastern farmer in Jesus’ day had no idea how a 

seed becomes a harvest (v.27). He merely profits from the fact that it 

does. We are to live by faith, not reason. 

The second warning is an interesting addition. We learn in the para-

ble that the farmer will have seasons when he will be very busy. There is 

much to do at sowing and harvesting times. But the striking impression 

of the parable is the strange contrast between such hard work and the 

inactivity of the farmer in the interim. In fact, it is in this period, when 

the farmer does the least, that the most seems to happen, so far as the 

seed is concerned. In fact, it happens “all by itself” (v.28). This is hum-

bling for those of us who think everything hinges on us!

Many of the disciples, especially the zealots among them, would have 

expected Jesus’ announcement of the inauguration of the kingdom to be 

followed by a call to revolutionary activity. Instead, Jesus teaches that in 

the seed, the word of the kingdom, he has already made the incisive 

beginning. At the end, when all is complete, he will return for the next 

season of activity, the final harvest. Notice that Jesus’ return will be for 

the harvest, not to suddenly make the seed germinate, grow and flourish 

after centuries of failure. In the interim, all that he intends to do is to wait 

for the word to fulfil itself. 

It is hard for us to fully grasp the power of the Word. But even the 

world understands the mysterious power that is inherent in ideas, be 

they good or bad. Carlyle, in a possibly apocryphal anecdote, is reputed 

to have said to a man who reproached him for dealing in merely ideas: 

“There was once a man called Rousseau who wrote a book containing 

nothing but ideas. The second edition was bound in the skins of those 

who laughed at the first.”4  How much more faith should we have in the 

ideas embodied in the word of the kingdom? 
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We are not required to build the kingdom. Our human activity in that 

regard would be as counter-productive as digging up the soil to try to 

help the planted seed to grow. Think of the many children who have lost 

precious plants by that kind of impatience! But all we have to do is to 

let it grow, to let the seed of the word of the kingdom bear fruit in our 

lives. 

Fruit is the inevitable result of seed being received in our lives, and 

of those lives being planted in the world. The end is implicit in the begin-

ning. The word of the kingdom has the power in itself to fulfil its prom-

ise. Meanwhile, as the parable says, life goes on: we have night and day, 

we sleep, get up and at night return to sleep again. That is to say, we 

simply go about our daily lives in obedience to the will of God. The com-

ing of the kingdom depends upon God, not us. 

These parables speak about the growth of the kingdom. That in itself 

is enough to unsettle the thinking of a church that has rationalized its 

pessimism so as to expect decline. But, as we shall see, even more star-

tling is the fact that they imply continuity. 

            

Don’t Wait for the Revolution 

The growth from a seed to the harvest is gradual, without any great inter-

ference from outside. The kingdom, having been planted in the world, 

simply grows until it becomes a tree for the shelter of the nations. It is 

only at the point of harvest, when growth and fruitfulness are complete, 

that the one who sowed the seed returns to the field.  

Gary North, in commenting on these and similar parables, has said, “If 

we are to take the parables seriously, then we have to begin to think 

about the continuity of history in between Pentecost and the final judge-

ment.”5 He is not saying that there will be total victory in time and on 

earth, for the scriptures are clear that we must all be changed “in the 

twinkling of an eye” (1Cor 15:52). That instant transformation will take 

place at the return of Jesus. At that time, “the continuity of history is 

finally interrupted. But that’s the point: it’s the end of the whole world.”6

This is very important to our understanding of the growth of the 
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Kingdom of God. We have assumed centuries of minimal growth (maybe 

even decline), which is to be suddenly interrupted by the return of Jesus. 

Our expectation has been that when he comes, he will sort everything 

out and establish the kingdom. These parables deny such a way of think-

ing. They leave no room for a radical discontinuity breaking in to the 

process at any point between the beginning and the end. 

Discontinuity is a Marxist interpretation of history. Marxism believes 

in an evolutionary process of history, but changes are marked by periods 

of radical upheaval. Marx described revolutions as the “locomotives of 

history.” They are necessary to bring about significant social, economic 

and political change in a rapid, all-encompassing way. Without them 

there can be no complete transition from a sick society to Utopia. 

Evolution proposes an upward trend; Marxism declares that the upward 

movement is more like a series of stairs than a gentle slope. The revolu-

tion makes a sudden step upward. Evolution is not gradual but discon-

tinuous.

Marxism proposes a political and cataclysmic transformation of soci-

ety. Christianity rejects both. While we urge more Christians to be 

involved in the political arena, pursuing the mandate to be salt and light 

in the world, it is vital that they do not become ensnared in the lie that 

there are political solutions to spiritual issues. There are spiritual solu-

tions to political problems – so we should not stay out of the realm of 

the politics; but there are no political solutions to spiritual problems – so 

we should not put our faith and confidence in politics.

It is also vital that those who do want to be active as salt and light, 

recognize the principle of gradualism which enables them to work with 

patience. Ours is the age of the microwave rather than the crock-pot: we 

expect instant solutions. Marxism offers the elusive dream of a quick fix 

revolution that can change everything. But as the graffiti on the subway 

wall reminds us: “Have patience radicals; Rome wasn’t burned in a day!”

Man’s way is not God’s way. Man may seek to use revolution to break 

the continuity of history, but God is invisibly at work within the continu-

ity. Dependence upon political solutions or the discontinuity of revolu-

tion is a denial of the efficacy of the cross. 

Much of the church regards the world as a sinking ship. All we can 
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do is to take to the life-boats (the church), and hope we can convince a 

few to join us to be whisked off to the safety of heaven. The world is 

heading for tribulation; we hope we can get out of it. 

Our hope has been that Jesus will return, and that will put everything 

right. His second coming will achieve what his first coming was unable 

to achieve: establishing a kingdom on earth, as well as saving a number 

of individual souls. The second coming is seen as a kind of Christian ver-

sion of the Marxist belief in Utopia by means of the discontinuity of 

revolution. It is a sudden breakthrough from outside, rather than the 

gradual realization of what has already been placed within.

This denies the power of what Jesus accomplished on Calvary. When 

he died, he said, “It is finished.” When he appeared to the disciples after 

his resurrection, he said to them, “All authority has been given unto me. 

Therefore go....” He spoke of the completeness of what he had achieved. 

It was all done in the cross. Now he is sitting at his Father’s right hand 

waiting until all his enemies have been made to be his foot-stool. Their 

defeat has already been achieved in his cross. The work of Christ is com-

plete. 

That is why he could say to his disciples that it was better for him to 

be with the Father than for him to be physically present on earth (Jn 

16:7). Much of the church lives in defeatism all the while Jesus is seated 

on the throne of the universe in heaven. Their only hope is in the physi-

cal return of Jesus to earth. Yet he clearly stated it is better for him to be 

in heaven. Jesus could say that because he believed in the power of what 

was accomplished at Calvary. He knew that, on the basis of Calvary, the 

Holy Spirit would be able to take his authority and implement his vic-

tory on earth precisely because he is at his Father’s right hand, not 

because he stands on the earth. 

We must believe in the completeness of Christ’s finished work on the 

cross. He has done all that is necessary for the Kingdom of God to grow. 

Certainly we look forward to his return. But it will be at harvest time. He 

will only need to come to gather the harvest, the final judgement of both 

the wheat and the tares. Then will be the consummation of the kingdom. 

But it will all be the result of the growth of the fruit of Calvary, not some 

new work that yet remains to be done. 
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David Chilton has put it this way: “Christianity opposes the notion of 

any new cataclysm occurring before the Last Judgement. Christianity is 

anti-revolutionary. Thus while Christians have always looked forward to 

the salvation of the world, believing that Christ died and rose again for 

that purpose, they have also seen the Kingdom’s work as a leavening 

influence, gradually transforming the world into the image of God. The 

definitive cataclysm has already taken place, in the finished work of 

Christ.”7

Time is on our Side

There are many practical implications that emerge from this perspective 

of the growth of the kingdom. One of them is a restoration of belief in 

the long term. An expectation of sudden external intervention as the 

only hope of change prevents people from taking a long term view. Why 

plan for the next century if it is all going to be overthrown in the revolu-

tion? 

The effects of such thinking are seen in Hong Kong. As the deadline 

for becoming part of mainland China draws closer, capitalists start mak-

ing their economic plans on a different basis. The impending discontinu-

ity in the structure of Hong Kong society tends to make investors think 

in the short term. 

Similarly, there is no incentive to bring matters of politics or econom-

ics under the influence of the Kingdom of God if we believe that only 

Jesus can bring in the new order on his return, when he will overthrow 

all that man has built. But growth implies continuity rather than sudden 

overthrow. All may be progressively brought under the Lordship of Jesus. 

Growth implies the passing of time. We have plenty of time. Wars and 

rumours of wars tell us (contrary to many expectations) that the end is 

not yet (Mt 24:6). The parable of the talents teaches us long term invest-

ment. The parable of the tower builder teaches us long term planning. 

It is only Satan who panics because time is short (Rev 12:12). Time, 

because it is a creation of God and dedicated to the fulfilment of his 

purposes, is on our side. Even in these days of small beginnings, God has 
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time for growth to take effect. God is never in a hurry for fruit. 

With that in mind we can settle in for the long haul. Wilberforce was 

prepared to work that way. It was in 1787 that he determined to set out 

on a Parliamentary campaign to abolish slavery. There were many disap-

pointments and many apparent defeats. But Wilberforce was ready for a 

life-time of battles – and the Bill for the Abolition of Slavery finally passed 

its second reading in the House of Commons on 29 July, 1833. Wilberforce 

died three days later. 

A 46-year campaign is very short from God’s perspective of time. We 

prefer more instant solutions, but slow growth is characteristic of the 

kingdom. Revolutions do not work anyway. Malcolm Muggeridge wrote 

of revolutions: “Unfortunately they have a way of really revolving – that 

is of ending where they began.”8

Growth is linear, not cyclical; it speaks of real progress. Parables 

which speak about growth are intended to build our faith. There will be 

no end to the increase of his government (Is 9:7). On that word we can 

place our faith. But the same parables also ask for patience. The farmer 

has to be prepared to wait to eat the fruit of that which he decided to 

plant in the ground rather than use it for immediate consumption. 

In the Old Testament, God prepared his people to have this way of 

thinking. We read in Leviticus 19:23-25 about some of God’s instructions 

for agriculture. He forbids us to eat the produce of an orchard until its 

fifth year. That helps us to learn patience. It is a reminder that there is no 

hurry; we have plenty of time to enjoy the fruit of our labour. 

As Winston Churchill said, in a different context but with the same 

hope of encouraging a victorious outlook, “This is not the end. It is not 

even the beginning of the end. But it is perhaps the end of the begin-

ning” (10 November, 1942). With that outlook we are to plant our lives 

as seeds, embodiments of the word of the kingdom, in the world. Then 

we can let time take its course. Time is in God’s hand. But we can be sure 

that the harvest will come. 
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There is a family of plants known as saxifrage. The name is of Latin 

derivation, and means “rock breaker.” These tiny little plants put their 

roots down into the cracks of a rock and break it into pieces. The fragile, 

soft rootlets crush the hard rock because there is life in the roots. 

The Kingdom of God appears to be as fragile as these plants. But the 

early Christians put the tiny rootlets of their thoughts and actions down 

deep into the cracks of the great pagan systems of religion and life in 

their day. Before men realized what had happened, those great systems 

had crumbled into ruins. 

The parables of the mustard seed and the growing seed, which we 

have been considering, emphasize the extensiveness of the growth of 

the kingdom. We now turn our attention to some other images that Jesus 

used: yeast, salt and light. These all serve to illustrate the intensiveness of 

the impact of the kingdom. 

Having looked at the outward extent of this growing kingdom, we 

now consider its inner workings. We will see how it works, permeating 

society, influencing from within. The influence may be largely covert, but 

ultimately it will bring about the conclusion that Jesus has proclaimed. 

Those who carry the message of the kingdom are spiritual saxifrage: the 

rock-breakers. Their message, working from within, will triumph. 
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The magnificent ruins of the Roman city of Jerash bear testimony to 

the power of the rock-breakers. It was a city that had been founded and 

prospered on the incense trade with Arabia. But the Christians changed 

men’s ideas about burning incense to pagan gods. The great city died. In 

this way, the tiny rootlets of the message of the kingdom smashed the 

whole thought-system of the Roman Empire. 

We must stress that the process Jesus refers to when he speaks of 

yeast, salt or light, is in operation prior to his second coming. It is now 

at work. The Bible promises a full manifestation of gospel blessing before 

Jesus returns.1

The kingdom is hidden in the world and in the present. It will be 

manifested here and now. Psalm 22 is known as the Psalm of the Cross, 

because of its many clear prophetic allusions to the death of Jesus. Yet it 

concludes on a note of triumph, and speaks clearly of the victory which 

flows out of the cross. The victory is that of the cross, not that of the 

second coming. Its climax announces, “All the ends of the earth will 

remember and turn to the Lord, and all the families of the nations will 

bow down before him, for dominion belongs to the Lord and he rules 

over the nations” (v.27,28). 

These verses cannot be speaking of the end of time, because the 

Psalmist goes on to speak of the generations of that day engaged in pro-

claiming his righteousness to “a people yet unborn.” It therefore speaks 

of a point in time when there is still a future, rather than at the end of 

time when Jesus will return to bring history to an end, and time will be 

no more. 

Daniel also had a vision of a kingdom that would grow gradually and 

progressively, until eventually its influence pervaded the whole earth. He 

saw a rock that became a mountain filling the earth. Again it is clear that 

this is to take place in history, rather than at the end of time, for Daniel 

begins his description of the start of this process with reference to the 

fact that it commences “in the time of those kings” (that is, during the 

Roman Empire). 

He goes on to say that this kingdom, which grows gradually from its 

inception in the days of the Romans, will never be destroyed, will crush 

all other kingdoms and will itself endure for ever (Dan 2:35,44,45). 
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Ultimately its influence will permeate society, and the return of Jesus will 

be the crowning glory and conclusion of the process. 

So it is crucial, as we consider the yeast, salt and light, to realize that 

all relate to the present, not to the future. The process of leavening is 

going on in an unleavened society. Salt is being applied to a world that 

is decaying. Light is shining amidst darkness. And all are preparing the 

way for the coming of Jesus when the influence of the kingdom will 

have had far-reaching effects on the world that he came to save.

            

Leavening the Lump

First, then, let us look at the parable of the yeast (Mt 13:33). We have 

previously noted that one of the keys to understanding a parable is to 

look out for the element of surprise. In this parable the surprising thing 

is the quantities involved. The woman making bread seems to be an ordi-

nary housewife. Yet we are told in detail that she took “3 satas” of flour. 

That would be enough to make bread for about a hundred people. No 

housewife in a hot climate in the days before freezers would bake in 

those quantities. 

Jesus is therefore wanting to draw our attention to a process that 

concludes in an end product that is far in excess of our natural expecta-

tions. A little bit of yeast will have far greater influence than we could 

ever imagine. Eventually it will work through “all the dough,” and there 

is a surprising amount of dough for it to work through. To see this in 

more detail, we need to consider what the Bible teaches about yeast or 

leaven. 

Leaven is used in the Bible as a symbol of both good and evil. Only 

the context will make clear the particular sense in mind. As it may be 

spoken of in either way, we can assume when Jesus likens the kingdom 

to leaven, he is not so much referring to its essence (good or bad) as to 

the way in which it operates. 

R.C.Trench illustrates this point when speaking of this parable. He 

writes, “The devil is a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour (1Pe 

5:8); yet this does not hinder the same title being applied to Christ, the 
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Lion of the tribe of Judah (Rev 5:5).”2 In other words, the context, rather 

than some rigid system of symbolic interpretation, defines the sense. In 

the case of leaven, whether it is speaking of good or evil, the point in 

question is always the ability of a tiny amount of leaven to totally change 

the nature of that with which it is mixed. 

We see it used in a negative sense in Mk 8:15. There the disciples are 

warned to watch out for the yeast of the Pharisees. They were in danger 

of being influenced by the Pharisees’ desire for signs and proof, rather 

than responding to Jesus in faith. If just a little bit of that attitude were 

able to gain a place in the disciples’ hearts, it would totally spoil their 

relationship with their Master. So in that context, the metaphor referred 

to the ability of a minute amount of yeast to impregnate the material to 

which it is added. It is used as a symbol of corruption. 

However, as a symbol, it is just as appropriate in a positive sense. A 

little bit of yeast can leaven the whole lump for good as well as for evil. 

Jesus is describing the process by which one substance affects another. 

The Kingdom of God has the inherent ability to change the nature of the 

world. 

The emphasis in the parable of the yeast seems to be on the word 

“hidden.” It is not the smallness of the kingdom that is stressed here, as 

in the parable of the mustard seed. Rather the concentration is upon the 

fact that the yeast is hidden in the whole. 

In our English translations, the word “mixed” is used: the woman 

mixed the yeast in the dough. A more accurate rendering of the Greek 

would emphasize that she hid it in the dough. The word is enkrupto 

which can be broken down into two parts: en (= in), and  krupto (= 

cryptic). Thus, a literal translation would be to conceal, or to place 

within in order to keep secret. We now use the word “cryptic,” for exam-

ple, to refer to a kind of crossword puzzle, where the solutions are hid-

den in mysterious clues. The yeast is hidden in the dough – as treasure is 

hidden in a field.

This is consistent with the way Jesus spoke of the kingdom. The 

parables both revealed and concealed secrets. The incarnation was 

shrouded in mystery as the glory of the King was concealed in the pov-

erty of the stable. Yet while the world cannot see the Kingdom of God 
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(Jn 3:3), almost imperceptibly it is having its intended effect. 

The tragedy is that the church also often fails to see the Kingdom of 

God. This is tragic because the reference in John 3:3 indicates that one 

of the very reasons why we have to be born again is so that we will be 

able to see the kingdom. But whether seen or not, God is working his 

purpose out. Jesus is in the process of making his enemies to be his 

footstool. And so too, we should be working to the same end. Our man-

date is certainly to openly proclaim the gospel. But it is also, in a more 

covert manner, to be influencing society by our very presence within it. 

We must approach that mandate to influence with faith and confi-

dence. Our hope is encouraged by the fact that the effect of leaven is far 

greater than a comparison of the respective quantities would suggest. A 

tiny bit of yeast leavens the whole batch of dough.  

            

A Little Leaven Goes a Long Way

The kingdom has come on earth. While it is initially concealed and 

apparently insignificant, it will actually work through and in time change 

the nature of the whole world. The world will be “leavened.” The nature 

of the Kingdom of God will have permeated society. Throughout the 

process we have to live with mixture. There will be yeast, and that which 

still remains unaffected by it. But at the end of time there will be no 

more mixture, no rival sovereignty, and nothing that has not been trans-

formed by the rule of God.  

Scripture looks forward to that day. The Psalmist anticipated the com-

ing rule of the King in Psalm 72. “In his day the righteous will flourish... 

He will rule from sea to sea... All kings will bow down to him and all 

nations will serve him” (v. 7,8,11). Such scriptures should deal a death 

blow to pessimism. But we have often rationalized our negative outlook 

using apparently Biblical concepts. One that has allowed us to live with 

an eschatology of defeat has been that of the remnant. 

Certainly the Bible speaks in a number of places about a remnant. 

Whenever God’s people have been declining in apostasy, there has been 

a faithful remnant to maintain His testimony on the earth. The future also 
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holds a place for a remnant in the midst of darkness, as there has been 

such a group in the darkness of every age.                             

But is the remnant necessarily a tiny group of pathetic individuals 

grimly hanging on to the end? Could it not be that they are more like the 

famous Desert Rats in World War II? They were a group of soldiers, admit-

tedly small in number – but holding their own heroically, rather than 

hanging on pathetically. This remnant, in saving Tobruk, significantly 

affected the whole outcome of the war.

Wherever we find the remnant in scripture, like the leaven, and like 

the Desert Rats, they are victorious. We meet such a group in Habakkuk. 

The context of chapter 2 is of the wicked nations, under God’s direction, 

executing God’s righteous judgement on his rebellious people. But even-

tually God’s wrath is turned on those nations. He says to them, “Because 

you have plundered, the people who are left [the remnant] will plunder 

you” (v.8). The victorious remnant will have the last word.

Zephaniah says the same thing: “The remnant of my people will plun-

der them; and the survivors of my nation will inherit their land” (2:9). 

Micah puts it even more strongly: “The remnant of Judah will be in the 

midst of many peoples, like dew from the Lord, like showers on the grass, 

which do not wait for man or linger for mankind. The remnant of Jacob 

will be among the nations, in the midst of many peoples, like a lion 

among the beasts of the forest, like a young lion among flocks of sheep, 

which mauls and mangles as it goes, and no-one can rescue. Your hand 

will be lifted up in triumph over your enemies, and all your foes will be 

destroyed” (Mic 5:7-9). 

The Biblical remnant is a roaring lion, not a cowering wimp. It mauls 

and mangles – which is a wonderful motto for the church! It conveys a 

similar concept to the leaven Jesus describes in his parable. It may be 

small in size, but its presence changes everything around it. Ultimately 

its character predominates. Such is the nature of the Kingdom of God. 

Leaven on Earth

The victorious leaven can be clearly seen in practice in the early church. 
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The odds were heavily against them as they were opposed by both the 

Jewish and the Roman authorities. They were bitterly resisted by the 

various Eastern cults that were also spreading like wildfire at the time. 

Yet the Christians, in spite of being largely drawn from poor and unedu-

cated backgrounds, ultimately were able to influence the whole Roman 

Empire. 

The situation that faced the early church bears remarkable similari-

ties to that which confronts the church in the western world today. All 

that is different is that they approached their task with a fresh revelation 

of the authority of the newly ascended King Jesus. Acts 4:23-31 is typical 

of how they responded to the pressures they faced. The modern church 

is more defeatist in its stance. 

Gary North3 gives a stimulating description of the battle of the early 

centuries. It is encouraging because there are so many points of similar-

ity with our own situation, and yet the effectiveness of the leaven can 

clearly be seen. 

Much was happening in the Roman Empire. Traditional religious 

beliefs were being eroded away, and many occultish religions were gain-

ing prominence. People had lost confidence in representative civil gov-

ernment. Raw power was the order of the day in politics; emperors were 

both deified and murdered. Emperor Augustus downgraded the authority 

of the Roman Senate. In spite of the Senate’s later attempts to regain 

power, the army still succeeded in installing Claudius, a fool, as a subse-

quent Emperor. When Nero came to power, he even had his mother and 

wife murdered. Nobody could trust politicians. 

The economy began to crumble. The currency was debased and infla-

tion soared. In the midst of all this, the government embarked upon mas-

sive welfare programs. The cost of providing free bread and circuses 

required soaring taxation levels. People remained on welfare for so long 

that it became a hereditary right to be maintained by the State.  

The moral climate showed similar signs of collapse. Pornography was 

rampant. Its appalling depravity is seen in the fact that to this day tourists 

are not allowed to see some of the paintings that have been preserved 

in the ruins of Pompeii. The upper classes, previously models for society, 

stagnated through abortion and infanticide. Their babies were left in the 
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streets to die. 

So many of these characteristics of the Roman Empire have their 

modern counterparts. We face the same opportunity to see the leaven of 

the Kingdom of God work its transforming way through society. 

The early church had practical answers for the decaying world in 

which it lived. They built strong, pure families. They took care of the poor 

and the sick out of their tithes and offerings (in spite of their poverty and 

the excessive levels of taxation). They worked hard, refusing to become 

permanently dependent on welfare. They earned the reputation of being 

the most productive labourers in the Empire. They went out and picked 

up babies that were left to die – in spite of the fact that it was illegal to 

take home exposed infants.  

The church was persecuted. It was regularly being thinned out, either 

by death or defection. It was truly a remnant. But it was a remnant that 

was ready to rule, not a feeble minority hoping that Jesus would come 

and take them out of the midst of the great tribulation they were suffer-

ing. (None of them would have been able to imagine the pre-tribulation 

rapture spoken about so frequently today; how could you have con-

vinced them that the tribulation was still in the future?)  

So through all the suffering, the leaven was at work in the Roman 

Empire. The demise of the old order came to a head when Diocletian 

became Emperor in 284 AD. He tried drastic measures to shore up the 

crumbling political structure. But when even they failed, he became the 

first Emperor to abdicate. It was an admission of failure. The Roman 

Empire had reached the end of its resources. 

Within seven years of his resignation, Constantine came to power, in 

312 AD. He declared Christianity to be the lawful religion, and Christians 

were brought into the civil government. The new Emperor recognized 

what had become apparent as the yeast worked its way through the 

Roman Empire. There was no other force in the Empire that was stable 

enough, honest enough or productive enough to rival the Christian 

church. 

A statement of Tertullian made a hundred years earlier had been dra-

matically fulfilled. He had said with confidence, even at the end of the 

second century: “We came on the scene only yesterday and already we 
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fill all your institutions, your towns, walled cities, your fortresses..., your 

senate and your forum.”4

After 300 years, Christ had conquered Caesar. The power of Rome 

had crumbled before the Kingdom of God. The remnant had suffered 

horribly, but rather than becoming defeatist or pietistic, they had been 

slowly preparing to rule. The leaven was at work as they became an 

alternative government within the Empire. They were ready to rule. The 

rule of the church in those early years was not the rule of authoritarian-

ism. It was the rule of service. Men looked to the church for leadership 

because the church was seeking to serve in society. 

There are many examples of servant leadership at that time. One is 

Basil, who was Bishop of Caesarea in the fourth century. He built the 

“Basiliad.” It was a new city within a city, in the suburbs of Caesarea. It 

contained a church, schools, workshops, a fully staffed hospital and a 

hospice for poor travellers. 

Basil is remembered for his decision to establish monasteries in the 

city rather than in the wilderness. It was a profound statement, declaring 

that religion does not mean flight from the world, but overthrowing evil 

in the world. The Kingdom of God was not an excuse for escapism; it was 

a motivation for involvement. 

Since that momentous time, we have lost the initiative we had gained. 

The reasons are manifold and beyond the scope of this book.5 But we 

have another opportunity before us now. Society is again in the throes 

of disintegration. Where are the men and women with the answers? 

Defeat is inevitable for Satan and the kingdom of darkness. Because 

he has disobeyed God and disregarded His ways, he is bound to fail in 

his attempts to build society apart from God. His strategy and tactics are 

fatally flawed, for only God’s ways are perfect and guaranteed to be suc-

cessful. The leaven of the Kingdom of God will inevitably be the domi-

nant influence.

G.K.Chesterton has written of the amazing cycles of resurgent influ-

ence with which the church has broken out of even its most serious 

difficulties. “At least five times, therefore, with the Arian and the 

Albigensian, with the humanist sceptic, after Voltaire and after Darwin, 

the Faith has, to all appearance gone to the dogs. In each of these five 
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cases, it was the dog that died.”6 

We live in a world that is characterized by mixture. But in the midst 

of that, we live in the certainty that the kingdom has come and is at 

work, and will yet triumph in the world. In spite of its smallness and 

hidden-ness, only the Kingdom of God has true and workable answers. 

The yeast will permeate; the remnant will win.

Pass the Salt 

Having considered the significance of the parable of the yeast, let us now 

turn our attention to other related images that Jesus used. He said that 

we are to be salt and light (Mt 5:13-16). 

Salt has so many uses that can easily be spiritualized as we seek to 

understand what Jesus was communicating here. Many believe that Jesus 

was referring primarily to salt’s preservative quality. It has the ability to 

prevent decay and to halt the spread of corruption. It is certainly true 

that if this preservative element, however small, is removed from society, 

society will rot. There is a tendency to decay, built into the fabric of the 

universe since the fall, that only the revelation of the sons of God can 

reverse (Rom 8:19-21).  Salt works unobtrusively in this way; its activity 

is only noticed when it is no longer there to do it. 

But with this positive statement that we are to be salt, Jesus adds a 

warning. It seems that the weight of his teaching falls as much on this 

negative aspect as on the positive. He says that it is possible for the salt 

to lose its savour, which happened after Constantine’s reign. There is 

much historical evidence to suggest that the church has become so cor-

rupted at certain times, it has consequently been thrown out and tram-

pled.  

In 571 AD, Mohammed was born in Mecca. That city was the centre 

of the idolatrous superstition of the Arab race that sickened him. 

Mohammed was so revolted that he began to look for purity in a religion. 

He looked first to Jews, but failing to find what he was seeking there he 

turned next to Christians. But he never found a genuine Christian. All that 

he discovered was a church that he regarded as being as idolatrous as 
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the Arab religion he was fleeing. It was at this point of disillusionment 

that he had his famous visions, upon which he founded the religion of 

Islam. 

This only happened because the salt had lost its savour. It was there-

fore necessary for God to raise up the means of trampling down a salt-

less Christianity. The rise of Islam has been one of the major historical 

scourges of a church, which at times has literally been trampled upon by 

the followers of Mohammed. The principle was repeated with Genghis 

Khan. Again he was a sincere seeker after truth, ripe for the message of 

the kingdom. He asked Marco Polo to request the Pope to send a hun-

dred teachers to demonstrate the way of Christ. Instead, two years later, 

two teachers were sent carrying the message: “Become politically and 

ecclesiastically attached to Rome.” 

He rejected that message, choosing rather to accept Islam which he 

spread with zeal throughout Asia and Europe. If the church had retained 

its saltiness, Genghis Khan could have become one of the greatest pro-

ponents of the Kingdom of God. As it was, he became the trampler of a 

savourless church. 

In more modern times the church has again lost its ability to influ-

ence society with the message of the kingdom. In the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, theologians began to embrace a philosophy of 

rationalism which did away with absolutes. Everything became relative. 

Ironically the church was leading people away from acknowledging the 

absolute demands of God upon men’s lives. The notion that “God is dead” 

was born in the theology of the church. 

Against that background arose men like Darwin. He had been des-

tined for ministry in the church. But it was a church that had lost its 

savour. And as he began to write, his theories were taken beyond his 

personal convictions, to trample underfoot the arguments of a church 

that was busy back-pedalling in its defence of a supernatural Creator 

God. The church had lost its relevance for society. 

In the same era, Marx also wrote. The first breakthrough for his ideol-

ogy was won in the environment of a savourless church. At the time of 

the Russian Revolution, a church council was sitting in debate on the 

issue of whether garments of a certain colour should be used at a par-

CHAPTER 6   THE INFLUENCE OF THE KINGDOM

107



ticular point in the church service. The Russian church was subsequent-

ly trampled underfoot for decades. 

But in the providence of God, the very trampling carries the power 

to renew the saltiness. We have at our fingertips a saltiness that can influ-

ence the world with the message of the kingdom. But if we lose our 

savour, our relevance to society, may God be merciful to us in the possi-

ble consequences. 

      

The Value of  Salt

Without the church acting as salt, society will inevitably decay, and the 

church will ultimately be trampled underfoot. But preservation was 

probably not the only use of salt that Jesus had in mind when he likened 

the church to it. In fact, according to one encyclopedia, salt has 16,000 

uses! 

Among these uses is the fact that Roman soldiers were sometimes 

paid in salt. It was called a “salarium,” from which we get our word salary. 

This tells us that salt is of value to the world. In fact it is valuable in at 

least 16,000 ways! 

The value of the church to the world is inestimable. She alone can 

show the world how the designer of the universe intended for his cre-

ation to be run. In the Bible, we have God’s blueprint for successful liv-

ing in every sphere. Only as the world is brought under the lordship of 

Jesus can the vast potential that God has locked up in the universe ulti-

mately be tapped. 

No wonder the Bible predicts the day when the nations will come to 

the people of God, and say, “Come let us go up to the mountain of the 

Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that 

we may walk in his paths” (Is 2:3). When the church is relevant and soci-

ety is decaying, the message of the kingdom will be seen to be the most 

valuable commodity in the world. It is the pearl without price. 

An interesting example of the value of a church being relevant to 

society was given in a radio broadcast in Britain on B.B.C. Radio 4, on 

February 9, 1985. The program was describing the Coptic revival going 
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on in Egypt at the time. After years of decline in the church, with many 

of its institutions on the brink of closure, there had been a move of God 

bearing many similarities to the charismatic movement. A monk known 

as Matthew the Poor came out of a desert exile of prayer and study, and 

he became the spiritual leader of the revival. 

The unique element in this revival has been the determination to see 

the Kingdom of God providing practical answers to the country’s needs. 

The monasteries have laid aside their pietistic introspectiveness. Instead 

they have become research institutes from which a number of signifi-

cant projects have been initiated. 

They have researched the breeding of olive seedlings from the best 

varieties of southern Europe for adaptation to various Egyptian condi-

tions. A similar program has been investigating the cultivation of vines. A 

seven-year research program has begun, aimed at developing an 

“Egyptian Cow” from European and North American stock, in combina-

tion with existing local breeds. It would be suited to local climatic and 

vegetation conditions, and productive in both milk and meat. 

It is significant that the journalist used a biblical phrase when he 

described the effects of the current revival. He said that for hundreds of 

hectares around the monasteries, they are “making the desert bloom.” In 

a culture where open evangelism is forbidden, the message of the king-

dom is still flourishing. The growth of the church is catching the atten-

tion of the secular media. The influence of the kingdom is proving to be 

of value to society. The leaven is doing its work. The value of the salt is 

being appreciated.  

            

The Light Shines 

Having described the church as salt, Jesus went on to liken it to light (Mt 

5:14-16). He had said that while he was in the world, he was the light of 

the world (Jn 9:5). So clearly here he is thinking of the influence that the 

church is to have after he has returned to be with his Father. 

The comparison between salt and light is interesting. Salt is rather 

like the yeast in the parable we discussed earlier, in that it works unob-
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trusively. Light, on the other hand, is active for all to see. 

This progression from the covert to the overt is also seen in the way 

Jesus taught his parables about the kingdom. In Mark 4, he introduced 

the subject of the kingdom with the parable of the sower. There the seed 

is hidden in the ground until eventually the fruit appears for all to see. 

He follows that with the story of the lamp on the stand. Having 

described the absurdity of placing a lamp under a bowl or a bed, he says, 

“Whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed 

is meant to be brought out into the open” (Mk 4:22). The point that Jesus 

is making is that while the influence of the kingdom can work away 

under the surface for a time, covertly leavening society, eventually it must 

come out into the open. Sooner or later, the Kingdom of God has to be 

seen for what it is.  

So, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus tells his followers that they are 

the light of the world. The high profile visibility of the kingdom is 

emphasized by two illustrations that Jesus then uses to make his point. 

First the light is as visible as a city that is set on a hill. This speaks of light 

affecting society at large. Secondly, it is as illuminating as a lamp set in a 

house. Here we see the influence of the kingdom in a domestic context, 

as a light that affects families and households. 

It is perhaps easier for us to come to terms with the latter illustration. 

It does not stretch our faith too much to believe that the quality of our 

family life can touch other families, and influence them for the sake of 

the Kingdom of God. Of course, it is more challenging in practice, to ask 

ourselves what kind of illumination our family provides our neighbours 

with, to enable them to see how God intended family life to be ordered 

under his government. 

But the imagery of a city set on a hill is far more daunting. It is almost 

overwhelming to realize that Jesus said that we are (not that we have to 

become) the light of the world. And this light is to be as a city set on a 

hill, a light that illuminates a whole society, which in turn acts as a rev-

elation of God’s ways to other societies. 

An illuminated city is Jesus’ model for the light of the kingdom. Our 

task is to shed the light of God’s word on every facet of life – personal, 

domestic, social, political and economic. Our message must have rele-
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vance to society as much as to the church. Certainly the Bible speaks as 

much to such matters as justice, productive labour and handling financ-

es, as it does to how to run a prayer meeting. Our mandate is to shine 

out to show the world how every area of life should be lived under the 

government of God, as revealed in the Word of God. 

Only when we take this mandate seriously will we become as prom-

inent as a city set on a hill, influencing the world as God intended us to 

do. The Old Testament looked forward to the day when that would be 

fulfilled. Isaiah had a vision of the last days when “the mountain of the 

Lord’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will 

be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it” (Is 2:2). 

That same theme is further developed in Isaiah 60, describing the 

time when the people of God will become a focal point in the earth. It 

is interesting that the prophet sees this in the same terms as Jesus did: 

“Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord rises 

upon you.... Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness 

of your dawn” (vs.1,3). 

Isaiah’s burning vision is for a corporate people of God whose 

impact is not restricted to saving a few souls. Rather they will carry a 

dramatic revelation to kings and nations. This idea is repeated a couple 

of chapters later. “The nations will see your righteousness, and all kings 

your glory” (Is 62:2). Our righteousness, which is what will have the 

impact, is practically living rightly in every area of life, under the Word of 

God.  

The call to be the light of the world is overwhelming. It is when dark-

ness covers the earth that we are called upon to arise and let our light 

to shine. But the heaviness of the darkness cannot overcome the light. It 

is estimated that on a pitch dark night, a single candle can be seen at a 

distance of 15 miles. The intensity of the darkness only serves to enable 

the light to stand out in relief with the greatest clarity. 

Furthermore, the Greek word translated “light” is phos, from which is 

derived our word “phosphorous.” This helps us to understand something 

of what Jesus meant when he said that the darkness cannot overcome 

the light. White phosphorous is a substance well-known to the military. 

It is often used in explosive devices for one simple reason: it burns with 
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a kind of fire that cannot be extinguished by any of the normal means. 

Whatever you do, it just keeps burning. Such is the light of the kingdom 

in the midst of the darkness: it cannot be put out.

Jesus’ faith in his church is clear. It is seen in the language that he 

uses. His words are descriptive rather than normative: he says that we are 

the light of the world, not that we should be. Jesus lived in the assurance 

that what was written in the Word of God concerning the future (such 

as the references that we have considered in Isaiah) was totally trustwor-

thy. It would come to pass. 

The influence of the Kingdom of God in the world is assured. It may 

start out as a tiny piece of yeast, but the whole lump of dough will even-

tually be leavened. The value of the salt will eventually be apparent, as its 

preservative influence is felt. The light will shine initially in individual 

households, as families live together under the government of God. But 

eventually the light will be that of the city set on the hill. The kingdom 

will be seen in the righteous behaviour of its citizens in every sphere of 

life. And the nations and kings will be drawn to its brightness. The spiri-

tual rock-breakers will triumph.

FOOTNOTES

1  For a full rebuttal of the view that these blessings are only for the Jews or the  
“millennium” after Christ’s return, I would refer the reader to: 
Crenshaw & Gunn: Dispensationalism Today, Yesterday and Tomorrow  
(Memphis TN: Footstool publications; 1987); and: 
Roderick Campbell: Israel and the New Covenant 
(Philadelphia PA: Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing Co.; 1954)

2  R.C.Trench: Notes on the Parables of our Lord, p.116 
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co.; 1893)

3  Gary North: Backward Christian Soldiers, p.35-39 
(Tyler TX: Institute for Christian Economics; 1984) 
A similar outline of the progressive impact of the kingdom in history may be  
found in:J.J.Davis: Christ’s Victorious Kingdom, p.65-82 
(Grand Rapids MI: Baker Book House; 1986)  

4  Quoted by Leonard Verduin: The Reformers and their Step Children, p.28 
(Grand Rapids MI: Eerdmans; 1964)

5  Any readers who are interested in pursuing the theme of the failure of the church in this  
regard would do well to read the work of Verduin cited above. He argues that the failure in the 
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Constantinian and Reformation eras was in the misunderstanding of the Biblical separation of 
Church and state.

6  G.K.Chesterton: The Everlasting Man, p.206 
(London: Hodder & Stoughton (People’s Library Edition); 1927)
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Queen Victoria said, “We are not interested in the possibilities of 

defeat.” Neither is the Christian who is convinced of the victory of 

Jesus. Everything we believe must be based on our assurance of the com-

pleteness of Calvary. As Jesus died, he cried “It is finished” (John 19:30). 

Thereafter, all the New Testament writers bear testimony to the com-

pleted work of Christ on the cross. 

Peter tells us that the victory of the cross is verified by the fact of the 

resurrection. God raised Jesus from the dead to show that the work of 

Calvary was fully accomplished. Peter concludes his declaration about 

the death and resurrection of Jesus by saying, “God has made this Jesus, 

whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:32-36). 

Paul makes the same point. He tells us that Jesus “was declared with 

power to be the Son of God by his resurrection” (Rom 1:4). Of course, 

he was the Son of God before his death, but the full revelation of his 

Lordship was seen after Calvary. It was when the centurion at the foot 

of the cross saw how Jesus died, he said, “Surely this man was the Son of 

God!” (Mk 15:39). 

Paul elaborates the point further in Philippians 2. He tells us that 

because of Jesus’ death on the cross, God exalted him to the highest 

place and gave him (past tense: it has already happened) the name that 
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is above every name. Every tongue should confess that Jesus is (present 

tense: it is a current reality) Lord. And it is all on the basis of Calvary, for 

it was at Calvary that Jesus, having disarmed the powers and authorities, 

“made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross” 

(Col 2:15). 

John continues the theme of all the New Testament writers as he 

extols the completeness of the work of Christ. He tells us that the Lion 

of the tribe of Judah has triumphed (Rev 5:5) – and he sees that victori-

ous one as the Lamb standing as if it had been slain. It is because Jesus 

was slain that he has been found worthy to take the scroll and open the 

seals of unfolding history. It is because he was slain that he is worthy to 

receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength, and to take his seat 

on the throne. 

The New Testament writers proclaim in unison that in his death Jesus 

triumphed. The victory of Jesus at Calvary is complete and perfect; it 

cannot be added to. It is sufficient to save me from my sin, but its power 

is far more extensive than simply being efficacious on behalf of a num-

ber of individuals. It established Jesus’ authority over every atom of a 

rebellious universe: He is Lord over all. Calvary was sufficient to redeem 

the world and bring it back under the rule of Christ. 

As we shall see, this is not the heresy of universalism. Nowhere does 

the Bible teach the universalist notion that every man will be saved, and 

it is abundantly clear regarding the fate of those who reject Jesus. The 

completed work of Christ is finished in the sense that it has done all that 

is necessary to accomplish the salvation that God intended from before 

the beginning of time. In the mystery of election, there are those who 

will not be saved. But there is no aspect of God’s intended salvation that 

was not accomplished at Calvary. 

On that basis, Jesus has already said, “All authority in heaven and on 

earth has been given to me” (Mt 28:18). His victory is not only assured; 

it is achieved. It is finished. Thus he tells us to “Go into all the world.” 

Given his victory, we have our marching orders. We are not used to such 

strident military metaphors: the church is often more comfortable with 

one of its favourite pastimes, the Retreat. This has come to be the term 

to describe a group of Christians getting away together, but the name is 
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a telling reflection of the priorities of the church. As John Lofton has said: 

“Real Christians don’t retreat – they attack! No more get-togethers 

where we eat, meet and retreat. Now it’s snack, yak and attack!”

But the confidence of such a position is in sharp contrast to the pre-

vailing pessimism of our day. Pessimism seems to characterize both the 

world and the church. We shall consider it in both dimensions.

Pessimism in the World

A hundred years ago the world was optimistic, but it was the false opti-

mism of humanism. In the early enthusiasm of evolutionism, man saw 

himself as the rising star. With a little more education and some adjust-

ments to his environment, man would be able to achieve his utopia. But 

the humanistic optimism about the goodness and progress of man was 

shattered by World War I. The disillusionment deepened throughout 

what proved to be the most violent century in history, in which 100 mil-

lion people had died violent deaths by 1970. 

Pessimism has replaced optimism. The end of civilization, either 

under totalitarianism or atomic holocaust, seems to be the more logical 

conclusion of man’s “progress.” As Will Rogers cynically remarked: “You 

can’t say civilization isn’t advancing; in every war they kill you in a new 

way!” Men are beginning to realize that the philosophical foundation of 

humanistic evolutionism is profoundly pessimistic. An entropy-based 

cosmology makes the whole of life to be meaningless. Bertrand Russell 

came to understand the inherent pessimism of his philosophy. He wrote:  

“That man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the 

end they were achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, 

his loves and beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental collocations of 

atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling can 

preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labours of the 

ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of 

human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar 

system, and that the whole temple of Man’s achievement must inevitably 
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be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins – all these things, if 

not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain, that no philosophy 

which rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of 

these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the 

soul’s habitation be safely built.”1

It has been said that men without hope are ripe for defeat by men 

who have hope. The church, built on the victory of Calvary, has had her 

chance to bring a message of hope to a  pessimistic world. But instead, 

the church has largely imbibed the world’s pessimism. 

Pessimism in the Church 

Pessimism is a relatively modern phenomenon in the church. It was 

introduced in the nineteenth century by a new system of eschatology 

which radically departed from the historic foundations of previous cen-

turies. That system was presented in an almost apologetic manner which 

recognized that its acceptance required a major change of outlook on 

the part of the church. Believers would have to start thinking pessimisti-

cally. 

J.N.Darby, a leading proponent of the new eschatology, exemplifies 

this. In a lecture he gave in 1840, he said:

“What we are about to consider will tend to show that, instead of 

permitting ourselves to hope for a continued progress of good, we must 

expect a progress of evil; and that the hope of the earth being filled with 

the knowledge of the Lord before the exercise of His judgement, and the 

consummation of this judgement on the earth is delusive.  

 “We are to expect evil until it becomes so flagrant that it will be 

necessary for the Lord to judge it.  ...I am afraid that many a cherished 

feeling, dear to the children of God, has been shocked this evening; I 

mean their hope that the gospel will spread by itself over the whole 

earth during the actual dispensation.”2
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As Darby said, he was cutting across the “cherished feelings” and 

“hopes” of most believers. Up until that time, Christians had generally 

believed in the victory of Calvary being worked out in history. Darby’s 

new ideas were dangerous in that they tend to lead people to put their 

faith in the second coming rather than the first coming of Jesus. The 

gospel, of itself, he said was inadequate to spread across the earth with-

out the additional momentum of the second coming. This seriously 

undermines the Biblical emphasis on the finished work of Calvary. 

Unfortunately Darby’s views have been so widely disseminated that 

to believe in the victory of the gospel of the kingdom involves cutting 

across a new generation of “cherished feelings and hopes” which are 

based on Darby’s eschatology. But those views have never been as uni-

versally accepted as modern writers on prophetic subjects would lead 

us to believe.

In fact they have been strongly resisted from the time that they began 

to gain popularity in the nineteenth century through the teachings of 

Darby and Scofield. One of those who was strong in his opposition to 

them was C.H.Spurgeon. In his exposition of Psalm 86:9 (“All nations 

whom thou hast made shall come and worship before thee, O Lord; and 

shall glorify thy name”), he wrote: 

 “David was not a believer in the theory that the world will grow 

worse and worse, and that the dispensation will wind up with general 

darkness and idolatry. Earth’s sun is to go down amid tenfold night if 

some of our prophetic brethren are to be believed. 

“Not so do we expect, but we look for a day when the dwellers in all 

lands shall learn righteousness, shall trust in the Saviour, shall worship 

thee alone, O God, ‘and shall glorify thy name’. The modern notion has 

greatly damped the zeal of the church for missions, and the sooner it is 

shown to be unscriptural the better for the cause of God. It neither con-

sorts with prophecy, honours God, nor inspires the church with ardour. 

Far hence be it driven.”3

Sadly it has not been driven far hence! Pessimism is rampant. William 

Hendriksen has asserted that the gospel age “will finally result in the 
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complete destruction of the church as a mighty and influential organiza-

tion for the spread of the gospel.” This statement appears in his book 

(ironically) called “More than Conquerors”!4 

In a similar vein, Dr. Martin Lloyd-Jones writes, “The Christian must of 

necessity have a profoundly pessimistic view of life in this world.” And 

again, “The Apocalypse alone can cure the world’s ills.”5 Such statements 

seem hardly consistent with the victorious outlook of the New Testament 

writers or Dr. Lloyd-Jones’ firm convictions concerning the complete-

ness of the work of Christ on the cross. 

The problem has been that the church has looked at the sinking 

world rather than the risen Lord. This has led to what has been called an 

“eschatology of shipwreck.” Instead of trying to build anything to rival 

the sinking ship of humanism, the cry is to take to the lifeboats. The only 

hope is the hope of the life-jacket: personal salvation for the few who 

will make it to the far shore while the world is left to sink. 

We are beginning to pay the price for that philosophy. The defeatist 

vision which led Christians to withdraw from the world has meant that 

as we left the battlefield, the humanists have been winning by default. 

They now hold most of the key positions. 

Christians are waking up to realize that the end did not come quite 

as suddenly as they had expected. The Rapture still has not occurred and 

we are left in a world which is increasingly encroaching upon our free-

dom. Our children are being taught alien philosophies. Our tax dollars 

are being spent on things which violate our principles. We have to face 

the choice: do we resist the growing tide of ungodliness and show a bet-

ter way, or do we do nothing but wait for the Rapture? 

It is important to see that the retreat of Christians has been based on 

theological presuppositions. Sir Frederick Catherwood is one Evangelical 

who has recognized this. He wrote: 

“I believe that the premillennial theory in its most extreme dispensa-

tional form has been one of the influences responsible for the with-

drawal of many Christians from the world and its affairs, which I regard 

as contrary both to the teaching of the Bible and to the older traditions 

of the Church. 

“Nor is its hopeless and catastrophic view of the world borne out by 
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the growth in influence of Christianity over twenty centuries. Indeed the 

church may, as the centuries pass, have even more impact on the world. 

Christians are taught by Our Lord to pray ‘Thy will be done on earth as 

it is in heaven’. We should believe that God can and will answer this 

prayer.”6

The pessimism of the church has been has been shrouded in lan-

guage which talks of hope. Certainly the return of Jesus is “the blessed 

hope” for which we wait (Tit 2:13). But we do not wait in idleness, nor 

do we hope for the future while despairing of anything happening 

before Jesus returns. Our hope is in the gospel which will go out into all 

the world and which will find its culmination and inevitable conclusion 

in Jesus’ glorious appearing. 

A pessimistic hope expects nothing but defeat until Jesus returns. It 

ignores the high calling that God has given to the church in this age. The 

church is not a bunch of reservists desperately trying to hold out until 

the angels come to do the real job. We can do more than pray for stale-

mate until the Second Coming. We are the real army. We have the keys.

            

The Victory has been Won

The central fact in history is the incarnation, death and resurrection of 

Jesus. In that, Satan has been defeated. He has been suffering continual 

defections since that time. He is fighting a rearguard action, knowing that 

his time is short. His most successful strategy has been to deceive the 

church into believing that she is defeated and should do nothing but 

wait for heaven. 

Historically the church has known that there is more to life on earth 

than waiting for heaven. Some have always avoided conflict in this world, 

waiting for heaven and the world to come. But many have stood against 

that viewpoint. 

In Scotland, under the persecution of Charles II, some were prepared 

to compromise their faith. One such man rationalized his stance by say-

ing, “What needs all this ado? We will get to heaven and they will get no 

more.” The resolute Donald Cargill retorted, “Yes, we will get more. We 
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will get God glorified on earth, which is more than heaven!”7

There is more for the church to do than wait for heaven. We dare not 

give up, sit back and wait for Jesus. Real hope believes in the victory that 

has been won and seeks to see it implemented, whatever the apparent 

enemy strength. As Col.Lewis B. Puller said when his troops were sur-

rounded during the Korean War: “The enemy is in front of us, behind us, 

to the left of us and to the right of us. They won’t escape this time.” 

This mentality seems more Biblical than the defeatism which waits 

passively for the return of Jesus. The Psalmist said: 

 “All the nations surrounded me, 

 but in the name of the Lord I cut them off. 

 They surrounded me on every side, 

 but in the name of the Lord I cut them off. 

 They swarmed around me like bees, 

 but they died out as quickly as burning thorns; 

 in the name of the Lord I cut them off.     

 Shouts of joy and victory resound in the tents of the righteous: 

 the Lord’s right hand has done mighty things! 

 The Lord’s right hand is lifted high; 

 the Lord’s right hand has done mighty things! 

 I will not die but live, 

 and will proclaim what the Lord has done.”(Ps 118:10-17)

        

Through the centuries, there has been much debate between those 

holding differing eschatological viewpoints. The millennium, around 

which many of those debates have revolved, has aptly been described as 

a thousand years of peace that Christians fight over. But it is not the 

order of forthcoming events that is most important: it is the belief in the 

efficacy of Calvary, and the action that should follow. J.H.Thornwell, a 

Puritan theologian writing in 1871, expressed what this means: 

“If the church could be aroused to a deeper sense of the glory that 

awaits her, she would enter with a warmer spirit into the struggles that 

are before her. Hope would inspire ardour. She would even now arise 
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from the dust, and like an eagle, plume her pinions for loftier flights than 

she has yet taken. 

 “What she wants, and what every individual Christian wants, is faith 

– faith in her sublime vocation, in her Divine resources, in the presence 

and efficacy of the Spirit that dwells in her – faith in the truth, faith in 

Jesus, faith in God. With such a faith there would be no need to speculate 

about the future. That would speedily reveal itself. It is our unfaithfulness, 

our negligence and unbelief, our low and carnal aims, that retard the 

chariot of our Redeemer. 

 “The Bridegroom cannot come until the Bride has made herself 

ready. Let the church be in earnest after greater holiness in her own 

members, and in faith and love undertake the conquest of the world, and 

she will soon settle the question whether her resources are competent 

to change the face of the earth.”8

Winning while we Wait

The teaching of Jesus is clear: we should not be idly awaiting his return. 

The parable of the talents is a strong indictment of those who do not 

labour to make the most of the resources that they have been given. 

Other parables make the same point. When Christ returns, he expects to 

find us working not waiting.Paul clearly felt strongly about this: the 

church in Thessalonica had become pre-occupied with the “Second 

Coming” to the point that many were sitting around waiting for it. Paul’s 

solution was simple: “If a man will not work, he shall not eat” (2Thess 

3:10). The application of this verse would solve a lot of problems!

Work is not merely to fill in the time: it is with a view to the victory 

that awaits the kingdom. We should expect victory because that is what 

was achieved at Calvary. We fail to understand Jesus’ teaching if we con-

sider the Second Coming to be the pre-requisite for victory. Jesus spe-

cifically said that our success does not depend upon his physical pres-

ence on earth. In fact, he said it is better for us that he is not on earth, 

for from his heavenly throne he can send the agent of his victory, the 

Holy Spirit (Jn 16:7). 
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The success of the church depends on the present position of Christ, 

exalted at his Father’s right hand on the basis of Calvary. It does not 

depend on some future achievements on his return. That glorious occa-

sion will be the culmination and consummation of what he has already 

achieved. The fact that we are surrounded with darkness should not 

discourage faith. As the writer to the Hebrews said, we do not yet see 

everything subject to [redeemed] man, “but we see Jesus... now crowned 

with glory and honour because he suffered death” (Heb 2:8,9). 

Darkness is merely an indication that the time is ripe for the Holy 

Spirit to move. This is a repeated theme in the prophecy of Isaiah. When 

darkness covers the nations, God’s glory will rise upon his people (Is 

60:2). The prophet speaks of those days in the language of the kingdom. 

He says that a king will reign in righteousness (Is 32:1). He knows that 

such a hope seems far removed from the reality of the surrounding dark-

ness. But he gives a time-frame to help us see when the situation will be 

transformed. He writes: 

 “The fortress will be abandoned, the noisy city deserted; 

 citadel and watchtower will become a wasteland for ever, 

 the delight of donkeys, a pasture for flocks, 

 till the Spirit is poured upon us from on high, 

 and the desert becomes a fertile field, 

 and the fertile field seems like a forest.” (Is 32:14,15) 

Notice when the transformation occurs. This manifestation of the 

King reigning in righteousness comes when the Holy Spirit is poured 

out. As Jesus said, that could only happen when he had been glorified (Jn 

7:39) – by which he meant his death, resurrection and ascension. The 

transformation of a dark world is to come through the agency of the 

Holy Spirit poured out by a glorified Lord Jesus. That speaks of the 

church age. 

It was on this basis that Jesus sent out his disciples into all the world. 

He would not have sent them to do something that he knew that they 

could not do until he returned. He expected them to succeed in making 

disciples of all nations.          
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Wheat Watchers

Our dilemma is that we see the darkness more clearly than we see the 

risen Lord Jesus. It is hard to comprehend the reality of the presence of 

the Kingdom of God when the kingdom of darkness is also obviously 

present. We look at the weeds more than at the wheat. But we must not 

form a pessimistic view of the kingdom from the fact that evil continues 

to exist and grow. We are like the proverbial pessimist who looks at the 

glass of water and bemoans the fact that it is half empty: we don’t notice 

the fact that there is much refreshing water in the glass.

When Jesus told the Parable of the Tares (Mt 13:24-43), one of the 

points that he sought to make was that the coming of the kingdom does 

not mean the immediate destruction of evil. In fact this present age is 

characterized by the growth of both good and evil, as Jesus said it would 

be.  But the continuing presence of evil does not mean that the kingdom 

is entirely in the future. The kingdom co-exists with the present evil age 

and will ultimately outlast and defeat it.

The servants in the parable sought permission to destroy the weeds 

immediately. This has often been the attitude of those who are commit-

ted to the Kingdom of God, but it was not what Jesus had planned. He 

told this parable to remove a potential stumbling block in the way of 

those who are seeking the kingdom. Their frustration with the continu-

ing presence of evil should not cause them to conclude that the king-

dom has not come. Its coming is not dependent upon the prior destruc-

tion of evil. 

This problem of the continuation of evil nearly ship-wrecked the 

faith of John the Baptist. While he was in prison he began to doubt if 

Jesus really was bringing in the kingdom as he had prophesied. He won-

dered if he should be looking for another to usher in the promised king-

dom. As he wrestled with his doubts, he sent some of his disciples to 

question Jesus (Mt 11:2-6).            

John’s questions probably reflected a false understanding of the com-

ing kingdom. He expected it to be revealed with judgement, resulting in 

the total destruction of evil. But in spite of the announcements that the 

kingdom was at hand, evil continued to grow rather than diminish. So far 
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as John was concerned, it had overcome him, silencing his prophetic 

voice. If the kingdom had come, why was he languishing in jail?

Jesus’ reply seems strange at first glance. He told John’s disciples to 

return and report the miracles that were being performed. When he 

listed those miracles, he said nothing that John did not already know. In 

fact it was those very miracles that prompted John to question in the 

first place (vs.2,4). It was the incongruity between the miracles and the 

continuing power of evil that puzzled him. 

A closer look reveals what Jesus was really saying to John. In listing 

the miracles that he had been doing, he quotes three Old Testament 

prophecies about the coming Messiah (Is 35:5,6; 29:18,19; 61:1). Each of 

these scriptures speaks of one or more of these miracles as being fruit 

of the coming Messianic reign. But when examined in context, each of 

these same scriptures speak of both the blessing and the judgement that 

the kingdom would bring. John would have been familiar with them all. 

He would have noticed immediately that in quoting these verses, Jesus 

carefully omitted all the references to judgement. 

In effect, what he was saying was that in spite of the absence of the 

final judgement, all he was doing was in fulfilment of Old Testament 

prophecy. The year of the Lord’s favour is now; the day of vengeance is 

not yet. He recognizes that men may stumble over this (v.6), but blesses 

those who do not. The kingdom must be received with this tension 

between that which is “now” and that which is “not yet.” The final 

destruction of evil remains future. 

It is this stumbling block which Jesus addressed in the parable of the 

tares. We are to believe in the presence of the kingdom in spite of the 

continuing influence of evil. We cannot expect the immediate destruc-

tion of wickedness. For the present we have to live with this mixture. But 

this must not cause us to doubt, as John did, that the Messianic king has 

really come. Our present co-existence with the kingdom of darkness 

should not undermine our faith in the fact that the Kingdom of God is 

victorious. The parable of the tares appears in a context (between the 

sower and the mustard seed) that is full of hope. Our observation 2000 

years later bears out the fact that all is following Jesus’ expectation: the 

two kingdoms are growing in parallel. But he will finally deal with evil in 
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his own way and time. 

We live in the present mixture without pessimism. Where evil is 

growing like tares in the field, it is all under God’s ultimate control. The 

emphasis of the parable is on the certainty of the harvest, not on the 

growth of evil. The parable teaches that it is a mistake to magnify the 

maturation of sinfulness and expect it to swamp the church. 

        

Triumph in Tribulation
 

The expectation of defeat has often arisen out of a misunderstanding of 

the Biblical teaching concerning the Great Tribulation. This has been 

held to be almost synonymous with the ultimate defeat of the church in 

this present age. But while Jesus said that tribulation is certain (Jn 16:33), 

he did not say that it is tantamount to defeat. In fact that verse is a call 

to take courage in tribulation in light of his victory over the world.  

There are perhaps three major passages of scripture which have led 

some to believe in a decline amidst tribulation. We shall briefly consider 

each of them. 

The first passage is 2 Timothy 3:1-9, which Paul begins by saying, 

“There will be terrible times in the last days.” That latter phrase is cru-

cially important: what are the Last Days? Many have interpreted the 

phrase to mean the period immediately prior to Jesus’ return, and are 

accordingly expecting the virtual defeat of the church at that time. But 

that is not how Scripture speaks of the Last Days. On the day of 

Pentecost, Peter interpreted what happened when the Holy Spirit was 

poured out as that which Joel had prophesied would happen in the last 

days (Acts 2:16,17). He clearly saw the inauguration of the last days as 

occurring then. There may be a climax to the last days prior to Jesus’ 

return, but the term refers to the entire church age. 

Certainly when Paul speaks of the tribulation of the last days in 2 

Timothy, he uses illustrations that were contemporary. He speaks of 

problems that were already arising in his own day. When we realize this, 

we see that he is saying no more than Jesus said in the parable of the 

tares. Throughout the church age there will be recurring times of intense 
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tribulation as both good and evil continue to grow. But he does not say 

that the church will be defeated. 

There will be terrible times in the last days. In the words of Dickens’ 

classic phrase, the last days will be “the best of times and the worst of 

times.” Every generation has tended to presume that theirs was the 

worst. A famous writer has said: “Children today are tyrants. They contra-

dict  their parents, gobble their food, and tyrannize their teachers.” Surely 

this demonstrates that these are the last days which Paul saw down at 

the end of the long road of human history? The only problem is that the 

famous writer was Socrates over 400 years before Paul wrote! Every 

generation has been aware of terrible times: they are the characteristic 

of the mixture in all of time until the final judgement.

The second passage we must consider is 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12. 

Scholars date this epistle within twenty years of the death of Christ. Paul 

is reminding his readers that certain things must happen between the 

time of writing and the return of Jesus. He gives no indication of the time 

span between these things and Jesus’ return. The two things that he says 

must happen are apostasy and lawlessness. Some see this referring to the 

end of time: they expect things to get rough for the church as sin 

abounds and many leave the faith. 

But many scholars believe this prophecy was fulfilled in AD 70. James 

Denney, in his commentary on this passage writes of this apostasy: “Some 

have suggested a falling away of the members of the Christian Church 

from Christ, but it is quite plain from the whole passage... that the 

apostle is contemplating a series of events in which the church has no 

part but as a spectator. It must be of the Jews.” 

This interpretation gains further credibility when we consider the 

coming of the lawless one (2Thess 2:3), who would seat himself in the 

temple of God. Denney continues, “The temple of God is, therefore, the 

temple at Jerusalem; it was standing when Paul wrote; and he expected 

it to stand till all this was fulfilled. When the Jews had crowned their guilt 

by falling away from God; ...when the falling away had been crowned by 

the revelation of the man of sin and the profanation of the temple by his 

impious pride, then, and not till then, would come the end.”9

So this passage refers to the wrath of God on the Jews to which Paul 
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had already alluded (1Thess 2:15,16). It was fulfilled in AD 70 when the 

desecration of the temple was God’s judgement on the rebellion of the 

Jews. The Jews were scandalized when the Roman soldiers marched into 

the Temple carrying their ensigns declaring: “Caesar is Lord.” But sacri-

lege and lawlessness had been rampant for years. 

Jews had been killing Jews in a civil war as the zealots sought to stir 

up resistance to the Roman occupation. In their anger, they had over-run 

the religious establishment, murdering countless people even in the 

temple itself. The High Priest was killed, and the zealots, in their disdain 

for the religious leaders, installed a clown called Phanni in his place. 

Josephus describes the butchery going on in Jerusalem before the 

Romans broke into the city: Jews were being crucified at the rate of 500 

per day.

Throughout the church age, the principle of lawlessness has been at 

work, and from time to time it has come to a head in individual tyrants, 

as it undoubtedly will do again before the return of Jesus. God’s people 

have always had to face evil, as the Jews did shortly after Paul wrote. But 

Paul is not speaking of the eventual defeat of the church at the close of 

history. 

The third and most important passage to consider is Matthew 24. In 

this chapter, Jesus speaks of the coming period of great distress (v.21), 

and he says, “Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will 

grow cold” (v.12).  

We must notice at the outset that Jesus’ teaching is in response to 

two specific questions asked by the disciples. They had asked when the 

destruction of the Temple (which he had just predicted) would take 

place. Then they asked what would be the sign of his coming. In their 

minds the two events were probably synonymous, but Jesus answered 

them in such a way as to draw a distinction between the destruction of 

Jerusalem and his last great coming in judgement. 

In his masterful exposition of this chapter, J.Marcellus Kik demon-

strates conclusively that verses 4-35 are devoted to answering the first 

question. His argument is that verse 34 must define the time-frame 

within which these verses are fulfilled. Jesus said, “This generation will 

certainly not pass away until all these things have happened.” Kik dis-
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misses all attempts to place some artificial meaning on the word “gen-

eration.” He then concludes, “Since the obvious sense of the word gen-

eration must be taken, then the obvious sense of the sentence in which 

it appears must also be taken, which is, that all the things which Christ 

mentioned previously occurred before the passing away of the genera-

tion living at the time when Jesus spoke. And this would mean that it had 

found fulfilment in the destruction of Jerusalem in the year AD 70.”10

The significance of this statement for our purposes is that it means 

that the Great Tribulation of which Jesus spoke has already happened. It 

is not a futuristic spectre of doom that darkens our anticipation of the 

progress of the gospel of the kingdom. It is also reasonable to reach this 

conclusion from the way in which Jesus describes the great distress. It 

cannot be timed to appear at the end of history, for Jesus says it will be 

a time of distress “unequalled from the beginning of the world until now 

– and never to be equalled again.” That means that it falls somewhere in 

the middle of history. 

All of the details that Jesus gave had relevance to those living in 

Jerusalem at the time. The early believers did pray that it would not 

occur in winter or on the Sabbath, but on the other hand warnings about 

how to escape by leaping along the roof-tops would have little relevance 

in our society. But it was a life-saving warning to those who saw the com-

ing of the “abomination that causes desolation” to be the signal to flee 

from a city that was about to be destroyed. Similarly, the prayer that it 

would not occur in winter indicates a local fulfilment, or else the inhab-

itants of one or other hemisphere have no hope of their prayer being 

answered affirmatively! 

When the Jewish Christians saw the things that Jesus had predicted 

starting to happen, they fled the city and were able to avoid the horren-

dous massacre in the period leading up to AD 70 in which one million 

Jews were killed. Even the angry Jews understood the significance of 

what Jesus had said. When the city was under seige, the Romans started 

using catapults which sent huge white rocks hurling into the city. 

Josephus tells us that as the lookouts saw and heard these rocks 

approaching, they yelled a warning cry: “The Son Cometh!” Within a gen-

eration, at the culmination of the most terrible tribulation (for the Jews), 
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not one stone was left on another in that magnificent temple. The Son 

had come in judgement on apostate Israel. 

It was in the time leading up to this that the love of many did grow 

cold, as Jesus had prophesied. Paul languished in jail at the end of his 

ministry with the pain of knowing that at his hour of need “everybody 

deserted me” (2Tim 4:16). The letter to the Hebrews was written to stem 

the tide as Jewish Christians were deserting the faith and returning to 

their Jewish roots. But through that difficult transition period, the rem-

nant persevered – and the subsequent victory of the church has become 

a matter of historical record.

As Jesus said, the events described in Matthew 24:4-35 were fulfilled 

within a generation. As Marcellus Kik works through this passage, he 

moves from discussing the time text (v.34) to the transition text (v.36). 

At this point Jesus started to speak about a new subject, namely his sec-

ond coming and its preceding events. This was in answer to the second 

part of the disciples’ question. After this transition, Jesus’ style clearly 

changes. He had been precise about the circumstances and timing of the 

destruction of Jerusalem. But he did not know the time of his second 

coming. The certainty of the fig tree bearing fruit in its season is replaced 

by the unknown timing of the thief in the night. 

These will be days of mixture: wickedness will abound as in the days 

of Noah. The wheat and the tares are growing side-by-side. Two will be 

grinding at the mill; one will be taken, the other will be left. But they are 

not days of terrible defeat (the ratio is at least one-to-one!). Rather, the 

Master on his return is hoping to find his faithful servants working in the 

household that he has placed under their care during his absence. 

So we have seen that all these passages which speak of tribulation 

give no grounds for pessimism. There will be tribulation, as there always 

has been for those who follow in the footsteps of Jesus. But trouble does 

not mean defeat. In tribulation, we learn to be overcomers. The early 

church survived tribulation in the first century, and grew strong as a 

result. The blood of the martyrs has always been the seed of the church. 

Through every trial in history, the church has emerged victorious – and 

will continue to do so to the end. 

The Final Victory 
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It is true that, at the end, Satan will be allowed to rebel against the suc-

cess of the Kingdom of God (Rev 20:7-9). But it will take place after a 

long period (a millennium) of peace and prosperity. This must be prior 

to Jesus’ second coming, for surely we are not expecting Jesus to go 

through a further period of earthly humiliation? The Scriptures do not 

convey such an expectation. 

Prior to that final rebellion, we may expect the by-products of spiri-

tual blessings to prevail on the earth. Nations will come to acknowledge 

the crown rights of King Jesus. “All the ends of the earth will remember 

and turn to the Lord, and all the families of the nations will bow down 

before him, for the kingdom is the Lord’s and he rules over the nations” 

(Ps 22:27,28). 

Then Satan will be released. Notice he is released; he does not break 

loose. We can only speculate as to why God decrees that this should hap-

pen. All that we know is that at the end of time, those who have consis-

tently rejected Jesus will live out the logical conclusion of their rebellion 

when the power of Satan is loosed for his final fling. They will war 

against the saints. 

But the release of the Dragon from the Abyss, as Chilton says in his 

commentary on the passage, .”..had been a trap from the very beginning, 

intended merely to draw his forces out into the open, to make them vis-

ible in order to destroy them.”11 This final rebellion is short-lived, and is 

described in terms intended to encourage believers in their confidence 

of victory. It does not provide grounds for pessimism. Karl Marx con-

cluded his Communist Manifesto by saying that “the proletarians have 

nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win.” He stole his 

eschatology from the Bible.

We have seen that the weight of scripture, while avoiding either tri-

umphalism or universalism which minimize the continuing existence of 

evil, is heavily in support of a victorious eschatology. We anticipate the 

future with expectancy of great things, not fear of defeat. This has been 

the hope of Christians down through the centuries. It is the hope that 

inspires action. 

In conclusion, we can do no better than consider the words of 
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C.H.Spurgeon as he summarizes what we have been saying: 

“The fullness of Jesus is not changed, then why are our works so 

feebly done? Pentecost, is that to be a tradition? The reforming days, are 

these to be memories only? I see no reason why we should not have a 

greater Pentecost than Peter saw, and a Reformation deeper in its founda-

tions, and truer in all its upbuildings than all the reforms which Luther or 

Calvin achieved.  

 “We have the same Christ, remember that. The times are altered, but 

Jesus is the Eternal, and time touches him not... Our laziness puts off the 

work of conquest, our self-indulgence procrastinates, our cowardice and 

want of faith make us dote upon the millennium instead of hearing the 

Spirit’s voice today. Happy days would begin from this hour if the church 

would but awake and put on her strength, for in her Lord all fullness 

dwells. 

“Oh! Spirit of God bring back thy church to a belief in the gospel! 

Bring back her ministers to preach it once again with the Holy Ghost, and 

not striving after wit and learning. Then shall we see thine arm made 

bare, O God, in the eyes of all the people, and the myriads shall be 

brought to rally round the throne of God and the Lamb. The Gospel must 

succeed; it shall succeed; it cannot be prevented from succeeding; a mul-

titude that no man can number must be saved.”12
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PART III      

The Impact of  the Kingdom





Murder and adultery are big business. The entertainment industry 

seems to believe that few books, films or television programs will 

sell without them. Dr James Dobson has pointed out that by the time the 

average American pre-school child reaches the age of fourteen, he will 

have witnessed 18,000 murders on television.1 

It would seem that Christians also find violence and promiscuity to 

be entertaining, judging from the TV programs many watch, and the mov-

ies they go to see. Yet such entertainment glamorizes the violation of two 

of the fundamental principles of the kingdom. As we shall see, the sanc-

tity of life, and of marriage are foundational in the Kingdom of God. 

Murder and adultery are the antithesis of life and marriage. They are part 

of the weaponry aimed at undermining the Kingdom of God – yet in our 

familiarity with them we have become blinded so that we do not see 

their seriousness.

In our TV age, death is trivialized and adultery is glamorized. We 

watch news reports of real deaths in sanitized 30 second segments, 

knowing that we shall shortly be relieved of the necessity of facing the 

significance of the horror. A pleasant newscaster will smile reassuringly, 

a piece of cheerful music will create a break – and we will be told that 

our familiar newscaster will be right back with something completely 

different after these few words from Burger King. That “something differ-
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ent” will then probably take us into the realm of the immorality of the 

rich and famous. We have been entertained to the point where death and 

adultery no longer horrify us.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus describes the laws of the king-

dom. It is here that we see how crucial are the issues of life and marriage. 

First he paints a picture of the character, the nature and the blessings of 

the kingdom (Mt 5:3-16). Then he declares the required standards of 

righteousness for those who live in the kingdom (5:17-7:12). In doing so, 

he re-states two Old Testament laws, which he declares to be founda-

tional in the establishing of the kingdom. 

These two fundamental laws are “Do not kill” (5:21), and “Do not 

commit adultery” (5:27). Why, out of all the ten commandments and vari-

ety of Old Testament laws and principles, did Jesus choose these two? 

Calvin’s statement about the ten commandments will help us to under-

stand this. He said, “In negative precepts, as they are called, the opposite 

affirmation is also to be understood.” In other words, the law against 

killing affirms the sanctity of life. The prohibition of adultery affirms the 

sanctity of marriage and the family. Jesus is saying that life and marriage 

are vital building blocks of the kingdom. 

Where the sanctity of life is upheld, people can live in security with 

the freedom to exercise self-government under the Word of God. Where 

the sanctity of marriage is maintained, stable families reflecting God’s 

love and order will be the foundation upon which God’s kingdom can 

begin to influence society. 

           

  

Sinning against God

In this chapter and the next one, we shall consider the teaching of 

Scripture concerning life and the family. These are already proving to be 

two major areas of attack in the warfare that the kingdom of darkness is 

waging against the Kingdom of God. If we are to be victorious in these 

areas, we must understand as clearly as Satan obviously does, why these 

issues are so crucial. 

When we refer to the sanctity of life or of marriage, we refer to their 
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inviolability. These are areas that man has no right to interfere with. Life 

and marriage are primarily God’s concern. We see this illustrated in the 

story of David. In one incident he violated both: he was responsible for 

the murder of Uriah and he committed adultery with Bathsheba. When 

he was convicted of his sin, he saw the reality of what he had done. His 

Psalm of repentance (Ps 51) is very illuminating. 

David understood the consequences of his actions. He was fully 

aware of the suffering he had caused on a human plane, both in the 

immediate families of those affected, and on a national scale. His sin 

proved destructive in the family life of David and those around him. It 

also had horrendous consequences for the whole nation in the subse-

quent civil war (see 2 Sam 12:10,11). His adultery and murder had dread-

ful effects in a vast network of human relationships. 

But when he confessed his sin to God, he said, “Against you, you only, 

have I sinned” (Ps 51:3,4). He knew that he had sinned against Bathsheba, 

against Uriah, and against the whole nation. But the real issue was that 

he had sinned against God. He had violated that which belonged only to 

God: life and marriage. 

Even when men know nothing of the scriptures, the fact that they are 

in violation of God’s standards is clear to them in their consciences – 

until those consciences finally become seared. John Wesley gives us an 

interesting insight into this innate sense of wrong when human life is 

destroyed. He writes in his Journal of an audience he had with a group 

of Creek Indians on 1 July 1736:

“I asked the grey-headed old chief, Chicali, what he thought he was 

made for. He said, ‘He that is above knows what he made us for. We know 

nothing. We are in the dark. But white men know much...’ I told him, ‘If 

red men will learn the good book, they may know as much as white men. 

But neither we nor you can understand that book unless we are taught 

by him that is above: and He will not teach unless you avoid what you 

already know is not good.’

“He answered, ‘I believe that. He will not teach us while our hearts 

are not white. And our men do what they know is not good: they kill their 

own children. And our women do what they know is not good: they kill 
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the child before it is born. Therefore He that is above does not send us 

the good book.’”   

 

Modern man has a very human response to sin. Seeing himself as 

more sophisticated than those in the above narrative, he fails to recog-

nize that his sin is primarily against God. Most people believe that mur-

der is wrong. Even in our permissive society, people may not live accord-

ing to their own standards, but still, to a large measure, adultery is 

deplored. We see this in the way that politicians are often forced to 

resign when some moral failure comes to light – even if many of their 

constituents are indulging in similar behaviour. But when people are 

questioned about why murder and adultery are wrong, it becomes obvi-

ous that many have missed the crucial point. This leads to drastic conse-

quences. 

For God’s Sake, Don’t Do It

Why is it wrong to murder? Most people’s response is man-centred, 

rather than God-centred. Murder is deplored essentially on the basis of 

the suffering that it causes, and its violation of a so-called human “right” 

to life. Of course, that suffering must be seen as the heinous thing that it 

is. But the fundamental issue is that God is the author of life. Only he 

holds the keys of death; only he has the right to turn those keys. As David 

recognized, murder is primarily a sin against God.

Job saw the fundamental issue at stake in matters of life and death in 

the midst of his personal tragedies of bereavement. He knew that loss of 

life was part of a bigger issue than human suffering. His testimony in the 

face of the death of his loved ones was, “The Lord gave and the Lord has 

taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised” (Job 1:21). Murder is 

thus fundamentally a violation of God’s prerogative in the area of life and 

death. It has horrendous consequences on earth, but in essence it is a sin 

against God. 

The same is true of adultery. Most people’s objections to sexual 

immorality are founded on human considerations: the suffering involved 
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in broken relationships and the effects on the children of disintegrating 

families. But again the central issue is that it is God who names (or, 

defines) all families, as Paul says in Eph 3:14,15. It is God who joins a man 

and woman together in marriage, so that nobody should dare to split 

them up (Mk 10:9). For all the terrible human consequences, adultery is 

a violation of God’s prerogative in establishing families. 

The distinction between the offense caused to men and that caused 

to God is not merely an academic distinction. We are going to see that to 

view murder from a human point of view leads to more murder. To view 

adultery from a human point of view leads to more adultery. 

If we believe murder to be wrong simply because of the human suf-

fering involved, we have an unstable foundation for making ethical deci-

sions. The basic criterion for such decisions will be the desire to mini-

mize suffering rather than a profound respect for life. Eventually, that 

criterion provides the rationale for the abortion of handicapped and 

deformed babies. It is thought to be better to kill them than to let them 

suffer. Euthanasia becomes humane: it is better that elderly or terminally 

sick people be killed than that they should have to suffer. Murder 

becomes “moral” with a humanistic morality based on the alleviation of 

suffering. 

In Alberta, Canada, the Right to Die Society has begun to assess doc-

tors. They publish their findings by grading doctors according to their 

attitude toward medically assisted suicide. Those who are willing to co-

operate in such a suicide are rated as “compassionate.” Murder is a loving 

thing to do!

Holland has led the way in promoting murder as a moral choice. 

Dutch law still technically opposes euthanasia, but under official guide-

lines, doctors who aid in the killing of “incurably ill” adults in “unreliev-

able pain” remain immune from government prosecution. Even two 

doctors who were officially criminally charged with individual acts of 

killing two separate new-born babies, both of whom were said to be 

gravely ill, are expected to be acquitted. A World Magazine article (7 

January 1995) reported that they were only being prosecuted to estab-

lish case law on the issue of infant euthanasia: it is the Prosecutor’s 

Office itself which expects them (wants them?) to be found not guilty. 
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The assumption is that public  sympathy will support the notion that it 

is compassionate to kill handicapped children.

We get into the same kind of difficulties if we approach adultery as a 

matter of human relationships rather than sin against God. If adultery is 

merely wrong because of the suffering it causes, the logical consequence 

is that more people will commit adultery, if that will make them feel bet-

ter. If ethical decisions are based on avoiding suffering, we are in the 

classic dilemma of situation ethics: determining behaviour on the basis 

of what is the most loving thing to do. 

Imagine the anguish in a home where one partner has been unfaith-

ful. The children are suffering caught in the cross-fire of a broken rela-

tionship. Inevitably the most “loving” thing to do will seem to be for a 

parent to live together with another partner, rather than to continue in 

a marriage with no love. The children will suffer if they have to live in a 

home where the parents no longer love each other. It will therefore 

appear to be better for them to live in the environment of new relation-

ships where love exists. Adultery becomes rationalized as moral in a 

humanistic morality. 

We do not appreciate how humanistic the thinking of Christians has 

become. Sin is primarily against God. The sanctity of life and of the fam-

ily are to be defended because at the heart of the issue is man’s assault 

on God. Murder and adultery are not merely human relationship matters. 

God is the fountain and the author of life. Satan was a murderer from the 

beginning (Jn 8:44). That is why God could say “All who hate me love 

death” (Prov 8:36). God is the Father from whom all families are named. 

Satan has sought to destroy families from the beginning (Gen 4:8). 

Satan is totally opposed to human life and godly families because it is 

through them that his destruction is destined to come. We see this in 

Genesis 3:15, where he was told that his head would be crushed by the 

woman’s offspring. This was fulfilled by Jesus, on behalf of mankind and 

as the “firstborn of many brethren.” 

Jesus, the Son of God, came as a man, a family man, a man of the 

household of David. The genealogy of Jesus is littered with accounts of 

Satan’s attacks on life and families. It contains many wives who were 

initially barren until God broke Satan’s curse against the birth of chil-
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dren. Family strife was rampant; there are a number of instances of pros-

titution and adultery. 

The battle continues, though it has been definitively won by Jesus. To 

violate human life and God’s order for the family is to do Satan’s work 

for him. As David said of his murder and adultery, “Against you [God], and 

you only have I sinned.” 

The Sanctity of  Life

Death is all around us. In 1992 alone, human beings were engaged in 

ninety-three wars around the world and spent $600 billion preparing for 

war. In Canada, over 100,000 abortions were performed in 1992 (up by 

47% in 5 years), so that now one in five babies conceived in Canada is 

killed before ever seeing the light of day. A world that hates God loves 

death. Those who seek first the kingdom love life.

When we talk of the sanctity of life, we are not speaking of a human-

istic reverence for life.Only a reverence for God can lead to a proper 

respect for life. The Bible speaks of God as the author of life. Psalm 139 

beautifully describes the creative work of God in fashioning the life of a 

human being from the moment of conception. God is also the preserver 

of life. The Psalmist says, “Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you 

preserve my life” (Ps 138:7). We are dependent upon God for the 

strength to take every breath. But the Scriptures go even further than 

that. They tell us that God is life. Jesus said that the Father has life in 

himself (Jn 5:26). There can be no life apart from him and his decree.  

Life, therefore, in a human sense, cannot be placed above God. Our 

reverence for him must include the acknowledgement of his freedom to 

both give life and take it away. Life is  not to become god; life is in God. 

Our primary goal can never be simply the preservation of life. It must be 

to honour the God who gives life and takes it away. That offers a respect 

for life which includes a respect for death. As much as God loves life and 

gives it in its fullness, it is also true that the death of his saints is precious 

in his sight (Ps 116:15).  

We live in a society which is torn by strange contradictions. On the 
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one hand it resents and resists death, showing a blatant disregard for the 

author of life’s right to also take life. Yet in practice it also legalizes mur-

der, demonstrating that ultimately the only life which matters to modern 

man is that of “me” and “mine.” 

Life is worshipped to the point where men will go to incredible 

lengths to try to achieve immortality. Scientists work on cryonics – try-

ing to develop a technique of freezing corpses in the hope of resurrec-

tion at a later, scientifically more sophisticated, date. Countless regimes 

of diet and exercise have been created and followed, in pursuit of at least 

the delay of death. Death is resented, even in natural circumstances, as 

an intrusion into man’s most basic right. 

Yet at the same time, murder has been legalized. It is estimated that 

there are approaching 50 million abortions performed annually through-

out the world. It is not life that is held to be sacred; it is my life that is 

not to be touched. 

It is a profound irony that a generation which is so ill-equipped to 

cope with death (we don’t talk about it much, or we refer to it by such 

euphemisms as “passing away”), has become the generation with the 

worst murder record in history. We have already alluded to the death toll 

in abortion. War caused the death of a further 35 million people in the 

twentieth century. But even more staggering is the fact that over 100 

million people have perished in the same time period at the hands of 

totalitarian governments. 

The church has been deeply shamed by its guilt in bloody conflicts 

through the centuries. But nothing can compare with the carnage 

caused by the humanism of the twentieth century. Far more have died 

under godless tyranny than ever suffered under the guise of misguided 

religious bigotry, appalling as that has been. It remains true that it is only 

in the Kingdom of God (which is not the same as the institutional 

church) that death can be faced without fear, and life can be maintained 

in an environment of security.  

The root of the problem is that man wants to be God. The concept of 

the sanctity of life has become distorted; life has to come under man’s 

control. If possible, death has to as well. But when man controls life, 

death is the consequence. 

PART 3   THE IMPACT OF THE KINGDOM

144



Stealing the Keys of  Life and Death 

The issues are clearly seen in the debate about abortion. It is not life that 

is held to be sacred by those who advocate the right to abortion. Rather 

it is the right to choose what to do with one’s life, irrespective of the 

consequences for the life of another. In the case of abortion, it is the life 

of the unborn child that is disregarded. But the lives of other human 

beings are equally in jeopardy in such a philosophy. 

One young schoolgirl had been shown a slide presentation on pre-

natal development, but remained adamantly pro-“abortion on demand.” 

She had seen the evidence of the reality of life in the formation of the 

unborn child, but still she argued: “I would rather know it was dead than 

have it adopted by people who might not treat it right and whom I did 

not know. I want to know what would happen to it, so I’d rather have an 

abortion.” 

This revealing incident demonstrates the girl’s demand for total con-

trol: the desire to be God. She is willing to kill rather than allow the baby 

to have an independent existence outside the control of her knowledge 

and her judgement concerning a suitable home.  

In the kingdom of man, man plays God. He is unwilling to let any-

thing happen that would prevent him from ruling. When man sets him-

self up as God, he is free to make his own decisions about life and death 

according to how it suits him. As soon as men start to make decisions 

about life and death, men start to get killed. 

The Bible simply says God is the author of life. Modern man is too 

sophisticated for that, so he starts talking about the quality of life. Man, 

playing God, tries to decide what kinds of life are worth living. It is man’s 

definition of quality that has sanctity now; consequently the handi-

capped are aborted. Many handicapped people enjoy a rich quality of 

life in the midst of their suffering. Maybe it is the quality of life of the 

parents of the unborn handicapped child that is being threatened by the 

demands that will be made of them. But when the quality of life is sac-

rosanct, life is in danger. 

As we emphasize the quality of life, we become, as Douglas Wilson 

has described, both sentimental and inhuman. He writes: “We go on mas-
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sive search-and-destroy missions on the genetically imperfect pre-born. 

But if they somehow successfully make it past the prenatal gauntlet of 

our murderous medical establishment, we create special parking spaces 

for them, coordinate Special Olympics, give everybody a medal and run 

for the Kleenex.”2 

Man starts to make some frightening decisions. Consider the follow-

ing medical case study. A doctor is considering whether to abort a child. 

The father is known to be syphilitic and the mother tuberculous. The 

family has a history of alcoholism. Of the three previous children born 

into the family, the first was blind, the second died and the third was deaf 

and dumb. Man, playing God, would recommend an abortion. But to have 

performed an abortion in these circumstances would have resulted in 

the murder of Beethoven. The case study described his family back-

ground. Who can tell what genius we have destroyed in millions of osten-

sibly humanely motivated abortions, not to mention the countless other 

men and women whose lives would have had a divinely purposed sig-

nificance?

Abortion opens the door to infanticide and to euthanasia. Decisions 

are based on evaluations about the quality of life. Dr. Colin Brewer wrote 

in the British newspaper, The Guardian (4 Feb., 1976). He was comment-

ing on hospital practices concerning newborn spina bifida patients. He 

wrote: “Those who are not thought likely to benefit from surgery in the 

long run are starved to death. Those selected for death are fed only if 

they cry. They are, however, sedated; sedated infants do not cry.”  

Of course it is not a new phenomenon to see men making decisions 

about who should be allowed to live. It is interesting that Scripture 

records two particular examples of societies experiencing large-scale 

selectivity about which infants should be allowed to live. 

In Exodus 1, we read of Pharaoh’s program aimed at destroying all 

male children born to the Jews. He was afraid of the impact of the grow-

ing nation of God’s people. Then in Matthew 2, we are told of a similar 

campaign organized by Herod. Again the motive was fear: he felt that his 

throne was threatened by the predicted coming of a king. Some have 

suggested that this gives an exciting insight into the significance of the 

widespread destruction of an emerging generation in the current escala-
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tion of abortion. It is as if the enemy is fearful of the forthcoming army, 

and the threat to his supposed throne. Every new phase of the emerging 

kingdom will be fiercely resisted. 

Wanted: Life-Savers

So what are we to do? It is encouraging to see how the abortion issue 

has started to awaken the sleeping church. After decades of pietistic 

religion, the church is beginning to realize that the prophetic voice 

needs to be heard in the world. Personal salvation is not the only matter 

that needs to be addressed. 

This is the time to lay aside the siege mentality, to realize that we can 

be salt, and start to influence society. The Kingdom of God cannot 

impose legislation on an unwilling society. But there can be a grass-roots 

momentum created by ordinary people serving society in the name of 

the King of Kings. 

One of the most important ways we can serve is by enabling people 

to see the truth. Laws reflect the attitudes of society. It is therefore not 

laws that must first be changed. It is the attitude of people. This is going 

to be the outcome of men and women being confronted with the claims 

of the Gospel. 

Our approach must be to change society by the transformation of the 

hearts of individuals who make up that society. The victory of the king-

dom is our assurance that this is possible.  As men face the truth in a 

Biblical perspective, the ground-swell of public opinion will enable 

changes to be made in the laws. 

Much of that will remain in the future. In the meantime, the church 

must start to speak out, exposing sin and unrighteousness on a national 

as well as a personal level. The conscience of a nation can respond to the 

Word of God. 

In our quest to see righteousness established in such a way as to exalt 

a nation, we can take encouragement from the annals of history. It was 

the church, in defense of the sanctity of life in the form in which it was 

threatened in the nineteenth century, which spearheaded the abolition 

CHAPTER 8   THE KINGDOM AND LIFE

147



of slavery. 

In Britain, the leading figure in the battle was Lord Wilberforce. By 

1791, he had realized that his attempts to legislate on the matter in 

Parliament had failed. The Clapham Sect changed their tactics. They 

turned away from Parliamentary activities and began to address the 

country. Ross Evans wrote an article in the British magazine, The 

Evangelical Times (August 1984), in which he explained their successful 

strategy: 

“By speaking up and down the land, by writing pamphlets, by stirring 

up petitions and even by organizing a boycott of slave-grown sugar, the 

public conscience was beginning to stir. 

“William Clarkson, now in his 63rd year, was still so busy writing, 

travelling 3000 miles in Britain and forming 200 committees, that he was 

absent from home for nearly a year. These new men organized paid 

agents to travel and lecture throughout the country. They organized pub-

licity campaigns, providing notes and materials for the lecturers, using 

poster campaigns, and producing lists of approved and disapproved 

candidates for Parliamentary elections. This continued for 8 years. 

“The historical background to abolition conveys something of the 

nature of the struggle, especially its duration (50 years), its tediousness, 

and the repeated rising and dashing of hope. The Clapham Sect and oth-

ers were doing nothing less than changing public opinion by sheer hard 

work, born of conviction that they were right.              

 “Devoted churchmen, fervent in prayer, who drew the inspiration 

for their lives from the diligent study of the Bible; soldiers of Christ, they 

stuck at the enemy. In days that are pessimistic for a variety of reasons, 

they are an inspiration and a challenge to us to respond biblically with a 

lifetime’s service to right the wrongs of today.”

We would be foolish to suppose that we face a situation that will be 

less demanding. The task of changing the hearts and minds of a genera-

tion brainwashed by a century of humanism will not be easy. But history 

is full of instances of the triumph of the truth of the Gospel in the midst 

of conflict. That is Jesus’ way: the path to victory through suffering. 
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“Life” has become a rallying call for the dormant church. The horror 

of abortion has become a banner around which the church has begun 

to gather for action. Of course, many who are not Christians are also 

angered by the deaths of defenceless unborn babies. But for those who 

embrace the teaching of Jesus, this is a doubly important issue. It pres-

ents the choice between life and death. 

As we rally to the call, our activity must include at least two dimen-

sions. The mandate of the Kingdom requires that we both proclaim and 

serve. We must give ourselves to the task with a desire both to educate 

and to care. 

Proclaiming Truth

The responsibility to educate society is crucial. Jesus said, “You shall 

know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (Jn 8:32). As we have 

seen, truth applies to every area of life. It affects society as well as indi-

viduals in their need of salvation. The word “truth” could also be trans-

lated “reality.” Our society needs to be confronted with the reality of 

what abortion is. Then we can proclaim a Biblical view of life. 

We don’t like to talk of abortion as baby-killing. Have you noticed the 

way that we change the words we use to suit our feelings? When a 

woman is under medical care during a pregnancy, her doctor will be 

very careful in his choice of words. During the course of a normal preg-

nancy, the expectant mother will probably visit the doctor for a scan. It 

will be a moment of great joy as she gets her first visual impression of 

her child’s development. The doctor will talk about the “baby” inside her. 

If the same woman had gone for a medical consultation about a pro-

posed abortion, the conversation would revolve around the “fetus” inside 

her. It is easier on the conscience to talk about the abortion of a fetus 

than about killing a baby. The whole procedure is described as the ter-

mination of a pregnancy. It sounds so much cleaner. 

But what is a fetus? From the moment of conception it is a develop-

ing baby. At three and a half weeks, a tiny heart begins to beat. At four 

weeks, the fetus is still only a quarter of an inch long, but the head and 
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body are already recognizable. So too are the rudimentary eyes, ears and 

mouth. The brain function begins to be detected and measured at six to 

seven weeks. At eight weeks, all the limbs have begun to appear, includ-

ing the fingers and toes. By the ninth or tenth week, the child can use 

the hand to grasp and the mouth to swallow – and can even suck his or 

her thumb. At thirteen weeks, the embryo is complete. From then on the 

baby develops in size and strength. 

This developmental process provides the rationale why, in many 

States in the U.S.A., the law requires that abortions be performed in a 

room with an adjacent room of doctors ready to save life if the aborted 

baby happens to be delivered alive. 

In our society, Mary, the mother of Jesus, would probably have been 

advised to get an abortion. She was a young girl, unmarried; and most 

people probably regarded her as emotionally unstable, claiming to still 

be a virgin. Yet the Bible recounts an illuminating incident when she and 

her cousin Elizabeth met. They were both pregnant. Within Elizabeth’s 

womb was the young John the Baptist. While still in the womb, John 

leaped for joy at his first encounter with the as yet unborn baby Jesus 

– such was the spiritual responsiveness of an unborn child to things 

going on around him! He knew that God became a man in Jesus at con-

ception. Whatever the doctors might have said, if Mary had had an abor-

tion, she would not have aborted a fetus. She would have killed the Son 

of God. A baby is a baby from conception. 

This is absolutely clear from the way in which the Bible speaks of a 

fetus. The most beautiful description is in Psalm 139:

 “For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my 

mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully 

made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame was not 

hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was 

woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed 

body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one 

of them came to be.”  (vs 13-16). 

A fetus is the handiwork of God, being prepared by him for a pre-

ordained purpose. It is an individual life formed by God to fulfil its call-

ing. That is why murder is a sin against God: it is a violation of his handi-
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work. This also explains Satan’s hatred of unborn lives: their destiny may 

harm his kingdom. 

That process of preparation for destiny has continuity before and 

after birth. The fact that it begins in God’s plan even before conception 

is sufficient proof that no arbitrary beginning of personhood can be 

defined during a pregnancy. Personhood precedes formation. The Lord 

told Jeremiah, “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you” (Jer 1:5). 

So it should be no surprise that David refers to himself as “me” and “I” in 

Ps. 139 both before and after birth. In God’s sight, every unborn baby is 

a person. 

Not only is personality established at conception, but spirituality is 

also in place before birth. The Bible refers to this in both a positive and 

a negative sense. Negatively, there is a loss of innocence prior to birth, 

for David declares elsewhere, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the 

time my mother conceived me” (Ps 51:5). Positively, as we saw in John 

the Baptist, a baby is able to respond to Jesus even in the womb (Lk 

1:44). 

These are mysteries beyond the understanding of the natural mind. 

But they provide incontrovertible evidence that the Bible teaches that 

life in every sense begins at conception. We are forced to conclude that 

abortion is murder. The sound of innocent blood is ringing in the ears of 

God. As it did in the case of the first murder in history, the victims’ blood 

cries out to the Lord from the ground (Gen 4:10). 

It is a human tragedy of inestimable proportions. Countless women 

are being harmed both physically and by the trauma and guilt often 

associated with abortion. Society is going to pay a high price in years to 

come as it reaps the consequences of a declining population. There will 

not be a sufficiently large work force to maintain an economy that can 

provide pensions for the baby-boomers who reach retirement age. But, 

more serious still, abortion is at root an affront to God. Any argument 

seeking to validate abortion is a denial of God as the author of life. As 

Proverbs says, “Whoever finds me finds life, ...all who hate me love death” 

(Prov 8:35,36). 

The task of the church in proclaiming righteousness is to confront 

society with the reality of the issues. People have been allowed to hide 
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behind humanitarian-sounding arguments about the quality of life. They 

need to see that this is a life and death issue, and part of the battle to the 

death between the Kingdom of God and the kingdom of darkness. 

Providing Care 

The responsibility of the church goes beyond the need to proclaim. The 

Kingdom of God must be revealed in words and action. It is not enough 

to protest the murderous schemes of the kingdom of darkness. The pro-

motion of life that is an essential part of God’s kingdom must also be 

displayed. The church has historically been able to express God’s care in 

the world. When the Roman Empire wallowed in the same depravity, the 

response of the church was practical as well as proclamatory. Leaving 

unwanted babies out to die may not have been so sophisticated as mod-

ern abortion techniques, but the result was the same. It was the church 

that took in those unwanted babies and cared for them. They did so in 

spite of the personal cost and the risk in defying the law. 

Today’s generation needs a similar demonstration that the Kingdom 

of God is on the side of life in reality as well as in rhetoric. In an age of 

welfare with astronomically rising costs, the State will be unable to con-

tinue to provide the level of care that is needed, especially when the 

impact of AIDS is felt. And that is as it should be. Welfare will again 

become the prerogative of the family and of the church.3 

Amongst many other areas in which members of the Body of Christ 

will be able to demonstrate the reality of the Kingdom of God, the provi-

sion of alternatives to abortion will be high on the list of priorities. 

It is encouraging to see the proliferation of Crisis Pregnancy Centres, 

Pro-Life Societies and Christian Adoption Agencies that have sprung up 

to serve the needs of those facing unwanted pregnancies. Many of those 

working in the front line of this significant battle within such organiza-

tions have seen painfully often the nature of the real issues at stake.

In a local Crisis Pregnancy Centre, one of the volunteers tells a story 

of a client whom she served. A young woman dropped in to the Centre 

for an appointment. She explained  that when she had found out that she 
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was pregnant a few weeks earlier, she planned to follow through on 

initial advice (from a different clinic) to have an abortion. Just before the 

surgery was scheduled to take place, her first counsellor had noticed 

that she was having doubts about what she was planning to do.

The counsellor from that clinic encouraged the young woman to 

speak to the soul of the baby, and explain why she couldn’t have it at this 

time. She was to tell the baby to come back later when she had a job and 

a home. This sort of new-age approach is increasingly being used by 

some counsellors and clinics. But such advice is very revealing. It 

acknowledges the reality of the person whose life is under threat; it even 

presumes (as the Bible makes clear), the little unborn person is able to 

understand something of what is going on outside the womb. You don’t 

waste your time talking to a fetus if it is nothing more than a piece of 

tissue.

In this instance, the advice wonderfully backfired. When the young 

lady did as her counsellor had suggested, she felt that the baby told her, 

“No way! I’m not going anywhere!” It was at that point that she decided 

to keep the baby. She visited the Crisis Pregnancy Centre to see what 

support was available to help her work through the implications of her 

decision. It is marvellous that there are so many people now available to 

provide support for such women who have come to understand the real 

issues at stake in an abortion decision. 

Pregnant women carrying unwanted babies need counselling. Some 

need housing, as they start to face their new responsibilities, perhaps 

finding themselves rejected and homeless. Many others already have fam-

ily responsibilities that they are struggling to fulfil. If they are to keep the 

new child, they will need practical help in the home and with other 

children. Huge numbers of abortions are performed for married women 

in these kinds of circumstances. Then, of course, new homes will need 

to be found for the babies who are saved, but for whom the natural 

mothers cannot take responsibility. 

Similar care will be required for the precious lives of the handi-

capped babies who will be born. At the other end of the age range, 

euthanasia can only be combatted by effective care of the chronically 

sick and the elderly. 
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Massive as this task seems, it is but the tip of the iceberg in the vast 

responsibility to provide care for those in need. The Kingdom of God is 

not only committed to the preservation  of life; it is also concerned for 

the quality of life for those who are suffering. Poverty, unemployment 

and inadequate housing are also a threat to life. They too must be con-

fronted by a Biblical expression of care. 

A pessimistic church has been daunted by the enormity of the task. 

She has had more faith in the State than in her own calling, and has 

therefore left the problem to be dealt with by welfare programs. It is 

time to demonstrate that in the Kingdom of God the task of caring can 

be done. As with all that bears the character of the Kingdom of God, it 

will start small, in manageable chunks. It will emphasize the responsibil-

ity of individuals, working from the bottom up, rather than as an imposed 

welfare program from the top down.  

But given patience, it can be done. A United States Senate sub-com-

mittee report estimated that if every Christian family would only take 

care of its own, the federal dole would decrease a full 30%. If every 

church would then take care of its own, the dole would decrease anoth-

er 12%. And then, if each of those churches would provide one sponsor-

ing family to exercise charity to a single outsider, the federal dole could 

be eliminated completely.4

This is the model of the Kingdom of God. Families are to fulfil their 

Christian responsibility to their own (1Tim 5:8). Then they are to do the 

same to their brethren in Christ (Gal 6:10). Further, they are to show 

practical love to the stranger and the alien (Ex 23:9). Families and 

churches can do the job. The work of charity can be accomplished effec-

tively and without bureaucracy. 

The Kingdom of God does not simply refer to that which is ethereal. 

It affects down-to-earth matters of life and death. When we see the king-

dom, we see the real issues. Seeking the kingdom suddenly becomes 

both practical and costly. The truth has to be worked out in practice. But 

if it is, it really can change society, acting successfully as salt and leaven.  
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November 1988: Vol.12  No.11, p.7

2  Douglas Wilson: Devil with a Blue Dress in: Credenda Agenda Vol.7 Number 3 (1995) 
(PO Box 8741, Moscow, Idaho 83843) 

3  For a full treatment of the application of the teaching of the Kingdom of God in  
welfare and charity, see: 
George Grant: Bringing in the Sheaves (Atlanta GA: American Vision Press; 1985)

4  American Opinion Magazine,  January 1985 
Quoted by George Grant: op cit p.118
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We have seen that the two major battlefields in the war between 

the kingdom of darkness and the Kingdom of God are the sanc-

tity of life and the sanctity of the family. We now turn our attention to 

consider the family from the perspective of God’s kingdom. 

In his book “No Place for Truth,” David Wells has written: “In the past, 

western Society was held together by three sinews: tradition, authority 

and power.”1 He argues that tradition was the first to go, though it went 

hand in hand with authority. Now only power remains to hold society 

together. He sees evidence of this power-based society in the fact that 

70% of all the lawyers in the world practice in the United States. The role 

of other institutions has faded: we are left with lawyers. Solzhenitskin 

said that it is a terrible thing to live in a society (such as the former USSR) 

where there is no law; Wells laments that it is also terrible to live in a 

society (such as America) where there are only lawyers.

The loss of tradition, and with it a proper concept of authority, is a 

result of the collapse of the family. Tradition, according to Wells, is “the 

process whereby one generation inducts its successor into its accumu-

lated wisdom, lore, and values.” But the values which were once transmit-

ted by families have been replaced by other values which are now 

passed on by the media and public education.
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Educationalists have made such a reshaping of values a priority. The 

official publication of the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation approv-

ingly printed a quotation from Eliot Eisner in its February 1995 edition. 

Eisner wrote: “The process of education is intended to free the mind 

from certainty, to liberate children and adolescents so that they can con-

sider options not entertained by their parents.” It goes without saying 

that those options are those which have been entertained by profes-

sional educationalists pursuing their own humanistic agenda. This is 

soul-snatching: the ultimate in child abuse – when parents have entrust-

ed their children to the school assuming that they would be taught as 

they had been a generation earlier.

The family is of vital importance. It plays a crucial role in God’s strat-

egy for expanding and extending his government on the earth. Psalm 

127 is one passage which emphasizes this point. The Psalmist says, 

“Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labour in vain” 

(v.1). The house of which he is speaking is not a building, but the family: 

the rest of the Psalm is full of domestic allusions. It is not unusual in 

Scripture to find “house” being used as a synonym for family. 

In particular, the Psalmist highlights the place that children have in 

God’s kingdom purposes. Sons are described as “arrows in the hand of a 

warrior” (v.4). Children are sent out from the family to have an impact 

on the world in times and places beyond where their parents have been 

able to go. 

The task of subduing the earth is always related to an expansion in 

population. We are to be fruitful and multiply to fulfil God’s kingdom 

mandate, because people are the instruments God has chosen to use. A 

man’s heirs are part of his weaponry to fulfil his portion of the task to 

see that the earth is filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord. 

A real-life comparison will serve to illustrate the point. Two sisters-in-

law have been at loggerheads for years. Their philosophies of life are 

diametrically opposed, and this has been the cause of tension. One is a 

Christian and the other is a humanist. Both are actively committed to 

working out the implications of their world-view. 

The Christian lady has at times felt inadequate in comparison with 

her more ambitious sister. She has devoted her life to raising her children 
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within the framework of her Christian convictions. Her sister has gained 

much more public acclaim. This lady’s philosophy of life has been the 

motivating force behind a successful career in politics and public life. 

She has recently been influential in establishing a private abortion clinic 

in her home city. 

But the real comparison is not seen in such achievements. As they 

near the end of their lives, the humanist has one grandchild. The 

Christian lady has fourteen grandchildren, each growing to maturity with 

a clear commitment to submit to the Lordship of Jesus. Which lady’s life 

will bear the greatest long-term fruit? 

As the world aborts its future, the time is ripe for the church to bring 

forth a generation that is being prepared to be sent out as arrows into 

the world. We can take a long-term perspective and prepare for the 

future. The church will have the children to do it.  

It is significant that many humanists tend to take a short term view. 

One of the most influential economists of this century was John Maynard 

Keynes. The perspective of his economic theories is revealed in one of 

his pithy sayings: “In the long run we are all dead.” As Ken Ewert has 

pointed out, with that in mind, Keynes was able to take a short-sighted 

view of economics in which the future was left to pay for the present.2 

He popularized the legitimacy of government debt: that which is bor-

rowed for current needs can be paid off in the future. 

We have yet to reap the full consequences of that policy. Our chil-

dren are inheriting a massive debt, and a declining population will find 

it increasingly difficult to service it. Keynes was a homosexual. The rele-

vance of that fact is that it must have affected his view of the future. 

Parents have a vested interest in subsequent generations. Childless 

homosexuals care little about the future. It is only a Christian morality, 

committed to the family, that is able to take an adequately long term 

view. 

The future belongs to those who have children. In particular it 

belongs to those who adequately prepare their children for it. On both 

accounts, the church can come out on top in the next generation. The 

weapons of the kingdom include our children who are as arrows in the 

hand of a warrior, waiting to be dispatched to strategic targets. 
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This armoury of children growing up in the families of Christian par-

ents is particularly potent as countless godless families abort their off-

spring. G.K.Chesterton wrote, “That is a true and tremendous text in 

Scripture which says that ‘where there is no vision the people perish’. 

But it is equally true in practice that where there is no people the visions 

perish.”3 The Kingdom of God lacks neither people nor vision for the 

future. 

              

Families under Fire

So it is not surprising that the family is a major target of attack today. 

Evolutionary philosophy concedes that the family has been central in 

the history of mankind. But now, it is being argued, a new evolutionary 

development is superseding the family. The old collectivism (the family) 

must give way to the new (the State). The family is regarded as out-dated, 

and a  threat to progress. 

Aldous Huxley envisaged such a future Utopia in his book, “Brave 

New World.” It portrays a world of test tube babies in which the family 

is replaced by the state. The concept was not new. In the rhetoric of the 

French Revolution, Bertrand Barere de Vieuzac wrote in 1793, “The 

spirit of the private family must vanish when the great Republic calls. 

Children are born for the Republic, not for the pride and despotism of 

the family.” 

Since that time, the battle for the family has been underway. In his 

insightful treatment of the Fifth Commandment (“Honour your father 

and mother”), R.J.Rushdoony4 gives a helpful analysis of why the attack 

is being mounted. He points out that the family is seen as the root of 

both religion and private property. 

Sociologists follow Freud in seeing religion as a projection of the fam-

ily. He wrote, “The origin of morality in each of us comes from the 

Oedipus complex.”5 The family must be destroyed if religion is to be 

destroyed. Similarly, if progress is to be made towards collectivism, the 

abolition of private property depends upon the destruction of the fam-

ily. Frederick Engels combined these thoughts. He wrote, “With the trans-
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fer of the means of production into common ownership, the single 

family ceases to be the economic unit of society. Private housekeeping 

is transformed into a social industry. The care and education of the chil-

dren becomes a public affair.”6

There are numerous totalitarian States where that philosophy has 

been worked through to its logical conclusions. But in all modern societ-

ies the transfer of authority from the family to the state has been accom-

plished to some degree. 

As R.J.Rushdoony writes, “The family is to all practical intent abol-

ished whenever the state determines the education, vocation, religion, 

and the discipline of the child. The only function remaining then to the 

parents is procreation, and, by means of birth control regulations, this 

too is subject now to a diminishing role.”7 G.K.Chesterton expressed a 

similar sentiment in The Well and the Shallows, when he wrote, “The 

State did not own men so entirely, even when it could send them to the 

stake, as it sometimes does now, where it can send them to the elemen-

tary school.”   

The encroachment of the State into the territory of the family is 

insidious. It is becoming increasingly difficult to be able to exercise lov-

ing discipline. In some western countries, such as Sweden, it is illegal to 

spank a child. It is maintained that, with rampant child abuse, the family 

is a dangerous place for a child to be. Seizing the opportunity for the 

state to enlarge its powers, Big Brother is happy to step in. 

The logic is flawed. Certainly statistics show that more children are 

abused by family members than by anybody else. But that merely reflects 

the fact that children have far more contact with family members than 

with anybody else. It is like saying that being in bed must be the most 

dangerous place in the world because more people die in bed than any-

where else.

It seems that in the attack on parental authority, nobody questions 

the ability of the bureaucrats like they question the ability of the parents. 

Parents are constantly made to feel inadequate by the barrage of informa-

tion propagated by the experts, many of whom have a university degree 

but precious little experience of raising children themselves. 

Parents who spank their children are accused of child abuse. But that 
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cannot compare with the abuse that children receive at the hands of 

social workers who “come to their rescue.” The pain of being snatched 

from loving parents and subjected to humiliating medical tests by strang-

ers, for reasons that they cannot comprehend, will linger long after the 

pain of a spanking wears off. Accounts of such intervention in family life, 

especially in Christian families, are showing signs of alarming escalation.

We are now told that the experts know what is best. God decreed the 

family, but modern man is seeking to replace that with his own new 

alternative – the State. Herbert Schlossberg has noted that the paternal-

istic State is an idol: 

“The paternal state not only feeds its children, but nurtures, educates, 

comforts and disciplines them, providing all they need for their security... 

The paternalism of the State is that of the bad parent who wants his 

children dependent on him for ever. That is an evil impulse. 

“The good parent prepares his children for independence, trains 

them to make responsible decisions, knows that he harms them by not 

helping them to break loose. The paternal State thrives on dependency. 

When the dependents free themselves, it loses power. It is, therefore, 

parasitic on the very persons it turns into parasites.”8

As we saw in the previous chapter, to attack the family is to defy God. 

It is not an institution that is merely a temporary evolutionary phase 

from which enlightened modern man may choose to depart. It is a God-

given foundation stone for society. Families are named after him (Eph 

3:15). He joins a husband and wife together to make them one flesh. He 

designed the concept of parenting. To interfere with families is to defy 

God, and we do so at our peril. Just as murder is a sin against God (as we 

saw in the last chapter), so also adultery is a sin against God. Why? 

Because it undermines the foundation stone on which He chose to build 

society. The same is true of any other activities which undermine the 

family: they are a sin against God who proclaimed the sanctity of the 

family at the beginning of time.

We turn now to consider the two dimensions of the family which 

make it crucial to the Kingdom of God. These are the husband / wife 
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relationship (marriage), and the parent / child relationship (parenting).

Marriage Matters
 

First we look at the marriage relationship. A Biblical view of marriage 

must be defined in terms of the kingdom. The Bible introduces the con-

cept of marriage in the context of the government of God being exer-

cised by man on earth. 

Before woman was created, man had a destiny in the earth: to rule 

(Gen 1:26). Adam’s responsibility is described in its two essential facets: 

practical work and developing knowledge. He had to work with his 

hands in order to make the earth productive (Gen 2:15). He had to exer-

cise his mind to understand the creation that surrounded him, in order 

to be better able to rule over it and maximize its potential. 

This latter task is seen in his instruction to “name” the animals. This 

was far more than labelling elephants and giraffes, and the like. In 

Scripture, names are descriptions. Thus in order to “name” in the full 

sense of the word, he had to be able to understand and to classify. Here 

is the beginning of scientific inquiry. 

Putting these two ideas together we see that man’s holy calling under 

God is to labour and to learn. Through work and knowledge he is to 

subdue the earth, develop its potential and extend his areas of dominion. 

It is in this context that God speaks of the necessity of marriage. Adam 

was already well involved in his high calling when he became aware that 

in order to fulfil it most effectively, it was “not good for him to be alone.” 

He was busy using hands and head – but he needed a “helpmeet.”

Eve was not given to him primarily to meet a sexual need. Even the 

need to have children was secondary. First and foremost, Eve was given 

to him as a “helper” (Gen 2:20) in his calling to exercise dominion. 

This does not mean that a woman’s role is inferior to that of the man. 

The dominion mandate was given to “them” (i.e. male and female) in 

Genesis 1:27,28. But the story in Genesis 2 is recorded in such a way to 

show that the origins of marriage are rooted in the demands of the king-

dom. The synergism of a man and woman together in covenant relation-
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ship is the most powerful weapon in the subduing of the earth. 

R.J.Rushdoony has observed this fundamental aspect of the nature of 

marriage. He writes, commenting on Genesis 1:28, “It is too rarely noted 

that the primary purpose of marriage is not simply procreation, but that 

procreation is an aspect of subduing the earth and exercising dominion 

over it... The central area of dominion is thus not politics nor economics, 

but the family under God.”9

Marriage is under attack because it is God’s strategy for effective rule. 

There is nothing more powerful over many generations, than men and 

their helpmeets, balancing one another’s weaknesses, blindspots and 

inadequacies. Marriage is God’s key strategy, as a man’s calling to work 

and knowledge is maximized by the help of his wife. 

         

A Wife’s Place

The fact that marriage is introduced in the context of a woman being 

created to help a man fulfil his calling obviously begs the question: what 

is the place of the woman in marriage? Is she merely the slave of her 

husband’s calling? The Biblical answer denies this is the case. It is an 

evolutionary myth to speak of man’s primitive past when women were 

merely slaves. And it is an affront to the Bible to believe that it speaks of 

anything less than a full dignity being given to the place of the woman. 

We cannot blame the Bible for degrading women. In many earlier 

non-Christian cultures, women were badly treated. In our civilization, it 

was the Age of Reason which saw man as reason incarnate, and relegated 

woman to an inferior place as the embodiment of emotion and will. 

Prior to that, in 17th Century England, women were often in business as 

highly competent managers, insurance brokers, and shipping agents. 

Early American history demonstrates God’s original intention as 

described in the word “helper.” It was in later years that women came to 

be viewed as something far less. New England sailing men, for example, 

could travel on two- and three-year voyages knowing that all business at 

home could be ably discharged by their wives.  

The notion of the woman as a competent business-person is not the 
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brain-child of the feminist movement of the 20th Century. The Bible 

speaks of the wife as the manager able to take over all business affairs if 

necessary. Proverbs 31 describes such a woman in some detail.  In that 

passage, the wife’s ability to assume business responsibilities allowed her 

husband to exercise his calling as a civil magistrate, “sitting in the gates” 

(v.23). There is the key. The passage does not tell us that the ideal wife is 

an astute entrepreneur. Neither does it tell us she is the delicate flower 

idealized by the age of Reason. It tells us that she is the perfect helper. 

In the case of the wife in Proverbs 31, her ability to manage both her 

household and the business affairs enables the husband to fulfil his call-

ing. She in turn does not eat “the bread of idleness” (v.27). Far from being 

of merely decorative value, she fulfils her own calling. The passage makes 

it clear that she has contributed much in areas which clearly have refer-

ence to the mandate to subdue the earth. 

It is a perfect example of synergism. The husband and wife were able 

to achieve far more together than they would have been able to do 

separately. The wife’s calling is to be a helper. As she releases her husband 

to fulfil his calling, she in turn is able to fulfil hers. Together they achieve 

much more than they would have done separately.

The word “helper” (as used to describe the place of woman in 

Genesis 1:28) is a powerful rather than a derogatory word. In his exposi-

tion of that passage, R.Payne Smith indicates that the Hebrew is literally 

“a help as his front, his reflected image.”10 It is, as Paul says in 1 

Corinthians 11, that man was created in God’s image, and woman was 

made in the reflected image of God in man. 

We have in these scriptures a clear affirmation that order and author-

ity pervade the whole universe and are essential to its existence. We have 

seen earlier that headship and submissiveness exist within the Godhead, 

and will therefore be expected to exist in all of man’s social relation-

ships. So, it should be no surprise to find it in the marriage relationship. 

Paul makes it clear that there is an order that is essential to marriage. 

He states unequivocally that the husband is the head of his wife, and in 

1 Corinthians 11, he finds the roots of that in the order of creation. But 

he does not stop there. He continues: “For this reason, and because of the 

angels, the woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head” (1Cor 
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11:10). This is not the place for a detailed exegesis of a notoriously com-

plicated verse, but there is a practical implication that stands out which 

is relevant to our discussion. 

Paul begins: “For this reason....” That is to say, he is concerned that 

what he has previously said about the creation-based order of marriage 

is now worked through to its practical implications. Because of man’s 

place, a woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head. But at this 

point, a significant ambiguity appears. First Paul insists on a woman’s 

submission to her husband. Then he speaks of head-covering, of what 

seems to be a sign of subordination; yet he calls it a “sign of authority.” A 

casual reading would interpret Paul as saying that a woman should wear 

a sign of “submission to authority” on her head. But that is not what he 

says. He says she should have a sign of authority on her head. 

Here is the true perspective of emancipation that the Gospel brought 

for women. What Paul is saying is that when a woman recognizes her 

place under the authority of her husband, that in turn releases her to 

have her own sphere of authority. This is the noble wife of Proverbs 31. 

The “noble wife” is not in authority over her husband; the proper 

order there was defined at creation. But she has her own authority, and 

as she helps her husband to fulfil his calling, she is released to fulfil hers. 

Thus the Biblical doctrine of the wife reveals her as crowned with 

authority in her subjection to her husband. She is clearly a helper of the 

closest possible rank to God’s appointed ruler over creation. 

It should be clear by now that the Biblical view of marriage can only 

be fully understood with reference to the Kingdom of God. A husband 

and wife partnership is God’s ideal for the effective administration of his 

delegated government on the earth. 

This does not mean that there is no place for single people to fulfil 

their calling. Paul, writing as a single man, extols the benefits of single-

ness as a gift from God, enabling men and women to serve God without 

distraction (1Cor 7). Nonetheless, the above principles still apply: such 

service should be in the context of corporeity and submissiveness. The 

church becomes an extended family in which this can be worked out.

It remains true that the marriage relationship is God’s norm. We 

therefore need to pay careful attention to what the Bible teaches about 
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that relationship if we are to play our full part in seeking God’s kingdom. 

His will being done on earth as it is in heaven needs to be visible in our 

marriages if it is to have any effect through us into society. 

The Bible gives two clear words that reveal what God’s will is in the 

area of the marriage relationship. A number of passages address the sub-

ject, but they all reduce to two simple commands. One is addressed to 

husbands; the other speaks to wives. Taken together, they provide God’s 

basic marriage guidance counsel. 

              

A Word for Husbands

God’s command to husbands is to love their wives (Eph 5:25). That 

sounds strange to modern ears that are accustomed to hearing of love as 

an emotion over which we have little control. But it is a command that 

God expects us to be able to obey, regardless of what we feel like. That 

simple truth alone would save countless marriages. Men come to their 

marriage counsellors rationalizing their desire to seek a divorce on the 

grounds “I don’t love her any more.” But that is not an unfortunate emo-

tional loss; it is an admission of sin – a failing to do what God requires 

each husband to do, irrespective of his wife’s failings.

Paul is not speaking of love as an emotion, nor as the passion of a 

Hollywood movie. Love is defined in terms of the sacrificial laying down 

of one’s life, in the way exemplified by Jesus in his love for the church 

(Eph 5:25-29). He can’t have felt the kind of emotional love that makes 

a man weak at the knees when he contemplated us – arrogant rebels 

that we were and are! But he loved us anyway, and gave his life for us. 

This is God’s required standard for husbands. Certainly God has 

placed the husband in a position of headship. But it is significant that the 

Bible never says that to those who are in authority. It tells others to sub-

mit to them. But to those in authority, the word is always the same: lay 

down your life. It is true for civil government, for church leaders, and it 

is true for husbands. Whoever wants to be great in the Kingdom of God 

must be the servant of all (Mt 20:26). 

Headship in a husband is not the signal for despotism. The fact that 

CHAPTER 9   THE KINGDOM AND THE FAMILY

167



his wife is to be his helper does not give him freedom to pursue his sup-

posed calling regardless of her. Rather, this is his first opportunity to 

show that he represents the King of the kingdom whose nature is to 

serve. If he cannot rule by serving in his own home, he is disqualified 

from ruling on behalf of the kingdom elsewhere. 

The former Indian leader, Nehru, is an example of a man who was 

actually not qualified to govern as he did. He never had any desire to take 

a job to support his family, and he ultimately proved unable to support 

the nation. He understood nothing about wealth-creation or administra-

tion – vital skills if 400 million people are to be fed and governed. 

His father understood why Nehru was so unsuited for responsibility. 

He complained to Nehru: “Have you had any time to attend to the poor 

cows... reduced to the position of poor cows by nothing short of cul-

pable negligence on your part – I mean your mother, your wife your 

child, your sisters? I do not think that a man who is capable of starving 

his own children can be much good to the nation.”11

In the home, a man has the opportunity to prove his qualifications to 

rule. Failure there disqualifies him on a broader scale. The kingdom man-

date begins with a husband and a father. His headship in the home, as in 

any sphere of influence where he might be, is not the authority to do as 

he pleases. It is the responsibility to discover the will of God. He does 

not have the license to run his household doing what he wants. It is his 

divine calling to bless his wife and family by ordering the household in 

the way which the Lord wants. 

A husband who can succeed in this is qualified to rule in the wider 

spheres of the Kingdom of God. He can be trusted to rule in the spirit of 

servanthood which characterizes the King whom he represents. 

A Word for Wives

God’s command to wives is equally clear and direct. Husbands are to 

love their wives. Wives are to submit to their husbands (Eph 5:22). The 

word means “to yield humble and intelligent obedience to an ordained 

power or authority.” In other words, it is the opportunity for a wife to 
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choose freely (intelligently) to adopt a submissive role under the author-

ity which the Lord has placed in her family. In this she also portrays her 

Christ-likeness.

A wife enjoys the freedom that comes from being protected from 

physical, emotional and spiritual vulnerability. The basis of her submis-

sion is defined as being “as to the Lord.” That phrase defines the boundar-

ies: she is never expected to submit in such a way as would violate her 

conscience concerning the will of the Lord. She is under no obligation 

to rob a bank just because her husband tells her to do so! But the phrase 

“as to the Lord” also puts her submissive attitude in the broader perspec-

tive: it is an expression of the Kingdom of God. 

Just as a loving husband (in the Biblical sense of the word) is a living 

testimony to the nature of the kingdom, so is a submissive wife. God cre-

ated man, male and female, in his image (Gen 1:27). It requires the com-

bination of loving headship and willing submissiveness to portray that 

image of God to the world. A husband and wife together can demon-

strate to the world the true nature of the kingdom. 

These principles are crucial for the security of every family. But they 

are equally crucial in the wider picture of the Kingdom of God. Man lost 

his right to rule the world because he failed to establish his marriage 

according to the pattern God gave. Eve’s mistake was to step out of her 

proper place. She was offered the chance to be like God, which seemed 

more attractive to her than being a woman. Adam failed to take proper 

care of his wife in her vulnerability to deception. The damage was done. 

The order within marriage that God instituted in the Garden of Eden 

is part of a far greater structure of order that reaches right into the 

Godhead. “I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and 

the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God” (1Cor 

11:3). This order is part of God’s strategy for ruling the world.  

In a positive sense, the order provides the balance, the division of 

labour, the complementary synergism which makes it possible for a man 

and woman to maximize the effectiveness of their roles in the Kingdom 

of God. Negatively, it provides a check on man’s basic weaknesses. A 

man’s power over a woman – his capacity to rule by superior physical 

strength – is restrained by the command to love in a selfless, sacrificial 
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way. A woman’s power over man (for all women have their own ways of 

getting their own way!) is restrained by the command to submit. 

Peter develops this idea of a wife’s responsibility to be submissive in 

an interesting way. He tells us that the only way she can win her husband 

over is without words, and without the seductive use of physical attrac-

tion (1Pet 3:1-3). The desire to “win” is a reflection of the realm of sport-

ing competition. But placing these restrictions on women is like asking 

a boxer to fight in the ring with both hands tied behind his back. These 

are a woman’s two primary weapons: the left jab of persuasive words, 

and the right hook of knock-out good looks! But a wife only becomes a 

winner on the basis of the gentle quiet spirit of a submissive attitude 

toward her husband.

Marriage is not a 50-50 deal. It is 100% giving by both parties, laying 

down their own preferences. Then, together, a husband and wife are fit-

ted into God’s order, which is the guarantee of the Kingdom of God 

being manifest on the earth. 

              

The Privilege of  Parenthood

The second aspect of the family that is crucial to the Kingdom of God is 

parenting. As we have seen, the children of the kinds of husbands and 

wives that we have been discussing, are as arrows to be dispatched to 

distant times and places. They carry the life and message of the kingdom 

across geographical boundaries, and down through the generations. 

The Scriptures speak of children as a blessing and a reward (Ps 

127:3,4); sadly they are often regarded as a curse and problem. The Psalm 

says “Blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them.” It does not say 

“Quivering is the man whose house is full of them!” But many people 

approach parenting with fear – especially as those terrible teenage years 

approach. Everybody knows that adolescence is a period of rapid chang-

es. Some have said that between the ages of twelve and seventeen, a 

parent ages as much as twenty years! But it need not be that way. 

Parenting is a wonderful privilege in being able to send out our offspring 

to appropriate God’s promises in times, places and spheres where we 
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will never be able to go personally.

Abraham understood the importance of parenthood. When God 

appeared to him, his response to God’s covenant was to ask for children 

(Gen 15:1-3). God promised him a great inheritance, but he was already 

a very wealthy man. He took the long term view of that inheritance. 

Wealth was of no real use to him, and in his thinking, children were 

essential. A covenant was meaningless without offspring. 

It was in response to such a request that God’s covenants with 

Abraham included the promises of land (Gen 17:8), and descendants 

(17:4,5). In Abraham’s mind, the descendants came first. There is no value 

in being offered a land if you do not have people to subdue and then 

enjoy it. 

In this context we can understand Psalm 127:3, which tells us that 

children are a blessing. The growth of Abraham’s family from one man 

into millions was implicit in the Abrahamic covenant. Zero population 

growth in Abraham’s family would have suited the Canaanites currently 

holding the land very well. 

God promised that there would be many births, no sicknesses and 

long life (Ex 23:26). In that way the number of the covenant people 

increased. Correspondingly, the influence of the ungodly decreased. 

Eventually, the descendants of Abraham were ready to take the land. 

Unless we see the importance of generational thinking, whatever territo-

rial gains we may make in our lifetime will be lost if we do not train up 

a generation that can continue to subdue and then take up new ground. 

That was the tragedy for the children of Israel. A generation of warriors 

was able under God to take the land. But, “Another generation grew up 

who knew neither the Lord, nor what he had done for Israel. Then the 

Israelites did evil in the sight of the Lord” (Jud 2:10,11). 

The tragedy is repeated many times. Eli, the priest, was a man of God, 

but his inability to raise godly sons destroyed all that he laboured for. The 

inheritance he laid up for future generations was of curse rather than 

blessing: every one of his descendants was to die before reaching old age 

(1Sam 2:22-33). 

Samuel watched all this as a young boy, and was even part of the 

drama, as God’s messenger proclaiming the sentence of judgement 
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(1Sam 3:11-14). Yet still he did not heed the lesson. He too, was a great 

man of God, but failed on the same point. As he reached the end of his 

life, he tried to appoint his sons to take his place (1Sam 8:1-5). The peo-

ple saw how wayward his sons were. Not wanting to be ruled by such 

men, they asked for a king like the other nations. This request displeased 

God – but it was provoked by the sinfulness of Samuel’s sons. How much 

more might both Eli and Samuel have achieved if they had prepared 

their sons to follow in their footsteps and build on the foundation of 

their lives’ work? 

Preparing for the Future

Scripture is full of admonitions to train our children. Piles of stones were 

erected at significant points in Israel’s history. Their purpose was to serve 

as a reminder to subsequent generations. They were a teaching aid to 

enable future generations to be taught the lessons of the past. Every part 

of normal life provides opportunities to train children in the principles 

that God has planted in their parents’ hearts (Deut 6:6-9). 

This is why the realm of education has become one of the battle 

grounds in the war between the two kingdoms. Everybody realizes that 

the future belongs to whoever controls the minds of children. 

In the previous chapter we observed the warfare that is being waged 

over the issue of life. The church in North America came to life after the 

infamous Roe v. Wade pro-abortion decision by the U.S. Supreme Court. 

The second issue which has stirred the church into action is Christian 

Education. The more the humanist agenda has been foisted on the educa-

tion system, the greater has been the ground-swell of support for the 

Christian School and Home School movements. 

David Chilton comments on these two emerging rallying calls for an 

awakening church. He writes: 

“Christians have begun to fight against the enemy – and, to their utter 

astonishment, they have begun to win. Having tasted victory, they are 

talking much less about escaping in the Rapture, and much more about 
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God’s requirements in this life. 

“They are even thinking about the kind of world they are preparing 

for their grandchildren, and the heritage of godliness which they will 

leave behind them. Instinctively, because they are again acting in obedi-

ence to God’s commands, Christians are returning to a dominion escha-

tology.”12 

It is interesting that there is an ambiguity between the eschatology 

and the practice of many advocates of Christian education. They are 

expecting the world to get worse and for the Christians to get raptured 

out at any moment. Yet they are investing heavily in the future for the 

sake of their children. This is a significant development, and whatever 

the eschatology of the parents, it will result in a generation that is 

equipped to claim territory for the Kingdom of God. 

The market is now flooded with a wealth of Christian literature on 

how to raise children. Dr.James Dobson has been remarkably used of 

God to spearhead this emphasis to bring this important issue to the 

forefront of people’s minds. Increasingly, true spirituality is not seen as a 

flight from reality, but as the down-to-earth working out of Biblical prin-

ciples in everyday life in the home. God is beginning to turn the hearts 

of the fathers to their children (Mal 4:6), in a new way. 

Educationalists are realizing that there is no neutral ground. Every 

academic discipline is taught from the perspective of some philosophy 

or another. History is taught in our schools with a clear bias; references 

to Christian roots are carefully removed. Christopher Columbus is erro-

neously portrayed as being motivated by exploitative materialism where-

as in reality he had different goals. He was driven by a post-millennial 

eschatology which spurred him on to fulfil the prophecies in Isaiah, 

carrying the gospel to the four corners of the earth as a Christ-bearer (as 

his name implied).

Mathematics is often thought to be religiously neutral – but it is not. 

Math as we know it is built on the assumption of an orderly universe: it 

requires the pre-supposition of Creation and Providence, rather the ran-

domness of the evolutionist’s universe. We need to know that one plus 

one will always equal two; to know that an apple will always stay an 
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apple while I am counting it along with all the other apples on my pile. 

A consistent Hindu cannot contemplate such a simple mathematical 

procedure as counting apples. 

Hinduism says there is no plurality and no change. Nature, which 

presents the appearance of plurality and change, is a mere illusion. In 

mathematical terms, 1+1=2 is an illusion; there is no plurality, therefore 

1+1=1. Modern math is being influenced by such philosophies. Instead 

of counting apples, students are now encouraged to create sets. The 

child suggests some odd combination: a teacher, a pickle and a pinch of 

salt. This can now be given a name, Set “S”; it now exists because the 

child has created it. Instead of math being the contemplation of a pre-

existing creation ordered by God, a child creates his own world out of 

chaos in his mind. The only problem comes when he cannot figure out 

how much change he’ll get at the store in the real world which is still 

bound by God’s orderly providence!

The time has come for Christians to develop a consistently Biblical 

world-view. So, at last, much literature is appearing with a distinctively 

Christian perspective on history, government, the arts, the sciences, and 

every other field of thought. All of this will benefit our own children in 

the present. But the real fruit will not be seen for some years to come. A 

foundation is being laid that has the potential to dramatically affect 

future generations. 

There is a vital link in Scripture between the command to subdue the 

earth and the promise of children. Adam was told to subdue, and prom-

ised that the ultimate task of subduing would be achieved through his 

seed (Gen 1:28; 3:15). Noah, in the recreation after the flood, was given 

the same words: seed and subduing (Gen 9:1-3). We have already seen it 

in the life of Abraham. Similarly, David was promised both offspring and 

a perpetual throne (a symbol of the continuing dominion his household 

was to exercise), in 1 Chronicles 22:9,10. 

Sir Frederick Catherwood has written of the means God has given to 

sustain creation in the face of the destructiveness of sin. He writes: “The 

most basic of these instruments is the family. ...This is perhaps one of the 

deepest issues which divides the Christian from the humanist.”13

It is therefore indisputable that the way in which we bring up our 
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children has enormous repercussions beyond the desire to have a peace-

ful life in our own home. The commandment in the Decalogue which 

relates to the parent-child relationship, “Honour your father and moth-

er...,” is the only one which includes the element of long term implica-

tions. It links children and land/inheritance – “...so that you may live long 

in the land” (Ex 20:12).

Whatever sacrifices we make to ensure that our children are prop-

erly trained in a Biblical manner are well worth making. They are an 

investment in the Kingdom of God, with long term benefits. “Train up a 

child in the way that he should go, and when he is old [long term think-

ing again!] he will not depart from it” (Prov 22:6). 

Raising children is a costly business. Disciplining a child seems such 

hard work when disobedience is his second nature. It often seems to be 

so much easier for a parent to turn a blind eye, letting an act of disobedi-

ence pass un-noticed. But we need a vision of the long term benefits of 

taking the time to resolve issues now. When our children have misbe-

haved yet again, we need the stamina to be persistent and consistent. The 

stamina is drawn from the vision. Every sacrifice we make now is an 

investment in the future. Disobedience dealt with now prepares for gen-

erations of fruit, of obedience which is characteristic of the kingdom. 

The vision of the kingdom is the incentive needed to motivate par-

ents through the difficulties of confrontational discipline in raising chil-

dren. It makes it possible to joyfully sacrifice in order to pay the price of 

Christian Education. The same vision is also the source of fulfilment in 

marriage, as a couple discover together their calling under God in the 

earth.      

The family is an institution specially designed by God to extend his 

visible sovereignty across the earth. Ultimately the world will be changed 

far more by families than by politicians. God created the family with that 

in mind, and promised his inheritance to families accordingly. 
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Robert Fro…st once said: “The world is full of willing people; some 

are willing to work and others are willing to let them.” If Christians 

will become those who are willing to work, they will be qualified to take 

on the rule that has been promised them. 

We should know by now that our destiny as Christians is to rule the 

world. That sounds grandiose, but it does not need to create fear of inqui-

sitions and tyrannical theocracies. We have to take seriously Paul’s words: 

“Do you not know that the saints will judge the world?” (1Cor 6:2). Of 

course that leaves much open to clarification: in particular, the timing 

and the nature of that rule. But it is enough to shake us out of our pes-

simistic defeatism. And it is not so “other-worldly” as to have no immedi-

ate implications. As we have seen, the treasure is hidden in the world and 

in the present. Paul goes on to say that this expectation requires that we 

start to learn how to rule now – in that particular context, in the life of 

the church. 

Such talk about Biblical promises of Christians ruling, sometimes 

gives rise to fear about the church getting involved beyond its sphere, 

for example in politics. However, this fear is due to a misunderstanding 

about the nature of such rule. It is the rule of service, as we have seen. It 
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is not forcing religious practices on an unwilling population. It is a 

responsibility that will have to be earned. And the key to its achievement 

will be work. 

Where the concept of rule is separated from the requirement to 

work, government will be held in ridicule. In his poem, “Elegy in a 

Country Churchyard,” G.K.Chesterton expressed this emerging cynicism. 

Rulers who do not work are despised, in contrast with those who have 

been willing to lay down their lives. He writes:

 

The men that worked for England

They have their graves at home: 

And bees and birds of England

About the cross can roam.

But they that fought for England,

Following a falling star,

Alas, alas for England

They have their graves afar.

And they that rule in England,

In stately conclave met,

Alas, alas for England

They have no graves as yet.1

Unfortunately, in spite of the fact that the work ethic emerged from 

a Christian heritage, the church in recent times has not shown much 

interest in work. Her preoccupation has been with getting out of work 

to go to meetings. In this we have moved away from the foundations of 

the Reformation upon which much of the prosperity of recent centuries 

has been built. It was the Reformation which, as Owen Chadwick wrote, 

“made secular life into a vocation of God.”2 Every occupation was 

endowed with dignity, as work was equated with worship. Every legiti-

mate calling was honourable and a provision of God to be followed in 

his service. Luther said that “a housemaid who does her work is no far-

ther away from God than a priest in his pulpit.” 
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When we see work as a sacred vocation, we begin to understand 

what it means to rule. The two things are related, for when Adam was 

placed in the Garden with a mandate to subdue the earth, that meant in 

practice that he had to work in the garden. 

We know from Scripture that our future destiny is to have a throne 

(Rev 2:26,27). In our imagination we envisage that as a spiritual manage-

rial desk job. The throne will be rather like a heavenly Managing 

Director’s plush office from which we will issue orders. But our future 

throne cannot be like that. We have been told that in one sense we have 

already been given it (Eph 2:6). We have already been seated with Christ 

in heavenly places. Yet our present life is not one of idle instruction-giv-

ing. There is work to be done. The garden is ruled with a shovel not a 

sceptre. And that is not just as a result of the fall. It is meant to be that 

way, and work will not cease when the effects of the fall are finally 

eradicated. 

The parable of the Talents teaches that those who are faithful over a 

little in this life will be given greater responsibility in the life to come. 

Faithfulness in the present has to do with stewarding resources – which 

is what work is all about. And the reward is not an eternal vacation; it is 

more of the same. 

        

All Play and No Work 

Our society idolizes leisure. It seems to vaguely recall that Jesus once 

told a story about the multitude that loafs and fishes – so leisure is appar-

ently validated. Heaven is visualized as enjoying a seven-day weekend. 

But as Dennis Peacocke has said, “Heaven is no retirement village in the 

sky. It is where God’s work is done more efficiently because sin is gone. 

It’s a sin-free work environment.”3 Idolized leisure must be a false god, 

because the true God is a worker. Our first introduction to God in the 

Scriptures is to a week of his work (Gen 1). At the end of it he is happy 

to rest, satisfied with the fruit of his labours. But work is an essential part 

of his nature. Heaven and earth are described as the “work” of his hands 

(Ps 8:3; 102:25). And it did not stop with creation: Jesus said, “My Father 
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is working until now, and I myself am working” (Jn 5:17). 

Other philosophies have seen the physical world as bondage, and 

manual labour as enslaving. The Greeks and Romans were condescend-

ing in their approach to work: Aristotle viewed any kind of manual 

labour as the lot of slaves. Cicero declared that “all craftsmen are vile by 

nature.” The existence of slavery tragically demonstrates the lengths to 

which man will go to avoid menial work. Viewing it as somehow beneath 

him, he will seek to find others who are more willing to work. 

By the Victorian era, work began to be held in contempt in some 

quarters. Gentlemen demonstrated their status by living off inherited 

income, rather than soiling themselves with work. Their wives regarded 

a life of idleness as essential to maintaining their position in life. For 

them to put coal on the fire or to answer the doorbell would have been 

tantamount to letting their husbands down. In that artificial world of 

servants, true ladies were literally incapable of making tea, darning socks 

– or even brushing their own hair!

Karl Marx’s vitriolic defence of the workers should be understood 

against that background. With the declining influence of the Protestant 

work ethic, the status of work had become increasingly degraded. Marx 

saw himself as the champion of workers, but his goal was to free them 

from the indignity of work. Work has come to be something to be avoid-

ed if at all possible. Where it cannot be avoided, it is often resented. 

Such attitudes represent a radical departure from our Judeo-Christian 

cultural roots. In Judaism, a father had a solemn responsibility to teach 

his son the Law and to teach him a craft. There was no dichotomy 

between the spiritual and the secular in such an approach. To fail to 

teach a son a craft was equivalent to teaching him to become a brigand. 

The Puritans were similarly notorious for their emphasis on training and 

apprenticing their children to work.  

While modern man tries to avoid work (or, as in many factories, work-

ing at break-neck speed to fulfil his piece-work quota so that he can be 

free for the rest of the day), God enjoys work! How fallen we are from 

the true image of God! There is nothing degrading about work. It does 

not hold us tied down to a supposedly inferior world, keeping us from 

the real world of the mind and spirit. The Bible shows God who is spirit, 
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getting great satisfaction from the physical results of the work of his 

hands. He steps back when a task is completed and says, “It is good!” 

Made to Work 

As with so many issues, we need to go back to the Garden of Eden to see 

how God originally planned life to be. It is there we find that man was 

given the responsibility of ruling (Gen 1:28). It is there we discover that 

the mandate to rule was in reality a call to work (Gen 2:15). 

This was God’s purpose in the Garden of Eden even before the world 

was marred by sin. The Garden was good, wonderfully good, as was all of 

God’s creation. But it was undeveloped. It was perfect because it was 

made by God, but it needed to be worked in order to make it productive. 

It was full of raw materials waiting to be developed and made into  some-

thing for the glory of God – but the deposits of gold would have to be 

mined and fashioned. All of this was prior to the fall. It was God’s perfect 

intention that our rule should be expressed in work. It has to be, because 

our rule must bear the image of God’s rule. His means of ruling is work. 

Work is a facet of the image of God in man. Man, made in God’s image 

and recreated in that image through Jesus Christ, must work as part of 

the expression of God’s image. The whole of creation was planned 

around the fact that work was to be an integral part of the life of man. 

The Psalmist expressed this in beautiful poetic language: 

“The moon marks off the seasons,  

  and the sun knows when to go down. 

You bring darkness, it becomes night,  

  and all the beasts of the forest prowl. 

The lions roar for their prey,  

  and seek their food from God. 

The sun rises and they steal away,  

  they return and lie down in their dens. 

Then man goes out to his work,  

  to his labour until evening. 
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How many are your works, O Lord! 

In wisdom you have made them all.”  (Ps 104:19-24)  

God created the perfect environment for man, the worker. God not 

only made man to work. He also taught him how to work. We see in 

Isaiah 28:23-29, that all of the intricacies of agriculture were made 

known to man by the Lord. Speaking of the farmer, it says, “God instructs 

him and teaches him the right way” (v.26). The instruction referred to is 

that which has to do with the techniques of ploughing, planting and 

reaping. The knowledge of how to work is part of God’s image in man. 

With such instructions, God put man to work. We see the results of 

that today. The rolling hills of the English countryside are, in a very real 

sense, the work of man. We do not usually think that way today: under 

the pervasive influence of environmentalism operating with religious 

zeal, we are taught to worship mother nature and see any of man’s intru-

sions as a major problem. But G.K.Chesterton has rightly said: “It is not 

only nonsense but blasphemy to say that man has spoiled the 

country[side]. Man has created the country[side]; it was his business in 

the image of God.”4 England’s green and pleasant land, despite the dark 

Satanic mills, is the work of man who has cleared and tamed the wilder-

ness, and made a thing of both beauty and usefulness.

Recently, the weather forecast on our local TV station was broadcast 

“on location” from one of the beautiful parks in Vancouver. This was in 

honour of Earth Day, the day of the broadcast. The weatherman, as a true 

environmentalist, extolled the virtues of mother nature supposedly dis-

played in this lovely park. But when left to mother nature, the area had 

been an over-grown wilderness, dense forestation in which nobody 

would have been able to see anything of the wonderful view that the TV 

camera portrayed. In reality, the manicured lawns, the colourful plants 

imported from all over the world, the balanced lay-out of a variety of 

trees, and the gentle waterfalls trickling over rocks are all the work of 

man. God provided the raw materials and gave man the capacity to make 

something beautiful out of what would otherwise have remained a 

weed-infested wilderness.

 Man is unlike the animals. They only work to survive, or because 
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they are forced to by people. Man, however, looks beyond immediate 

survival. He is able to plan for the future, to keep some of what he reaps 

for future sowing. Man’s work is a revelation of the image of God as he 

puts his efforts to the long term purposes of dominion. 

We must bear in mind, however, that there are also some significant 

differences between God’s work and man’s. Both contain cycles of work 

and rest. God’s week of work ended with a day of rest. He was then able 

to enjoy the job satisfaction that comes from achieving goals. But for 

man, created on the sixth day, his first day was the day of rest. He began 

his labours after the sabbath. 

The principle embodied in this little detail is that man’s work is 

dependent upon what God has already done. Man starts with rest, recog-

nizing that all his labours presuppose the completeness of God’s work. 

To work apart from the Sabbath rest, in which we acknowledge all that 

God has achieved, is futile. 

It is ironic that our society which has so much leisure has so little 

rest. A generation ago, railroaders in the USA worked seven days a week, 

ten hours a day, every day of the year. Such working conditions are 

clearly in violation of Scripture – but despite all our paid vacations and 

five eight-hour-day working weeks, we have not found true rest. The 

proliferation of heart attacks and ulcers makes this abundantly clear. The 

solution is not leisure: it is working hard out of a sense of dependence 

on the rest that can only be found in Christ.

The Psalmist said, “Unless the Lord builds the house, its builders 

labour in vain” (Ps 127:1). This does not mean that we are not to labour; 

the builders are men. But unless their work is dependent upon his work, 

it is of no lasting value. The Psalm continues, “In vain you rise early and 

stay up late, toiling for food to eat – for he grants sleep to those he loves” 

(v.2).        

Paul makes a similar point when he speaks of the need for us to be 

careful about the kind of work that we do. He likens it to gold, silver, 

costly stones, wood, hay or straw (1Cor 3:12,13). Our work will ulti-

mately be shown for what it is; some will prove to be of no lasting value. 

The key is that we should build on the foundation which is in Christ; our 

work rests on his work. Then, he assures us, “Your labour in the Lord is 
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not in vain” (1Cor 15:58). Work is not something to be avoided. It is part 

of the reflection of God’s image in man. And when it is pursued in depen-

dence on the Lord, it brings with it the promise of lasting value. In seek-

ing first the Kingdom of God, therefore, we must recognize our duty to 

work. 

Work is a duty if for no other reason than that it is commanded in the 

Decalogue. Of all the Ten Commandments, the fourth must be one of the 

most frequently broken. Our disobedience is not simply that we refuse 

to acknowledge the Sabbath. It is also that we ignore the earlier part: “Six 

days shall you labour”! In spite of men’s efforts to find a way round it (by 

reducing the number or the length of the working days) the command 

stands. Work is an expression of obedience to God and his word. 

Some early Victorians understood this. In the Great Exhibition in 

England in 1851, they rejoiced in industry in a religious context. It was a 

marvellous demonstration of how man, under God, could control and 

overcome natural forces. All scientific and industrial and technological 

activity can be seen in the same context. 

Having made the world, God expected man to rule it on his behalf. 

We are stewards of it with the solemn responsibility to utilize all its 

potential to the glory of God. All work fits under this heading. It is an act 

of obedience.    

The Good Employee 

It is in the light of God’s original purpose for man that we must consider 

the Biblical expectations of those in the work force. Of course the Bible 

was written in times of very different working conditions. Slavery was 

commonplace, and without condoning the evils of that, Paul had to 

address the situation as he found it. He therefore spoke to slaves about 

their responsibilities. 

It is valid for us today to extract the principles from what he taught, 

and apply them to the modern counterpart, the relation of employee to 

employer. The instruction to slaves was to obey. Paul said this knowing 

the abuses that many slaves suffered, but there was a crucial principle at 
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stake. Obedience is the language of the kingdom. It is equally applicable 

in today’s work situation. 

With the abolition of slavery, an employee is free to choose his place 

of work. But having entered into a contract, he only has two options. 

First, he may recognize that he has chosen to sell his effort and energy 

and skill to his employer for the hours that he has agreed to work. Within 

the terms of that contract, his time is not his own; he is to obey. Of 

course he is free to negotiate the terms of his employment. But if that 

does not prove satisfactory, he is only left with one other option: to quit. 

Paul stresses the requirement of obedience in two parallel passages: 

Ephesians 6:5-7 and Colossians 3:22,23. In both cases he indicates that 

obedience is required “as to the Lord.” Again the everyday matters of 

work and employment are lifted beyond the mundane and take on fresh 

significance as an aspect of our relationship to the King of the kingdom. 

To make the point doubly clear, when Paul talks of masters he does 

not use the usual Greek word “despotes.” Instead he uses the word 

“kyrios” (meaning “Lord”), which is generally used as the title of the Lord 

Jesus. He is emphasizing that our obedience and our work is “as unto the 

Lord.” With this mindset, work is transformed. As Herbert wrote in The 

Elixir:

“A servant with this clause

Makes drudgery divine:

Who sweeps a room as for thy laws 

Makes that and the action fine.”

Whatever work we do is not primarily for our employers. It is done 

for the Lord. Any shoddy work that we do is in fact being presented to a 

representative of God’s authority. The employer takes his place in the 

chain of delegated authority which is part of the established order of 

God’s kingdom. On that basis, Paul continues by saying that we should 

be working wholeheartedly. The ultimate reward or displeasure comes 

from God, rather than from wages. In particular we are to avoid that 

work which is geared to the observation of the employer. Whether we 

are being watched and supervised or not, we are always under God’s 
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watchful eye. He sees not only the finished product, but the heart atti-

tude as well. 

Joseph McAuliffe has written, “If God is truly the Employer behind 

our employer, that will affect how hard we work.”5 There are many prac-

tical implications: the quality of our performance, our willingness to go 

a second mile, our refusal to steal time, personal phone calls or office 

equipment, and our attitudes towards our employers, our subordinates 

and our customers. The Christian does not work primarily for himself, his 

family or his company, but for God. 

            

Work: Blessing or Curse? 

Work is not a curse. Certainly the fall affected work; but it is man in his 

work (as in all his activities) who is under the curse, rather than work 

itself. H.D.McDonald has written, “The entrance of sin changed work 

from a joy to a toil. Work has become a burden instead of a blessing, and, 

although not bad in itself, it has lost its true value. But in redemption, 

work is again transformed into a means of blessing.”6

Work is a blessing in a number of different ways. It is a means of bless-

ing to the one who engages in it, but its blessings reach far beyond per-

sonal fulfilment; work is one of the means by which God provides for 

our full enjoyment of the potential that is locked up in the earth. 

Working for Yourself

On a personal level, the blessings of work are enormous, and far greater 

than the direct financial remuneration involved. The notion that work is 

a consequence of the fall has proved very detrimental. It has robbed 

many of the joy of work. 

The curse was not that man would have to work. He had already 

been doing that very fruitfully. But the curse on the ground did mean 

that work would involve frustration and hardship. The earth would fight 

back in insubordination at man’s attempts to subdue it, as man had been 
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insubordinate to God. Yet despite the obstacles to be overcome, the 

sense of achievement in completed tasks remains possible. We, like God, 

can know the joy of looking back over completed tasks at the end of the 

day, and say, “It is good.” Hard work is not a problem. A man needs to 

know that he has purpose, so that he can see his goals and measure his 

achievements.

Dostoevsky pointed out that men could be broken in Siberia, not by 

hard labour but by meaningless labour. It is work such as moving a pile 

of boulders back and forth endlessly that proves to be unbearable. Such 

work, however slowly or lazily done will destroy a man. Work which is 

felt to be purposeful, however demanding, serves to strengthen a man. 

Until recently, men worked much longer working weeks, without all 

the labour-saving devices that make modern life so much easier. They did 

so with a robust attitude that many with their greater leisure time today 

cannot match. But those were days in which a man’s identity was tied up 

with his work. Without such work, life quickly begins to seem futile. We 

still tend to define ourselves in this way. For example, in making conver-

sation it is not unusual for a man to say, “I am a teacher” (or whatever his 

job might be). He is more likely to say that than, “My job is teaching.” The 

former statement shows that a man sees his identity in terms of his work. 

And so it should be. For it is in our work that we fulfil a large part of 

the destiny for which we were made. We were created with work in 

mind. Paul tells us: “We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus 

to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph 

2:10). 

Of course, this does not imply that our salvation is dependent upon 

the work that we do. This verse appears in the heart of a passage pro-

claiming that we have been saved by grace through faith. But having 

been saved, we are expected to work. We do so in obedience which 

expresses our gratitude for the salvation that has been given to us by 

grace. Salvation does not transport us into an ethereal realm of the spirit 

where we no longer have any earthly responsibilities. 

No Christian should ever need to speak of his work “getting on top 

of him” if he is fulfilling his divine calling. Having been raised up and 

seated with Christ in heavenly places means that we are always on top. 
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Our destiny is to rule. Our work is the “garden” that God has given us, as 

he gave one to Adam, and God’s grace is sufficient to enable us to tend 

it as our contribution toward the dominion of the whole world.

Some men find fulfilment in mental work; others find it in manual 

work. You can usually distinguish between the two by observing wheth-

er they take a brief case or a tool box with them on holiday! But wheth-

er a man functions primarily with his hands or with his brain, there is no 

sense of fulfilment like that of a job well done or some new area of 

competence mastered. Such satisfaction is a reflection of the image of 

God, who could rest content in the knowledge that “it is good.” 

Work can thus be seen as a blessing, not a curse. Through labour a 

person can know that the dominion of mankind under God has been 

extended, and he can rest from his labours knowing that he is fulfilling 

his destiny. If he will not work, the opportunity for dominion will be lost. 

The inventor, Thomas Edison, once said, “Opportunity is missed by most 

people because it is dressed in overalls and looks like work.” As Adam and 

Eve were given the Garden of Eden to manage, so each one of us has 

been allotted a sphere in which we are to play our part in the massive 

program that God has designed to manage the earth. We do so by work.

Working for Others

This brings us beyond personal fulfilment. The blessings that are 

wrapped up in work extend outwards on a scale that few appreciate. 

Every small piece of work contributes to the larger task of global man-

agement. Prior to the fall, work had an explicitly dominion focus: as 

Adam tended the garden, the intention was that the world, starting with 

that small patch, would be subdued. Now, after the fall, and in Christ, 

work has a restorational focus. The whole creation is crying out for 

release from the effects of the curse, as the sons of God again take their 

place. 

We have frequently mentioned the mandate to fill and subdue the 

earth. It seems such a daunting prospect: how are we to do it? It is like 

the old saying: How do you eat an elephant? – Bite by bite! The Garden 
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of Eden was a bite-sized chunk to enable man to get on with the task. We 

subdue the earth garden by garden – you in your small corner and I in 

mine. As Adam’s offspring multiplied, they would each have their own 

garden to tend. Gradually the wilderness would be conquered and uti-

lized.

The principle remains: we have each been given a garden. We work 

it and tend it every time we engage in useful labour in that which God 

had put within our sphere of influence – whether that means washing 

the car or writing a memo. All these things are part of using our skills – 

manual or intellectual. All such labour is sanctified because it is modelled 

after God’s labour and command. There is nothing secular about filing or 

banking, constructing, wiring or painting a building, for where the Lord 

builds a house we do not labour in vain. Our part in the overall scheme 

of things may seem insignificant; but the world is made up of gardens. As 

we tend that which has been entrusted to us, and as others do the same, 

the earth will be filled and subdued to the glory of God.

The redemptive work of Christ is complete. Paul teaches us that all 

that was undone in Adam has been more than restored in Christ (see 

Rom 5:18-21). The effects of sin have been dealt with in individual believ-

ers. They now have the status of sons of God, so they have a new place 

in the created order, for they are co-heirs with Christ. The earth is part of 

their inheritance, and creation, groaning under the lingering effects of 

the curse, is waiting for them to take their place (Rom 8:19-21). 

There is a hint here that it is ecologically crucial for us to see the 

significance of work. To avoid work in its full Biblical sense, is to side 

with the evil principle of disintegration, decomposition and decay that 

is entrenched in the earth. If man does not work in his garden, it will 

quickly be over-run by weeds.

Our task includes the reversal of this principle. The Scriptures prom-

ise the progressive overcoming of the curse on the earth as the desert is 

made to blossom again, and the thorn (the symbol of the curse) is 

replaced with the myrtle tree (Is 32:15; 55:13).    

All work is to be done as unto the Lord. It is so because he has 

planned creation in such a way that without the labour of man, the 

world cannot function properly. To fail to work is to be a burden on the 
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community, to tie up resources that could have been used more produc-

tively. To work, on the other hand, is more than a means of receiving a 

wage. It creates wealth that generates wider benefits. 

God created the world to be good, but it is not productive without 

man’s efforts. If man is to sustain himself, he must work. But God’s bless-

ing is such that when he does work, he is more than self-sufficient. There 

is yet a vast reservoir of potential for man to utilize, both in terms of the 

resources God has deposited in the earth, and the creativity that God has 

given to man to maximize those resources. 

As we have seen, work falls into the two categories of manual and 

cognitive work. Physical labour and the pursuit of knowledge are the 

twin tools given to man to subdue the earth. They are able to make work 

most productive to the glory of God. Some men are directly productive. 

Others provide services which enable others to be productive. 

In God’s economy, all of these giftings, which are a reflection of God’s 

workmanship, mesh together. They form the network of inter-related 

activities by which God intended man to steward the world. Human 

work has the capacity to discover, harness and utilize the vast potential 

that God has deposited within the world. Unlocking such treasures 

releases blessing for man and glory for God. 

These remarks are addressed to those who are working, in the hope 

that they may see that their efforts are part of the bigger picture of God’s 

purposes on earth. The Bible was written in a time devoid of unemploy-

ment, except that of those who chose to be idle. They were suitably 

condemned. Jesus told a parable of workers in a Vineyard (Mt 20:1-15). 

The landowner (God) was deeply concerned about unhired men hang-

ing around in the marketplace. The parable is not about the apparent 

injustice of equal pay for unequal work. It is a revelation of the heart of 

God: not giving welfare cheques but creating employment for men and 

women whose lives are being wasted in idleness.

In our day, we are again beginning to realize that work is a blessing. 

It is ironical that an age idolizing leisure should be cursed with so much 

enforced unemployment. Having striven for decades to avoid work as 

much as possible, we now find it is not always available. Perhaps God is 

wishing to re-establish in our understanding that work is a blessing. 
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But even if that is true, it does not entitle us to gloat over an unem-

ployment problem as an act of God. The purpose of this chapter is to 

demonstrate that work, ordinary everyday employment, is part of God’s 

kingdom strategy. It is beyond the scope of this book to adequately 

address the large issues involved in resolving the unemployment prob-

lem. 

All that we can say here is that it is God’s intention that every man 

and woman should have a productive and fulfilling life in which work 

takes up the major portion of their time. We were created to work. Work 

is a blessing; unemployment is a curse. Other authors have addressed in 

detail the complicated but important question of how the message of 

the kingdom affects the provision of employment.7

            

The Ministry of  Works 

One of the major hindrances to the church having a proper understand-

ing of the importance of work has been the insidious influence of dual-

ism. We have regarded matter as evil and been preoccupied with what 

we have described as spiritual things. But there is no such dichotomy. 

The Kingdom of God includes the secular as well as the spiritual. 

There is a distinction between the unholy and the holy, but this does not 

correspond with the distinction the church has tended to draw between 

the secular and the spiritual. 

The early church obviously faced the same problem as us. There were 

many who would rather evangelize than work (see 1Thess 4:11,12). Yet 

in Paul’s letters there are more references about the need to work than 

to the need to evangelize. The latter is vital, but the exhortation to work 

is a recurring theme. Work is as much a ministry as preaching, for to 

minister merely means to serve. 

There is nothing more “spiritual” than doing what God wants us to 

do. He has clearly established in his Word that he expects man to spend 

most of his time at work. People are to use their powers of physical 

strength and intellectual ability to control and utilize the resources God 

has placed in the earth. As they do this in obedience to God, they do it 
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to the glory of God. There is nothing more spiritual than obedience. 

Unfortunately many Christians have sought to make the church 

totally separate from the world in a wrong way. Jesus said we are not of 

the world, but that we are to be in the world. There is a fundamental dif-

ference, but it does not allow us the possibility of withdrawal or exclu-

sivism. 

Our priority, however, has been the church. The church is of deepest 

importance to God: he gave his Son for her. But still the Bible says we are 

to seek the kingdom as our first priority. From this perspective, we can 

see the church in two ways. First, it is the community of the redeemed, 

which has been given the task of taking the good news of salvation into 

the world, so that redemption might be made available to all men. But it 

does not stop there. The commission to evangelize is not given so that 

the church may perpetuate herself. Rather the church is to be the agent 

of the kingdom. It is to be the place where men and women are trained 

and equipped, primarily in the understanding and application of God’s 

Word, so that they can take their appointed place in the world. There 

they are under the government of God, and also exercising the influence 

of that government in their respective spheres. 

This means that people do not start their “spiritual service” in church 

activities after escaping from their regular “secular” work day. Too many 

people have regarded work as something that has to be endured, to 

enable them to have the money to do what they really want to do when 

they are not working. 

In the church, we have compounded this problem by defining a 

man’s calling in terms of ministry within the church. His “secular” job 

enables him to live so that he can fulfil his real calling in his spare time. 

But calling has to do with the kingdom rather than the church. To see it 

any other way supplants the Kingdom of God by the church, as if eccle-

siasticism rather than kingdom was God’s purpose in creation. 

Certainly for some, their calling is to work in the church. The expres-

sion of their obedience to the government of God will be seen in service 

to the body of Christ rather than in the outside world. But such service 

is aimed at equipping the saints, who will be thereby better able to take 

their place in the world as representatives of Christ. Church work is still 
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a kingdom calling, albeit in a support rather than a front-line position. 

The call of God is not a two-tier system. There is no higher calling 

associated with working in the church. The call is to work wherever the 

King chooses to deploy us, to do whatever he asks us to do. In that place 

we undertake a high calling and a spiritual activity by bringing our por-

tion of the “garden” under the government of God. 

Everybody is called to work. Jesus called people in two ways when 

he was on earth. He does the same today. To some he said, “Leave your 

present employment in order to come and follow me” (e.g. Mk 10:21). 

More often he refused to allow them to do that. His command instead 

was to go back home and to live in the midst of the world (e.g. Mt 9:6,7; 

Mk  5:18,19). 

This is not a two-tier system of saints and super-saints. It is a careful 

strategy to fill the earth with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord. 

Some full-time church workers are withdrawn from the front line in 

order to equip other people to take their place more effectively in the 

world. Church leaders are to equip the saints for works of service (Eph 

4:12). It is in man’s place of work that the establishment of the kingdom 

will be most clearly seen. 

When the earth is filled with representatives of King Jesus, subduing 

every sphere under his authority, our task in this age will be complete. 

We are to occupy, not vacate, until he comes. He has instructions to 

remain where he is until every enemy has been made his footstool (Heb 

1:13; 10:13). That defines our task in the interim. 

Working Models

The simple fact that we spend more time at work than anywhere else 

shows that it should be the area of greatest influence. Daily contact, 

often over a period of years, is bound to be fruitful if we are seeking first 

the Kingdom of God in our work. It is at work that we are intended to 

display to the world a model of what life in the kingdom is like. There 

will be no greater challenge to the world than to see Christians working 

as to the Lord and for the good of the community. Solomon, in his wis-
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dom, said, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might” 

(Eccl 9:10). Such action will speak louder than words. 

There is a powerful testimony embodied in a Christian work ethic. 

The world notices when a Christian views his work as more than a 

means of acquiring wealth. If it is not a drudgery to which fallen man is 

condemned, but is a divine calling, it can be pursued with enthusiasm 

and cheerfulness. The spread of such salt and light will have as much 

impact as many evangelistic efforts. 

We cannot separate our responsibilities to work and to evangelize. 

God’s original purpose for man, given to Adam and restored in Christ, 

included both aspects. Adam was told to fill the earth and to subdue it. 

God’s desire was that the earth would be filled with people who loved 

him. In a fallen world that mandate can only be fulfilled by evangelism. 

We are to produce godly offspring as men and women are born again 

into the family of God. God’s other desire, to see the natural world prop-

erly subdued, will be fulfilled through work. In that way, the earth’s 

resources will be effectively used for the glory of God and the good of 

mankind.  

The whole creation is groaning as it waits for the revelation of the 

sons of God (Rom 8:19). It is waiting to see working models of the real-

ity of the kingdom. The restorational work that God is intending to do in 

the earth will come through such people. Joseph McAuliffe gives us an 

interesting insight into this. He writes: 

“The prophet Zechariah spoke of a coming period of restoration that 

bears comment in terms of the role of business in that period (Zech 1:18-

21). God says that he plans to bring restoration to his people and judge-

ment upon his enemies. 

“What is particularly noteworthy is that the agents God chooses to 

raise up for this work are designated not as apostles, pastors or evange-

lists, but as craftsmen. Business will be the vanguard of God’s restorative 

and judgemental work in the earth.”8

McAuliffe goes on to describe a historical precedent in the way that 

the Islamic religion was spread across the Middle East and Africa in the 
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eighth century. It was done without a professional clergy. The success 

was due entirely to the influence, service and testimony of Islamic mer-

chants. They provided needed goods, services and employment – com-

bined with the testimony of their faith. 

We would be foolish to minimize the potential impact of Christians 

at work. It is the best place in which to serve; and he who serves leads. 

Christian withdrawal from the world has robbed us of a place to serve. 

It is hardly surprising that Satan has tried to blind God’s people to a full 

vision of the sanctity of work, by fostering a neo-platonic view of life that 

denigrates work to a lower order of human existence. He knows that 

work is God’s tool for dominion. He has a vested interest in convincing 

Christians that salvation should be understood as escaping from the 

work-place into the security of the church. 

In these days, we are experiencing a restoration of the truths of God’s 

word concerning the sanctity of work, wealth creation, stewarding 

finances and Biblical economics. The church will again be at the fore-

front in all the facets of work – generating wealth, ministering to needs 

and providing employment. In this context, the message of the kingdom 

will be heard, for actions speak louder than words. 

Adam’s work place was the Garden of Eden. It was to be his training 

ground for learning the skills of dominion. Having learned those skills he 

was to be prepared to take his offspring out into the rest of the earth. 

The garden was good, but undeveloped. It was an ideal training ground 

for learning to bring things under control. Even the Garden of Eden was 

not a permanent home. It was a place of learning and of preliminary 

blessing, leading to an ultimately wider fulfilment in dominion. We don’t 

yet rule the world. But we may rule in our own little sphere, our own 

“Garden of Eden.” It is a training ground where, if we are prepared to 

work out our apprenticeship, we may qualify for greater responsibility, 

transported down the rivers which flow out of the Garden of Eden into 

the whole earth. 

He who is faithful with a little can be entrusted with much. This prin-

ciple of the kingdom was first stated in the context of stewarding 

resources. Nothing will be given to those who are not prepared to work. 

And in the age to come, there yet awaits us – more work! The church has 
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dreamed of a harp and golden slippers. Marx dreamed of a Utopia where 

man would be released from the fetters of work. He offered the possibil-

ity of the abolition of the curse of work by abolishing the exploiters. 

Even if such a work-free future were possible, it would be a purposeless 

hell. 

Jesus never promised an idle Utopia. Instead, to those who were suc-

cessful in their callings, he promised a future of more work and greater 

responsibilities. This is one of the important points made in the Parable 

of the Talents (Mt 25:14-30). But we should be careful not to over-spiri-

tualize the parable because of the unfortunate ambiguity of the word 

“talent.” The story is not simply about the stewardship of talents in the 

sense of spiritual gifts. Jesus is talking about investing money. The para-

ble is in imagery which conveys the idea of stewardship and manage-

ment of resources in the world. It has more to do with what we do at 

work than with what we do in church. 

The church needs to rediscover the excitement of a work ethic, 

replacing the lethargy of heavenly dreams. In “King Henry IV, Pt I,” 

Shakespeare described Percy, the hotspur of the North, as “he that kills 

me some six or seven dozen of Scots at a breakfast, washes his hands, 

and says to his wife, ‘Fie upon this quiet life! I want work.’” We could 

perhaps do without the bloodthirsty element – but it does express the 

truth that it is violent men who will take the kingdom: those who 

eschew the quiet life and are willing to work.  

For those who effectively utilize the available resources in the world, 

as stewards left in charge by the owner, there is a promise of further 

responsibility to come. We can only speculate as to the nature of that. But 

Jesus said enough to make it clear that there will be work to do in the 

life to come. In the present, we work as stewards of what God has given 

us to manage. We do so in anticipation of the Master’s return. And we do 

so expecting more work to come when this present age has drawn to a 

close. 
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P.T.Barnum once said: “Money is a terrible master, but an excellent 

servant.” The subject of wealth is a sensitive one, but an important 

one. The Bible describes the love of money as the root of all kinds of evil 

(1Tim 6:10); but it also says that “money is the answer for everything” 

(Eccl 10:19). As a master, money is a tyrant which has ruined many peo-

ple. As a servant, money is an instrument which can play a significant 

part in serving God’s purposes in the earth. 

In order to help us avoid the many pitfalls of wealth, the Bible has 

much to say about money. There are over 2000 verses that address the 

subject of money and possessions. That is twice as many references as 

for faith and prayer combined. We must treat these scriptures seriously. 

As Martin Luther said, “Every Christian needs two conversions ...one for 

his soul and the other for his pocketbook.” 

Money is not a dirty word. Wealth was deposited in the earth at cre-

ation (Gen 2:11,12). God put it there to be one of the tools of the king-

dom. It is the love of money, rather than money itself, which is the root 

of all evil (1Tim 6:10). Washington Irving has spoken of “The Almighty 

Dollar, that great object of universal devotion.” But it need not be so. We 

shall consider how money may be appropriately acquired and utilized, 

avoiding the snare that the inappropriate love of money brings. 
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Riches without Reproach 

First let us consider the Biblical evidence showing that God wants his 

people to prosper. The Scriptures indicate that poverty is a curse, and 

Jesus came to redeem us from the effects of the curse. Poverty is not a 

mark of spirituality, even if some ascetics have thought so. As somebody 

has quipped, if poverty is a blessing in disguise, the disguise is perfect. 

The existence of poverty, in an incredibly rich world, is a clear conse-

quence of the fall. It was the curse upon fallen man in Genesis that 

meant man would have to struggle to make ends meet. Only then did it 

become difficult to eke out an existence from an un-cooperative earth. 

But Jesus came to redeem us from the curse. 

One important element of redemption was that he became poor to 

make us rich (2Cor 8:9). Clearly this has reference to far more than mate-

rial prosperity. But it cannot be spiritualized entirely, as it falls in the 

middle of two chapters that are devoted to the subject of finance. 

Poverty is frequently referred to as a curse. It is the promised conse-

quence of disobedience in Deuteronomy 28. It is God’s means of stop-

ping people in their tracks, to force them to consider their ways (Hag 

1:5-7). It is something to be avoided. 

The Bible gives a number of specific reasons why a person may be 

over-taken with poverty. The following list is not exhaustive, but it gives 

an impression of the overall stance of Scripture. Poverty may be a result 

of miserliness (Pro 11:24), laziness (Prov 20:4,13), foolish mis-manage-

ment (Prov 23:21), unbelief (Jas 1:6), or disobedience (Deut 28:15ff). 

Conversely, Scripture portrays wealth as a blessing. The Bible is clear 

on the dangers of wealth, but it is not opposed to either wealth or the 

wealthy. The dangers are clear. The love of money is the root of all kinds 

of evil. As has been said, money may be the root of all evil, but some of 

it seems to grow into some mighty fine shrubbery! Properly used, it 

should. Wealth has the capacity to make people feel self-sufficient, and 

thereby forget God (Deut 8:17,18). Wealth can be idolized, as can most 

things, good or bad. But its greatest danger is the self-reliance which it 

may induce, making salvation impossible for men who will not admit 

their need of God (Mt 19:24). 
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Nonetheless, the Bible is clear that one aspect of God’s blessing on 

people is material prosperity. “The blessing of the Lord brings wealth, 

and he adds no trouble to it” (Prov 10:22). Abraham was a very wealthy 

man, but there is no indication in Scripture that this was a mark of car-

nality. On the contrary, it was an evidence of God’s blessing. 

Abraham was very wealthy in livestock and silver and gold (Gen 

13:2). Gary North writes, “These three commodities were basic signs of 

wealth throughout Old Testament times, and all three served as money, 

especially the two precious metals.”1 Yet with all his riches, Abraham’s 

heart was right. God honoured him, not expecting him to re-distribute 

his wealth among the poor of his native Ur. The Bible draws a compari-

son between him and his equally wealthy nephew, Lot. Lot did not share 

his uncle’s fine character, so while Abraham was able to multiply his 

capital, Lot lost all he had. 

Lot’s financial failure was rooted in his moral weaknesses. He was the 

acquisitive one of the two. Abraham, in contrast, felt free to offer the 

choice to his nephew when it was necessary to decide who was to have 

the best land. Lot’s choice made economic sense (Gen 13:10). But mor-

ally it was a disaster: he was investing in Sodom. When the judgement of 

the Lord was about to fall, that was not a good place in which to have all 

his assets tied up! 

Some would maintain that it is inappropriate to argue in favour of the 

legitimacy of wealth on the basis of such Old Testament precedents. But 

there is no dichotomy between the Old and New Testaments. The New 

Testament does not contradict the principles of the Old Testament. 

Certainly Jesus called some to dispose of their wealth. But that was 

not because of something inherently evil in money. It was because of the 

heart attitude of the people concerned. Jesus loved the poor, ministered 

to the poor, and took the good news to the poor. That does not imply that 

they needed to remain poor. He also felt very comfortable in the com-

pany of the rich. He dined with them too, on occasions, and he was 

pleased to enjoy the care of some who were wealthy. There were rich 

and poor alike among his followers.

When we come into the story of the early church, some seem to be 

able to see an embryonic form of communism. Certainly the early 
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church knew what it was to share with those in need. Acts 2 tells us that 

at one point, the church in Jerusalem had “everything in common” (v.44). 

But nowhere in Scripture is that taught as either normal or imperative. 

The passage speaks of the use of wealth, but it does not condemn 

wealth. 

David Chilton argues that we are dealing with a special case in Acts 

2, which we cannot make to be normative. He points out that there were 

two important factors that were unique to that situation. The first was a 

crisis facing the early church: phenomenal growth. “Peter [had] preached 

a sermon which immediately added three thousand new believers to the 

church. Shortly thereafter, five thousand more were converted. Because 

of the urgent necessity of receiving instruction in the faith, most, if not 

all of these new converts stayed in Jerusalem (2:41,42). The early church 

was faced with an immediate economic crisis of gigantic proportions. 

The Jerusalem Christians stepped in to supply for the needs. Believers in 

Jerusalem who owned property liquidated it as the need arose, using the 

proceeds for charity.”2 

The second unique factor was that the Christians knew the destruc-

tion of Jerusalem was imminent. Jesus had warned them that Jerusalem 

was a condemned city (Mt 24:1-28). He had left instructions about how 

to get out. With inside knowledge of the coming collapse of the 

Jerusalem property market, it was a good time to sell up! It therefore 

made good economic sense to liquidate their assets, and good spiritual 

sense to use the proceeds to meet the needs of others. But the church 

never lived like that beyond those extraordinary times. 

There is, therefore, no New Testament evidence that leads us to con-

clude that God changed his mind about the legitimacy of wealth among 

his people. As in the Old Testament, wealth remained a useful thing in the 

hands of those whose hearts were right and who knew how to steward 

it properly. 

The Wealth of  the Nations 

Wealth is not necessarily an indication that its owner is walking in the 
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warmth of God’s approval. Neither is its absence a proof of God’s dis-

pleasure. Paul knew what it was to be content in both need and plenty 

(Phil 4:12). The change in his circumstances bore no relation to his 

standing before God. There were other factors that were more significant 

than his material prosperity. But generally and in the long run, we can 

expect material blessing to rest upon those who are obedient.

That is not to say that those who are disobedient may not enjoy pros-

perity. Wealth may be acquired unrighteously, and it may not reflect 

God’s approval. But legitimate wealth must be seen as a gift from God 

and a trust to be stewarded. Its purpose is not primarily personal happi-

ness, but the establishing of God’s covenant. That is why it is part of 

God’s reward for covenant faithfulness. Ultimately God’s promise is that 

wealth will tend to flow towards the righteous (Is 60:3-11; 66:12). This 

can be clearly seen in the distribution of wealth among the nations today. 

It is generally true that prosperity is the hallmark of nations with a heri-

tage of Biblical values. 

There has been much research done on the relationship between 

religious principles and economic wealth. The economist Brian Griffiths, 

one-time advisor of Margaret Thatcher, surveys some of this research in 

his book, “The Creation of Wealth.”3 He discusses the classic studies of 

Weber and Tawney which examine the effects the philosophies of the 

Reformers and Puritans had on the development of industrial capitalism 

in Europe. The prosperity of Europe grew out of its nation’s dominant 

religious principles. 

Griffiths also cites examples of a number of studies of Third World 

countries. There is clear evidence that poverty is not caused primarily by 

factors of climate or availability of natural resources. Different religious 

values lead to different levels of economic performance in otherwise 

similar environments. 

A clear example, which needs no specialized knowledge of econom-

ics to make it understandable, is the situation in India. In a country of 

appalling hunger among so many, twenty per cent of the nation’s food 

crop is eaten by rodents. It is religious principles which prevent the 

problem being dealt with: the rat is worshipped as a god. People are 

unwilling, on religious grounds, to do what is within their power to 
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eliminate a major source of India’s poverty. 

It should therefore come as no surprise to find that much of the 

world’s wealth is found in the hands of nations that are built on Biblical 

foundations. Sir Frederick Catherwood writes: “The statistics tell their 

own tale. In the Fortune list for 1963, 66 of the 67 companies with 

annual sales in excess of $1,000m. were in Protestant countries. Of those 

with sales in excess of $500m., 166 were in Protestant countries and 

only 21 in others.”4  

In the West we are currently living off the capital laid up for us by 

more godly forefathers. As the spiritual world climate changes, we can 

expect a corresponding re-distribution of wealth reflecting the rejection 

or acceptance of those values by different nations. All of this takes time 

to filter through, but it will happen. 

Wealth is given in response to covenant faithfulness so that it will be 

used for purposes consistent with God’s purposes in the earth. While 

there are principles which facilitate the acquisition and propagation of 

wealth, we must not see its procuration in a purely mechanistic sense. It 

is a gift of God. He has the ability to make wealth come to nothing. Men 

earn wages, only to find that they are putting it in purses with holes in, 

to use Haggai’s descriptive phrase (Hag 1:6). Conversely, God can make 

wealth come out of nothing. While it is generally true that it is earned by 

effort, we are also told, “God’s gifts come to his loved ones while they 

sleep” (Ps 127:2 – Moffatt’s translation). 

How To Get It and What To Do With It

Having seen that the Bible clearly makes the point that God generally 

wants his people to prosper, we can now proceed. Sir Frederick 

Catherwood writes, “The teaching of the Bible would appear to be that 

it is not the amount of a man’s wealth which matters; what matters is the 

method by which he acquires it, how he uses it and his attitude of mind 

towards it.”5 We now turn our attention to those issues. 

Negatively, the eighth commandment says, “You shall not steal” (Ex 

20:15). That statement establishes, in principle, the legitimacy of private 
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property. It also reveals that there are right and wrong ways of gaining 

possession of property. 

How not to Gain Wealth

In his analysis of the eighth commandment, R.J.Rushdoony6 points out 

that there are three legitimate sources of wealth: work, inheritance and 

gifts. Before considering each of these, we must notice that these three 

exclude another source of wealth which has gained prominence in 

recent times. 

There is no room for wealth gained by government-enforced redistri-

bution. The legend of Robin Hood has served to apparently legitimize 

the idea of taking from the rich and giving to the poor – making stealing 

a virtue! But as has been said, the only reason Robin Hood robbed the 

rich was because the poor had no money! The prohibition of stealing is 

a statement of the fact that no man (or government) should interfere 

with God’s dealings with another man in the realm of his possessions. As 

we saw with the command forbidding murder, the offense is in meddling 

with that which is God’s prerogative. God gives life; therefore to murder 

is to sin against God. Similarly, God gives wealth; therefore to steal is to 

sin against God. 

All wealth comes from God. Technically there is no such thing as 

absolute private ownership, for all belongs to God. “The earth is the 

Lord’s, and everything in it” (Ps 24:1). He gives stewardship of his wealth 

to those of his choosing. Neither any man nor any government has the 

right to interfere with his sovereign choices. Our problem is that God is 

not as obsessed as we are with egalitarianism. The Bible reveals God as 

being free to give according to his own purposes, often related to bless-

ing and judgement, in a way which allows both wealth and poverty. He 

is not committed to equality.  

God’s disinterest in egalitarianism can be seen in the way he has 

made people. All are of equal worth in the sight of God. But there are 

great inequalities in the natural endowments of such things as skill and 

strength. The parable of the talents indicates that those inequalities also 
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include the distribution of wealth. We live in a society which worships 

at the shrine of egalitarianism. The State therefore supposes that it has a 

“divine” right to redistribute wealth on that principle, by means of taxa-

tion. It is really a form of legalized social theft. 

The underlying assumption of redistribution is that the earth is the 

State’s, and everything in it. The State thereby has the right to distribute 

everything according to its own principles. In our day, the over-riding 

principle is egalitarianism. In other situations, the redistribution may be 

based on other criteria. 

The Bible does not provide for the gaining of wealth at the hands of 

a redistributing State. Rather it leaves men dependent upon God who 

promises more than adequate personal wealth for those who live in 

covenantal obedience. That is not to say that the Bible disregards the 

plight of the deserving poor. There is much that is taught about the use 

of the tithe, and about family and church based charity. If it were not for 

an immorally high level of taxation, families and churches would be far 

better able to cope with the problem of poverty than a State bureau-

cracy which consumes vast proportions of the resources on itself before 

ever they reach the poor. 

There have been many studies which have proved that the attempts 

of the State to redistribute wealth in favour of the poor have resulted in 

failure. In the U.S.A., President Johnson declared an “unconditional war 

on poverty” in his 1964 State of the Union message. At the time accord-

ing to the official definition, 13% of Americans were “poor”; unemploy-

ment was running at 3.6%. The program started out with a modest bud-

get of $2 billion, which was less than 5% of the national defense bill.

Fifteen years later, the war on poverty budget had mushroomed to 

$180 billion. This figure was one-and-a-half times the total military bud-

get, and was now the third largest budget in the world, exceeded only by 

those of the entire U.S. government and of the Soviet Union. According 

to the Wall Street Journal (8 May 1992), the money spent on poverty 

programs since the 1960’s could have bought the entire assets of the 

Fortune 500 companies and virtually all the US farmland. Instead of 

being put to such uses where men and women could have learned to be 

productive, the welfare has created a class of dependent poor. The effect 
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of reliance on government is that people, as it were, have used crutches 

for so long that their legs have atrophied. 

Yet for all that redistribution of wealth, the war on poverty has been 

a losing battle. After twenty years of such massive spending, the statistics 

showed that the number of “poor” Americans, again using the official 

definition, had risen to 15% of the population; unemployment had risen 

to 11.6%.7

Part of the problem is that the State was trying to do with other 

people’s money what it has no Biblical right to do. Charity is primarily a 

family and a church responsibility. The State’s program actually under-

mined the family and was therefore bound to fail. 

Paul Johnson, writing about the same period, argues that the biggest 

single cause of poverty in the U.S.A. was found to be the instability of 

black marriages.8  He quotes Daniel Moynihan (the Assistant Secretary 

of Labour) as declaring in his report of March 1965, that because the 

problem was black husbands deserting their families, the object of poli-

cy should be “the establishment of a stable family structure.” But the “war 

on poverty” did the opposite. Welfare paid more money to fatherless 

families than the husbands could expect to earn in the short term. 

Families were better off if the father left. In the long term, however, it has 

been demonstrated that the responsibilities of having to care for a fam-

ily force a man to better himself. But the State, in its redistribution of 

wealth, has taken on itself a responsibility that God has primarily vested 

in the family and the church. 

The modern State refuses to admit that the earth belongs to the Lord. 

As Edward A. Powell has observed, “Taxation is the means by which sov-

ereignty and ownership are impressed upon man. Whoever is sovereign 

has the right, and will exercise the power, to tax.”9  Tithing is com-

manded in Scripture as a recognition of God’s ownership, and our stew-

ardship of the world. Taxation is the State’s claim to ownership, with a 

corresponding right to interfere in matters of property. 

There have been understandable reasons why the State has taken 

such power to itself. The philosophy of Social Darwinianism (the sur-

vival of the fittest in the realm of commerce) has led to exploitation that 

would not occur under a Christian philosophy of stewardship. Corrective 
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measures were necessary. But State interference also ends up exploiting 

people. The late Luigi Einaudi, Italy’s foremost economist and ex-Presi-

dent of the Republic, calculated that if every tax on the statute books 

was fully collected, the State would absorb 110% of the national 

income!10  

So the solution is not to transfer ownership from powerful capitalists 

to powerful States. Rather it is to recognize that wealth belongs to God. 

Its acquisition and its use must be on the basis of stewardship and 

accountability to his laws. 

It is Blessed to Receive 

“It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). But the same 

verse implies that it is also blessed to receive, albeit to a lesser degree. All 

good gifts are God’s blessing. In practice such material blessing comes to 

us through three channels. The first of these legitimate sources of wealth 

that we shall consider is work. 

When God created the world, it was full of resources. But they were 

either hidden or merely potential sources of wealth. Man had to work in 

order to become wealthy. The garden had to be worked to become pro-

ductive. But if a man is willing to work, he should expect to acquire more 

wealth than his own survival requires. If his diligence is combined with 

forethought and planning, he will be able to accumulate capital. 

The Bible assumes that a godly man will be able to do this throughout 

his life, so that he can leave an inheritance to his children (Prov 13:22). 

Joseph is a Biblical example of a man who demonstrated this combina-

tion. His effort, economic foresight and administrative skills enabled him 

to become wealthy. In the process, he was able, through his entrepre-

neurial flair, to benefit thousands of consumers who otherwise would 

have starved (Gen 47:25). 

We have already considered in some detail the Biblical work ethic 

from the perspective of the Kingdom of God. All that we need to add at 

this stage is that Biblical work will be rewarded with material prosperity. 

It is insufficient not to steal. One who used to do so is exhorted to “work, 
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doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something 

to share with those in need” (Eph 4:28). Short-sightedness and laziness 

produce poverty but foresight and diligence produce wealth beyond the 

needs of personal survival. 

The second legitimate source of wealth is inheritance. “A good man 

leaves an inheritance for his children’s children, but a sinner’s wealth is 

stored up for the righteous” (Prov 13:22). It is part of God’s long term 

program to invest in the godly, for wealth is a tool of dominion. God 

works to see it in the hands of godly families. 

The idea of inheritance has often been attacked because of the obvi-

ous inequalities that are perpetuated as the priviliged pass their wealth 

frown from generation to generation. We prefer the idea that wealth 

should be distributed according to need, or at least according to merit, 

rather than by accidents of birth. Goethe expressed it this way:

“Really to own what you inherit

You must first earn it by your merit.”

Undoubtedly there have been families that have abused the wealth 

which has been in their care for generations. But the intrusion of inheri-

tance taxes does far more than rectify this problem. It attacks the fabric 

of the family itself, with its biblical purpose of generational growth as 

children build on the previous labours of their parents. The ordinary par-

ent still wants to hand on his money or his family business to his chil-

dren, rather than to outsiders or to the State.

In Bible times, property belonged to families. Now, the federal govern-

ment is the largest single landowner in the United States, but no portion 

of scripture authorizes civil government to own land. All forms of inher-

itance taxes effectively take wealth from families and put it in the hands 

of the State. This runs entirely contrary to the biblical model of the king-

dom. We have seen how crucial families are to the purposes of the king-

dom. 

Biblical families did not have to contend with inheritance taxes. 

Neither were there any wills. The only question was whether or not the 

double portion would go to the firstborn. It was possible that he might 
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be passed over, indicating that it is not merely the succession of a blood 

line that is at stake. Rather it is the continuance of a godly heritage. 

The double portion indicated double responsibility. The firstborn 

would normally have been responsible for the care of his parents in their 

old age. Jesus took this responsibility seriously; even on the cross he 

made arrangements for his mother’s welfare (Jn 19:26,27). Such addi-

tional responsibility was to be given in terms of godly heirship. 

The double portion was given to Jacob (rather than Esau), because 

God saw him to be the man to perpetuate the godly line. His material 

inheritance was part of his resources for fulfilling the call of God on his 

life. Inheritance means succession in a common task. The father builds 

up an estate so that his children can continue and extend the fulfilment 

of God’s purposes for the family, to subdue the earth and exercise domin-

ion over it. For this reason, land remained in the family. But, as we have 

seen, the purpose of the law of land tenure and inheritance “was not to 

establish a blood line in possession but a biblical line. To fix land tenure 

in the hands of the ungodly is not God’s purpose: he works to dispossess 

such men. It is his purpose that the meek shall inherit the earth.”11 

We have lost the Biblical perspective of inheritance. Equality has 

seemed more important, so the taxation of inheritance has become 

accepted. “Such intervention enthrones the disinheritance of God. It 

strikes at the whole purpose of succession and dominion.”12 Instead of 

inheritance being available to serve the purposes of God’s kingdom, it is 

squandered on a humanistic perception of short-term need. 

Thirdly, the Bible speaks of gifts as being an acceptable way of obtain-

ing wealth. God is well able to bless those who do not naturally benefit 

from the riches of their forefathers. Provided that it is not an excuse for 

laziness, the giving and receiving of gifts are a legitimate part of God’s 

plan to bless his covenantal people with prosperity.  

It is this, rather than some supposed model for communism, that is 

the point behind the verses that we were considering earlier in Acts 

2:42-45. Through the generous giving of God’s people, the Lord is able to 

ensure that there are no needs that cannot be met among those who are 

living in covenantal obedience. The body of Christ does not need to be 

egalitarian, but it will guarantee that the wealth of some will minister to 
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the needs of others. The Bible does speak of equality (2Cor 8:14), but it 

is not the enforced equality of imposed taxes. It does not assume that 

everybody is to have the same. However it does promise that in the long 

run, we all have times of shortages and of plenty. We are all therefore able 

both to minister and to be ministered to. 

            

•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

We have seen that God desires a level of material prosperity for his 

people, and we have seen the ways in which he is able to provide it. This 

chapter concludes by considering why he wants us to be wealthy. What 

are the uses to which he expects our wealth to be put? 

While it is true that God loves to bless his children, we must not 

imagine that our personal happiness is the primary goal of the wealth 

that he gives us. That is why his promises of prosperity are conditional 

upon the heart attitude of the recipient being generous rather than 

greedy. God’s purposes are primarily outward in focus, so we must dis-

cover how we are to use our resources. 

            

It is More Blessed to Give 

There is an old Armenian folk tale which tells of a man who called out 

to God in a time of desperate need. He prayed, “Lord, I need 90 pieces of 

silver, and if you will give me 100, I will tithe 10 to you.” Amazingly, he 

soon had 90 pieces of silver come to him. He prayed, “How wonderful 

you are, O God. You not only gave me the 90 I wanted, but you sub-

tracted your 10 first!” This story typifies our reluctance to face an impor-

tant principle.

Before we even start considering other uses of our money, the 

Scriptures expect us to tithe our income. This is an acknowledgement of 

stewardship. We give ten per cent to God in recognition that the other 

ninety per cent belongs to him too. All that we have is available for him 
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to use as he wishes. 

Such an attitude is a pre-requisite for living in the good of all of God’s 

promises concerning wealth (see Mal 3:6-12). But we should not think 

our duty to give stops at ten per cent. To withhold our tithe is robbing 

God; we only start to give after that. 

After the tithe, the second expectation that God puts on our wealth 

is free-will giving. No percentages are levied, but it is assumed that we 

will want to bless others out of our own abundance. Thomas Fuller said, 

“Money, like dung, does no good till tis spread.” There is no shortage of 

areas in which we could usefully spread our resources.

There are many examples in Scripture of times when God’s people 

responded to a particular need, either spontaneously or because they 

were asked to consider it. On occasions such giving was directed 

towards building and maintenance projects, such as when the tabernacle 

or the temple were constructed. In New Testament times, the church had 

no buildings, but it remains a legitimate use of finances. 

Such offerings were made on special occasions. But as part of the 

ongoing life of the people of God, charitable giving was commonplace. 

Giving was not indiscriminate; the church made a distinction between 

the deserving and the undeserving poor. There are guidelines laid down 

that helped them to make that distinction. But their giving was always 

generous.

We have records of occasions when God’s people gave to those in 

the church who were in need – both in the local church (Acts 4:34,35) 

and in the universal church (Acts 11:28-30). They also gave generously 

outside the church (Gal 6:10), following the established tradition of the 

Old Testament, of God’s people caring for the “strangers and aliens.” But 

the weight of the teaching in the New Testament seems to fall more on 

the manner of our giving, rather than on the recipients. 

In particular, 2 Corinthians gives us some explicit instructions. There 

Paul tells us that giving has to be to the point of personal cost. Only then 

will it be an expression of real love. Furthermore, it should even be 

beyond our natural expectations of what is within our means. Only then 

will it be an expression of real faith. These points are forcefully made in 

2 Corinthians 8 and 9. Paul says of the Macedonian churches, “Out of the 
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most severe trial, their overflowing joy and extreme poverty welled up 

in rich generosity. For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, 

and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently plead-

ed with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints” (8:2-4). 

With this outlook, giving bears the hallmark that Scripture tells us it 

should have: cheerfulness (literally, hilarity), as it says in 2 Corinthians 

9:7. Part of that cheerfulness is found in the knowledge that our generos-

ity will meet with a response of God’s favour. But this is never the motive 

for giving. In fact, it is the other way round; Paul says, “You will be made 

rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion” (2Cor 

9:11). 

The history of the church is filled with testimonies of men and 

women who delighted to use their resources to bless others. John 

Wesley is an example of one who determined that all his surplus riches 

were given to him to enable him to be generous, rather than for his own 

benefit. When he was at Oxford University, Wesley’s yearly income was 

thirty pounds, and he decided to give two pounds of that away. As the 

years passed, his annual income rose as high as one hundred and twenty 

pounds. But he determined to continue to live on twenty eight pounds 

as he always had done, and he gave the rest away. His motto concerning 

finances was, “Make all you can, sell all you can, give all you can.”

      

To Him who Has will More be Given 

But while there is much emphasis in Scripture on generosity, it would be 

wrong to assume that the Bible teaches that we should give away all that 

we have to the poor. One man was told to do that by Jesus because of 

the condition of his own heart: he was too attached to his wealth to 

submit it to the Kingship of Jesus. But there are many other uses of our 

wealth which the Bible validates, and it is these which are of particular 

relevance to our study of the kingdom. 

In fact, simply giving all away may cause problems for the Kingdom 

of God. The dilemma is illustrated in the story of the great missionary 

pioneer, C.T.Studd. When he was in China, early on in his missionary 

CHAPTER 11    THE KINGDOM AND WEALTH

213



career, he inherited about thirty thousand pounds (which would be in 

excess of $5m at 1988 values). He determined to give it all away, and in 

a very short time had done so. The recipients of his generosity included 

the works under the direction of D.L.Moody, George Muller and General 

Booth. He wrote a covering letter with his gift to General Booth of the 

Salvation Army: “Henceforth our bank is in heaven... This step has been 

taken with reference to the command of the Lord Jesus who said, ‘Sell 

that ye may have and give alms.’ We thank God that now, as regards 

England, we are in the proud position of silver and gold have I none.”13

From that day on, he lived by faith; as Hudson Taylor described it, 

“From God’s hand to my mouth.” But in doing so he became dependent 

upon the charity of others. There were often financial pressures in the 

mission projects which he was pioneering. His wife and children spent 

many years in England while he was on the mission field. In those times 

they were entirely supported by the generosity of his family who 

remained wealthy by retaining their proportion of the inheritance. It was 

good that they had not also disposed of all their wealth. 

God is not interested in us simply giving our money away. That may 

be bad stewardship. He is looking for men and women who know how 

to handle wealth in a responsible way as good stewards. Such people 

will stand out as beacons of light in a world plunging headlong towards 

bankruptcy. The economic plight of the western world is fast becoming 

desperate. The ten largest U.S. banks have more than $50 billion on loan 

to developing countries. This figure is equivalent to practically all of their 

shareholders’ equity. If the loans went into default (as Castro is propos-

ing), these bank’s capital would be immediately wiped out. 

As we have seen, the practical solutions of the Kingdom of God work 

from the grass-roots upwards; they result from the changed hearts of 

individuals rather than from an enforced government program. We need 

to see that solving international debt problems will only follow individu-

als learning to handle their personal finances. When Christians show in 

practice that the Bible’s answers work, the world will sit up and take 

notice. 

Personal debt is already of crisis proportions. In the USA, consumer 

debt for everything from VCRs to BMWs tripled between 1976 and 1986. 
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It rose to over $600 billion. When outstanding mortgage debt is added to 

that figure, personal debt totals $2.1 trillion. So much for “Owe no man 

anything” (Rom 13:8)! 

The problem is rapidly becoming worse as credit card balances are 

skyrocketing. Between 1984 and 1986 the credit balance of the nearly 

100 million American MasterCards rose over 300 percent, from $9 billion 

to $28 billion. As Mark Twain said: “Beautiful credit. The foundation of 

modern society.” 

Scripture has much to say about the proper boundaries within which 

debt is permissible as a short term solution to a crisis situation. But gen-

erally, debt does not feature in the Bible’s descriptions of how financial 

affairs should be managed. When Christians start to order their finances 

according to Biblical patterns, they will present a stark contrast to much 

of the world. When such stewardship is shown to work, they will have a 

statement to make which a bankrupt world will want to hear. 

When we learn how to order our financial affairs properly, God will 

be able to bless in the assurance that wealth will be used for positive 

purposes, rather than for merely personal gratification. There are count-

less opportunities for the wise use of resources. God is concerned that 

we learn how to invest in the kingdom. 

God’s purpose is not that this world should be ruled by sin or by sin-

ners. The intention is that it should be under the dominion of redeemed 

men under God. We have to face the reality that property and power go 

hand-in-hand. It is pietistic and unrealistic to deny that wealth carries 

influence. The Bible does not try to ignore this reality. In fact it reflects 

God’s plan. So, in order to be able to rule, the people of God will have to 

receive wealth. But it will only be given in any large measure when they 

can be trusted to handle it properly. Unfortunately, that day still seems 

remote. 

In God’s eyes, wealth is an instrument by which he establishes his 

covenant. He said to his people, “Remember the Lord your God, for it is 

he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his 

covenant, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today” (Deut 8:18). 

It is an integral part of that covenant, in that it furthers and facilitates 

redeemed man’s dominion over the earth. 
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At present, much wealth is concentrated in the hands of the ungodly. 

This may be largely due to the fact that the church has shown little inter-

est in the affairs of the world, and is therefore lacking in both the experi-

ence and competence to handle the issues in which God would want 

her to become involved. 

Investments pay dividends. In Biblical language, “Whoever has will be 

given more” (Lk 8:18). Much wealth is currently invested to reproduce 

unrighteousness. But because property and wealth are essential tools of 

dominion, God is committed to dispossess owners of such investments. 

This is the confidence that David expressed in Psalm 37.  

The entire Psalm is important in helping us to understand this point. 

But in essence, David’s confidence, in spite of present appearances, was 

that “evil men will be cut off, but those who hope in the Lord will 

inherit the land” (v.9). The goal to which God is ultimately working is 

peace. But that will only come when the meek inherit the land (v.11). 

We dare not over-spiritualize this Psalm or see its significance restrict-

ed to an Old Testament context for the Jewish nation. Jesus quoted it in 

the Sermon on the Mount and placed it firmly in the context of the 

Kingdom of God: “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” 

(Mt 5:5). 

From the beginning, God planned to dispossess fallen man from his 

place of government in the earth. He was to be replaced by Jesus, God’s 

representative of the new redeemed humanity. Jesus promised the king-

dom to those followers of his who would produce fruit (Mt 21:43). The 

scenario was illustrated in the Old Testament. God planned that when 

their sin was at its height, the Canaanites would be dispossessed by the 

seed of Abraham. The land that was promised to Abraham foreshadowed 

the earth which is the inheritance of Abraham’s spiritual sons in Christ. 

Before Israel was able to take possession of the land, God did some-

thing very significant. Just before Israel left Egypt, God struck down the 

Egyptian firstborn. That was symbolic of him destroying the heirs of 

apostate man. At that time, he declared Israel to be his firstborn (Ex 4:22) 

– a title that points forward to Jesus. He thereby affirmed redeemed man 

as his heirs. To prove the point, Israel then walked out of slavery laden 

with the wealth of Egypt! They used it to build the splendid tabernacle. 
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With this in mind, we can understand why it is natural for the Bible 

to speak of the coming flow of wealth to the rightful heirs (e.g. Is 60:3-

11; 66:12). When Solomon took his place on the throne (symbolizing the 

future Son of David ruling in his kingdom), we read that the whole world 

sought audience with him, and year after year brought him tribute in 

much wealth (1Ki 10:23,24). The fulfilment of this Old Testament type is 

seen in the New Testament where King Jesus ultimately receives the 

nations bringing their splendour to him (Rev 21:24-26). 

These references speak of the Kingdom of God. The church might 

like to think of this wealth flowing in to her. But the context is always of 

a king in his kingdom. Certainly the church is the agent of the kingdom, 

and therefore will have a crucial role in the administration of all that we 

are considering. But she dare not think that the wealth is primarily for 

the sake of the church. 

The purpose of this wealth is not the adornment of the church, but 

the establishing of the kingdom. Historically the church has spent too 

much money on herself. To the degree that she has, she has been unable 

to fulfil God’s bigger purposes. The priority for the church, as well as for 

individual believers, is to seek the interests of the kingdom. 

             

Investing in the Kingdom 

How can wealth be used to serve the interests of the Kingdom of God? 

There are many areas in which it can be both profitably and usefully 

invested. For example, there are huge returns to be realized from invest-

ing in Christian Education. The financial remuneration in the short term 

may not be very attractive. But the potential for storing up treasure in 

heaven is enormous! The long term benefits for the sake of the Kingdom 

of God in investing in future generations who will be able to think 

Biblically, without having their minds distorted by the lies of humanism, 

cannot be over-estimated. 

Education must be a major area of investment in the kingdom. For 

parents and grandparents concerned for the future of their family, there 

can be no greater priority, whatever the short term cost. Even for those 
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without children, it is a significant way of making an impact on the 

future. 

In addition, we need to re-discover the legitimacy of business invest-

ment. It is vital that adequate money is released to finance church and 

mission programs. But it is also vital that Christian men and women with 

a perspective of the kingdom use their resources in business ventures. 

There is no higher calling than to develop and make use of the resourc-

es that God has placed in the world for the benefit of mankind. There is 

no higher calling than to provide employment opportunities in an envi-

ronment that reflects the justice of God’s kingdom in its conditions of 

work and pay. The commercial world needs salt and light. There are 

countless opportunities to bring further spheres under the government 

of God. 

It is not immoral for a business to make a profit. The more successful 

it is, the more it will be able to offer useful goods and services, and 

employment opportunities that will benefit society – provided that the 

business is run in a biblical non-exploitative way. Winston Churchill once 

said that it is a socialist idea that making profits is a vice. He continued, 

“I consider that the real vice is making losses.” Certainly both customers 

and employees suffer when a business fails; they benefit when it pros-

pers.

There is opportunity to have significant impact in third world coun-

tries by investing in small business ventures. For example, Colonel V. 

Doner, Chairman of International Church Relief Fund has developed a 

scheme for funding micro-enterprises.14 The organization makes loans 

to small family business enterprises, supporting industrious men and 

women who have a good business idea and work ethic. Financial sup-

port is combined with spiritual and practical training. Doner reported 

that in the first three years of the project, 92% of the projects reported 

profits, and only 2% of the loans were uncollected. In that time frame, 

120 new enterprises were launched, employing 533 people – all out of 

a loan pool that began as only $25,000, growing in that period to 

$65,000. So much can be done with so little! Furthermore, 45 business 

owners became Christians through the micro-enterprise project.  

Consider what can be done in the areas of the arts and the media: 
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here is another worthwhile investment opportunity for those commit-

ted to the interests of the kingdom. It takes vast quantities of capital to 

produce material for cinema and television. Yet what a need there is for 

material to present the viewing public with images of righteousness! So 

much of what is currently seen elevates lawlessness and ridicules the 

things which Christians value. It is presented as entertainment, but it 

conveys a message. The message of the kingdom also needs to be pre-

sented. The heroes of the media can again be righteous role models. 

Christians have been keen to make evangelistic movies, and many of 

them have produced important fruit. But the comparison with humanis-

tic films is interesting. Such films do not conclude with an appeal for 

people to become humanists. But over time, the influence of the atti-

tudes and behaviour portrayed takes effect. 

There is a need for a similar proclamation of the Kingdom of God and 

his righteousness. It can be presented in drama or comedy, or whatever 

art form is appropriate. It does not all need to be overtly evangelistic. It 

is sad that it took a non-Christian to make Chariots of Fire. Most Christian 

producers would have concluded with an altar call and ruined the 

movie! It is time to declare that there is another way of living – a way 

that works. There is another way of thinking; and that way is the truth. In 

time there will be evangelistic fruit. People will want to know how they 

can live that way, and there will be new openings to present the message 

of salvation. But our culture needs to be redeemed as well. 

There are many other areas in which it is possible to invest in the 

Kingdom of God. These examples should help us to see that we dare not 

think of wealth as a dirty word. It will become our inheritance when 

God can be sure we will not abuse it. 

We need to see that it will not primarily be given for our personal 

happiness, nor even for the sake of the church. It is to be an instrument 

of influence for the sake of the kingdom. As Walter Kaiser has written: 

“Affluence is always a tool by which people can carry out the work of 

God in this world.”15

When we seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, Jesus 

promised that “all these things will be given to you as well” (Mt 6:33). In 

context, he was referring to material things. He also said that treasure 
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would be invested where our heart is (Mt 6:21). If our heart is in the 

Kingdom of God, God will entrust us with treasure knowing that it will 

be invested in the kingdom. 
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G.K.Chesterton wrote in the Illustrated London News: “I am not 

allowed in these columns to discuss politics or religion, which is 

inconvenient; as they are the only two subjects which seem to me to 

have the slightest element of interest for a sane man” (ILN 7/4/06). 

Talking about religion and politics is socially unacceptable. Even more 

frowned upon than talking about religion and politics is mixing religion 

and politics! However, there is no area of society to which the message 

of the kingdom is not relevant. 

Using this tactic of instilling horror at the prospect of the political 

sphere being contaminated by religious dogma, humanists have success-

fully marginalized the church. Paul Vitz (Professor of Psychology at New 

York University) analyzed 60 text books used in elementary schools 

across the USA.1 Among his conclusions is the obvious depiction of reli-

gion as being peripheral to real life. The very few references to churches 

are in a context of irrelevance. For example, there is a reference to a 

Spanish-speaking neighbourhood where “churches have places for 

dances and sports events.” In another text, a Puritan church is described 

as the location for a summer piano festival. In such subtle ways, religion 

is trivialized; it is little more than an entertaining pastime. The church 

must at all costs be kept away from important matters of state. 
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The Kingdom and Society



Many genuine concerns have been expressed, about the church get-

ting involved in matters outside her calling. Those concerns find their 

focus in a call to maintain a separation between Church and State. That 

separation needs to be clarified if we are to understand the role that the 

church may properly play as the agent of the kingdom in society. The 

church cannot be banished to the oblivion of only having relevance to 

supposedly religious matters. All of life is based on religious presupposi-

tions, be they Christian, humanist or whatever. But the church must 

know what its parameters are. 

The concept of delegated authority, of which we have spoken, has 

application in both church and state. The church is familiar with ordina-

tion, recognizing that God has placed men in positions of government in 

the Body of Christ (e.g. Eph 4:11). It is equally true that God has ordained 

those holding civic authority. Paul uses the same word of them (Rom 

13:1). 

John Calvin wrote that “no one ought to doubt that civil authority is 

a calling, not only holy and lawful before God, but also most sacred and 

by far the most honourable of all callings in the whole life of mortal 

men.”2 Our Prime Ministers and Presidents have been ordained by God 

into a high and holy calling – whether they recognize it or not!

It is for this reason that the Bible commands us to obey the governing 

authorities of the state: they are God’s ordained representatives. Such 

obedience presupposes that God does not expect the church to dictate 

to the state. Yet when Peter told the civic rulers that he had to obey God 

rather than man (Acts 4:18-20), he was also declaring that the state can-

not dictate to the church. 

It must be, therefore, that God’s authority is vested in both the 

church and the state, but the spheres in which it is legitimate for them 

to exercise that authority are very different. The complications arise 

when either seeks to rule in the sphere allotted to the other. Historically, 

the Roman Catholic church saw the state as subordinate to the church 

and as a means of carrying out its will – hence Crusades and inquisitions. 

Conversely the totalitarian state sees the church as subordinate to itself, 

and only free to function within restrictions set by the state. 

Even in the United Kingdom, it is the Queen who appoints bishops, 

PART 3   THE IMPACT OF THE KINGDOM

222



which is a consequence of King Henry VIII’s desire to bring the church 

under his control. 

The dilemma facing the church is how to come out of her pietistic 

mentality which leaves matters of state to unchallenged godless politi-

cians, and yet avoid the dangers of going beyond her God-ordained limits 

of authority. The goal of Christian involvement in society is not to impose 

a theocracy. But it does seek to see the message of the kingdom have a 

significant impact on all of society. 

Rediscovering the Word

We shall consider how we might walk this fine line between pietistic 

retreat and triumphalistic ecclesiasticism by looking at an illuminating 

story from the Old Testament. Josiah was a reforming king of Judah. 

During his reign, the Word of God, which had been lost for years, was 

re-discovered. He set to work to rectify the mistakes of the past, on the 

basis of the newly found revelation. It is a story that has many parallels 

with the current situation, as men seek to apply a re-discovered Bible to 

society. 

When Josiah came to the throne, Judah was in a bad way. The moral 

tone had been set by fifty-five years of Manasseh’s reign. His son, Amon, 

continued in the same way, but was quickly assassinated. Yet the nation 

was not relieved to be free of such wicked rulers. In fact they killed the 

assassins, presumably indicating popular approval of the course that the 

nation was following. Rather than risk having such reforming characters 

in control, they put Amon’s eight year old son, Josiah, on the throne. They 

probably hoped he would walk in the ways of his fathers.

Josiah’s heart, however, was different. He is introduced in 2 Chronicles 

34, and we are immediately told that he followed after David. His desire 

was to live without deviating from the ways of God. In the eighth year 

of his reign, he began to seek God. In the twelfth year he began to deal 

with the problem of idolatry (34:3). The following year, God restored a 

prophetic voice to the nation in the person of Jeremiah (Jer 1:2). Then 

in the eighteenth year, the Temple was restored (34:8). 
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At this point, the Book of the Law was found. Suddenly Josiah realized 

why everything had been going wrong for the nation. They were suffer-

ing the consequences of decades of deviation from God’s Word. Josiah 

initiated a tremendous reformation (34:29-32), which culminated in a 

renewal of the Passover celebration (35:1,16-19). The Word of God had 

been re-discovered, and the people of God were beginning to bring their 

lives into conformity with it. 

Yet somehow it was not extensive enough. Josiah was dead before he 

reached forty. His sons did not follow in his ways (emphasizing again the 

importance of generational thinking). The testimony of the contempo-

rary prophet, Jeremiah, was that nothing really changed (Jer 25:3,4). They 

heard the covenant, but ultimately did not obey it (Jer 11:1-8). 

We are given insight into the particular deception into which they 

fell. Jeremiah 7:1-11 describes the problem in some detail. They had 

restored the Temple, the sacrifices and all the religious activities. But they 

had not let the Word of God change the way they lived. The result was a 

dichotomy between “spiritual” life and real life. 

We must learn from this that if our discovery of the Word of God 

touches only our “spiritual” life and not our everyday life, then in the long 

run it is of little lasting value. We saw early on in our discussion, that the 

Kingdom of God is extensive and all-pervasive in its application. There is 

no area of life that does not need reformation. 

We dare not restrict the application of the Word of God to our per-

sonal religious activities. Neither dare we restrict it in a corporate sense 

to the church only. It applies to all areas of life and to all people. We tend 

to think of the Bible as only having relevance to those within the con-

fines of the church. But it is also applicable to those who have not read 

it and to those who disagree with it. In the case of Judah, in Josiah’s time, 

they were held accountable for breaking the law that had been lost in 

earlier generations and which was unknown to them. 

The Canaanite nations whom Israel dispossessed were held account-

able to God’s Word. Even though they had never heard God’s law, it was 

the standard by which they were judged (Lev 18:24-28). Paul demon-

strates the justice of this, saying that Gentiles “show that the require-

ments of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also 
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bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending 

them” (Rom 2:15). If God’s Word was the standard by which nations 

beyond Israel geographically were judged, it is also the standard for 

nations beyond Israel chronologically. It has to be proclaimed to kings 

and nations, not simply to church congregations. 

Josiah’s weakness was that he did not take the re-discovered Law 

outside the confines of religion. Jeremiah’s prophetic message at this 

time was a call to change their behaviour in the real world, not just in 

the Temple. He saw the false dichotomy between that and their religion. 

He said: “Do not trust in deceptive words and say, ‘This is the Temple of 

the Lord, the Temple of the Lord.’ If you really change your ways and your 

actions and deal with each other justly, if you do not oppress the alien 

or the fatherless or the widow, and do not shed innocent blood in this 

place, and if you do not follow other gods to your own harm, then I will 

let you live in this place.” (Jer 7:4-7). 

This kind of prophetic word touches every area of life. Yet under 

Josiah’s reform, while the priests were soon back in business, civic lead-

ers remained largely unaffected. We face the same danger. Our message 

has been directed, as it were, to the priests but not to the kings. But if 

the Word of God is addressed to priests and not kings, you are left with 

kings without God. 

God intended that Israel and then the church should be a nation of 

kings and priests. We have emphasized the priestly function, but have left 

the kingly function of ruling to the world. That is the mistake of Josiah, 

for it leaves the realm of civic authority untouched by the message of the 

kingdom. 

Kings and Priests
 

This brings us back to the question of the relationship between church 

and state. Our comfortable solution to the problem has been to concen-

trate on being “priests” in the church, ignoring what happens to the 

“kings” in the state. As we have said, the two spheres are quite distinct. 

But they should work together. Moses and Aaron furnish one example of 
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this. Legislation was given through Moses as “Head of State.” Cultic duties 

were in the hands of the priests under Aaron. The “elders at the gate” 

(civil magistrates in Old Testament Israel), were distinct from the priests. 

But both groups were accountable to the Word of God. Similarly Ezra and 

Nehemiah worked together, but had different spheres. Ezra, the priest, 

was involved in rebuilding the Temple. Nehemiah, the governor, rebuilt 

the city. Again, the Word of God was the standard in both church and 

state. 

Throughout the history of Israel’s monarchy, the separation remained 

intact. Judicial power was vested in the king, but he was not allowed to 

exercise priestly functions. Conversely, there were requirements upon 

the priests that were inapplicable to the kings – such as not touching 

corpses or alcohol. Jehoshaphat stated the distinction clearly when he 

said: “Amariah the chief priest will be over you in any matter concerning 

the Lord, and Zebadiah, the leader of the tribe of Judah, will be over you 

in any matter concerning the King” (2Chron 19:11). 

Kings and priests were two distinct groups with different areas of 

responsibility. But kings in Bible times were not freed from the intrusion 

of the Word of God into their sphere. Every departure from the Word of 

God resulted in a knock on the palace door by a fearless prophet who 

would not allow the aura of royalty to prevent him from proclaiming the 

truth. Whether it was Nathan confronting David, or Elijah confronting 

Ahab, every king was held accountable to the Word of God.

The respective spheres of church and state were quite different. This 

is seen in the fact that the priests had the power to excommunicate, but 

the magistrates had the power to execute. The two powers related to 

different kinds of offenses, giving rise to the important distinction 

between sins (the sphere of the priest), and crimes (the sphere of the 

magistrate). 

The Bible clearly makes this distinction. Some actions are described 

as sins, and the appropriate response is repentance. The sacrificial sys-

tem of the Old Testament anticipated the death of Christ as the remedy 

for sins. Other actions required a different treatment. They were catego-

rized as crimes and were to be met with punishment by the civil author-

ities. The Old Testament gave detailed instructions as to which offenses 
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were to be seen as crimes, and what the appropriate punishment for 

each was to be. 

Not all sins are crimes, but all crimes (as described in the Bible) are 

sins. To covet is a sin but not a crime; to steal is a crime and a sin. A per-

son who has coveted should not expect to be troubled by the magistrate, 

but he does need the priestly ministry that is fulfilled in Christ offering 

forgiveness. But a person who is guilty of stealing should expect punish-

ment from the magistrate (biblically, in the form of enforced restitution). 

He also needs to repent and seek forgiveness for his sin. But having been 

forgiven by God, he is still liable to receive the due punishment for his 

crime. A convicted bank robber who becomes a Christian may enjoy 

forgiveness, but still has to serve the sentence for his crime. He is for-

given, but he still has a criminal record.

The church and the state operate in the separate areas of sin and 

crime. But while both spheres are distinct, both should be held account-

able to the Word of God. As Moses left his final instructions, we read, “So 

Moses wrote down this law and gave it to the priests, the sons of Levi 

who carry the ark of the covenant of the Lord, and to all the elders [i.e. 

the civic rulers] of Israel”(Deut 31:9). 

We may conclude from this that the State is no more able to write its 

own laws than the church is in its allotted realm. The Church cannot re-

write the Bible on ecclesiastical matters; nor can the state in political 

matters. Attempts to do so result in the strange anomaly of illegal laws! 

Killing babies is made legal by an autonomous state in its illegal abortion 

laws. The State is intended to be a law enforcing agency (God’s Law), not 

a law enacting agency (man’s law).

The Two Swords

We see exactly the same separation in the New Testament, where God is 

revealed as ordaining distinct rulers in church (Eph 4) and state (Rom 

13:1). Their respective spheres are seen in that they have been invested 

with different “swords” – symbolic of the power to act. The State has 

been given an iron sword (Rom 13:4), authorizing it to use physical 
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strength to restrain evil in the land. It has the ultimate power of execu-

tion in matters of criminality and warfare. The church has been given the 

sword of the Spirit which is the Word of God (Eph 6:12,17). Its function 

is to convert the heart, and it operates in the realm of sin rather than 

crime. 

The two swords must remain distinct. Jesus forbade the church to use 

the iron sword (Mt 26:57), for it is not his intention to impose a political 

kingdom by force. Victory for the church is only to be won by the truth; 

to try to use the force of the state will bring defeat (Mt 26:52). Similarly 

the State has no right to enforce matters of conscience; its sphere is 

restricted to the restraint of public unrighteousness. 

Unfortunately the doctrine of the two swords has been distorted in 

some of the teachings of the church. Early in the history of the church, 

the statement of Peter, “Lord, here are two swords” (Lk 22:23), had come 

to mean that Jesus intended his church to have two swords – the sword 

of the Spirit and the sword of steel. 

Verduin writes:

 “By the year 1150, this formula of the two swords was already old: 

‘Two swords belong to Peter; one is in his hand and the other is at his 

command whenever it is needful to draw it. ...The latter sword is drawn 

for the church, the former by the church’. By this colossal piece of soph-

istry the Church made herself believe that she could order the life-blood 

of men to be let, all the while getting none of it on her skirt! 

“This monstrous doctrine ...remains the un-repudiated doctrine of 

the Catholic Church to this day. As Thomas Aquinas has it: ‘The State, 

through which earthly objectives are reached, must be subordinated to 

the church; Church and State are two swords which God has given to 

Christendom for protection; both these swords however are given to the 

pope and the temporal sword is then by the pope entrusted to the rulers 

of State.’”3

Both church and state exist only as God’s servants. We are familiar 

with the notion of the church being God’s servant. In particular, it serves 

him as the pillar and the foundation of truth (1Tim 3:15). God’s truth, in 
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all its power, has been given to the church. Unlike the power of the state, 

the truth has the authority to deal with the power of sin rather than 

simply to restrain the effects of sin. 

The church has been given the keys of the kingdom, that is, the 

means of entry into the government of God. This does not imply a 

political program, but the church can show civic authorities how to 

operate under the authority of God. We are less familiar with the idea of 

the state existing as God’s servant. But that is what Paul teaches; he 

describes the civic ruler as “God’s servant (or deacon) to do you good” 

(Rom 13:4). It therefore has no rights to power, beyond those which it 

exercises as a servant of God. 

The state’s defined responsibility is to serve in doing good to the 

godly and avenging God’s wrath on the ungodly. The result of such a 

government will be peaceful and quiet lives for its citizens as righteous-

ness is encouraged and wickedness is suppressed and deterred. It is 

important to note that it is as an agent of God’s wrath that it acts. It is 

therefore bound to punish all that God’s law decrees to be punishable, 

and only that which God’s law decrees to be punishable. It is God’s jus-

tice that is to be upheld. When the State acts outside those parameters, 

it is acting on its own behalf, and ceases to be God’s servant.4

It is a myth to believe that the State is somehow neutral in its enact-

ments. Every law is based on some moral values: the only question is 

which religion is being served by the State? The reduction in speed lim-

its was based on moral considerations. It was promoted as a means of 

saving lives (which assumes that human lives are of moral value) and as 

a means of saving fuel (which assumes that society at large is of value 

and worth protecting from the hardship of fuel shortages). Every law is 

enforced to respond to some moral concern.

Historically in our culture, our law has been based on the Bible – in 

recognition that civil rulers exist as servants of God. We now have very 

different law-bases emerging. In the theory of democracy, vox populi, 

vox dei: the voice of the people is the voice of God. Abortion may be 

right or wrong, depending on the majority vote. It may even be right 

today and wrong tomorrow if there is a significant mood swing. William 

Ralph Inge pointed out that democracy “has the obvious disadvantage of 
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merely counting votes instead of weighing them.”

Alternatively, if the will of the majority is not to be the basis for gov-

ernment, some would find that basis in natural law. In theory, this 

assumes a natural system of ethics which should be clear to every rea-

sonable man. In reality it is a system in which the elite (often the courts) 

determine what is most reasonable. Somebody has to decide, because 

there are so many differing views of what is naturally right. 

Joseph Stalin believed on the basis of natural law, as he understood it, 

that the murder of nearly 60 million people could be justified under his 

regime. The legitimacy of murdering nearly two million unborn babies 

each year in the United States is also seen to be self-evident, by those 

whose starting point is the right of the woman to choose to do as she 

wills with her own body. If a group with such views is in power, the laws 

that are passed will reflect their understanding of what is naturally right.

As George Bernard Shaw pointed out, we are trapped between two 

alternatives: election by the incompetent many and appointment by the 

corrupt few. Neither democracy, nor government by an elite group 

which seeks to interpret for us what is right according to some vague 

(but supposedly self-evident) natural law, fits the biblical model. The state 

is intended to be a servant law enforcer, not a sovereign law maker. Its 

mandate is spelled out clearly for all to see in the Bible.

The Church and the State 

These principles will help us discover how the church is to relate to the 

state. Jesus tells us to pay taxes, even to a corrupt Caesar. Paul tells us to 

submit to governing authorities, writing in a corrupt Empire. And yet 

Peter is adamant that he must obey God rather than man, when being 

given orders by the civic authorities. The paradox is resolved when we 

see church and state operating as separate spheres, each under God. 

When Paul writes in Romans 13, he is not speaking about particular 

Emperors. Rather he is talking about what the state and church ought to 

do in this relationship. He does not have the specific situation of his own 

day in mind. Nero was in power when he wrote, but he speaks of “rulers” 

PART 3   THE IMPACT OF THE KINGDOM

230



in general, not Nero in particular (v.3). Sanday and Headlam comment: 

“The plural shows that the apostle is speaking quite generally. He is argu-

ing out the duty of obeying rulers on general principles, deduced from 

the fact that “the state” exists for  a beneficent end; he is not arguing from 

the special condition or circumstances of any one state.”5 

They continue: “...general principles applicable to any period or 

place are laid down, ...which must lie at the basis of Christian politics: 

that the State is divinely appointed; that its end is beneficent; and that 

the spheres of Church and State are not identical.” 

In particular, Paul is saying in this chapter that the church is not to 

avenge itself. The church does not have an iron sword. Vengeance 

belongs to the Lord, and is expressed through the state, as it serves by 

maintaining God’s justice. The passage, therefore, is not talking about 

absolute obedience to the state. It is talking about honouring the respec-

tive spheres. 

When the state sets itself above the Law of God and ceases to be 

God’s servant, a new situation arises. We are to render to Caesar that 

which is Caesar’s: there are duties which we have to the state when it is 

functioning within its prescribed limits. But Caesar also has to render to 

God that which is God’s. 

Jesus took a coin to illustrate this point. He said that citizens must pay 

taxes because coins bear the image of Caesar. He was speaking of the 

responsibility of citizens. The same argument reveals that the state also 

has responsibilities. Caesar must serve God because he bears the image 

of God. Obedience to the state is required within these parameters. 

When the state operates outside its sphere in opposition to the Word of 

God, the church has a duty to proclaim and resist. 

The same imagery is used in Revelation. In chapters 14-18 the state 

is seen in the service of Satan. It is under the judgement of God for violat-

ing its trust as a servant of God. Here the government is no longer in the 

image of God, but is portrayed as a beast requiring men to worship its 

own image. It is God’s Word that is supposed to be on our forehead 

(Deut 6:6). But the totalitarian state demands that its own law is supreme. 

In such circumstances, those who are commended in Scripture are those 

without the mark of the beast and who see God’s Word as supreme. 
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Those who honour God’s authority are marked with his name on their 

foreheads. 

The requirement of Christians to resist the Beast is not merely 

restricted to the first century or to some final clash at the end of time. It 

has been the responsibility of believers throughout history. Thomas More 

was executed because he refused to acknowledge Henry VIII’s right to 

be head of the church and change the laws concerning divorce to suit 

his own convenience. Countless men and women down through the 

centuries have realized at the cost of their lives, that the proper distinc-

tion between the appropriate roles of church and state are not a matter 

of merely academic and theoretical debate.

The church is commanded to obey the state which acts as the ser-

vant of God. Therefore we must avoid a situation of the church dominat-

ing the state. The church is also commended for resisting a state which 

no longer bears the image of God. So the church must not allow herself 

to be dominated by the state. Both have their respective spheres. The 

church must not rule the state, and the state must not rule the church. 

Neither has absolute power, but both only have legitimate power as ser-

vants of God. Both operate under the authority of God’s Word. 

             

The Authority of  the Prophetic Word
 

The unique thing about the church is that she has been given the keys 

of the kingdom. It is “through the church that the manifold wisdom of 

God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heav-

enly realms” (Eph 3:10). So the church does not have the responsibility 

of ruling the state, but it is responsible to declare God’s word to the state 

as part of the process of bringing all authorities under the lordship of 

Jesus. 

This is demonstrated in the Old Testament model. In Israel, the kingly 

and priestly spheres were in equilibrium; each had its distinct function 

and neither could dominate the other. Both were able to function sepa-

rately because they were financially independent with their own sources 

of revenue (the poll tax and the tithe). 
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But both were accountable to God, as is seen in the way that the 

Levites and the prophets constantly subjected the actions of kings and 

priests alike to the Word of God. The Levites were not priests, and there-

fore were not part of the government of the “church.” But one of their 

tasks was to instruct the nation concerning the application of God’s 

Word to everyday life. In particular, we are told that the Law had special 

application for kings. They were to write out the Law in full, by hand, at 

the commencement of their reign. Then they would know the Law and 

be able to follow it in all their civic responsibilities (Deut 17:18-20).  

Similarly, the prophets were to bring the Word of God to both kings 

and priests. We have a full record of the prophets’ fearless denunciations 

of both groups in the Scriptures. They held both accountable to God. But 

the church has neglected the prophetic and Levitical functions. The state 

has been able to separate itself from the Word of God, and the church 

has been willing to let it happen without raising a prophetic voice or 

teaching the requirements of scripture beyond the religious sphere. As 

Jacques Ellul has observed, “Politics is the sphere of the greatest affirma-

tion of man’s autonomy, of his revolt, of his pretentious attempt to play 

the role of God.”6

When the church ceases to proclaim God’s law, the result is not sim-

ply an absence of law. God’s law becomes replaced by human law. In a 

paranoid fear of being labelled legalists, the church has stopped holding 

society accountable to God. God’s law has been superseded by the 

vastly inferior and more tyrannical law of man. The church must once 

more proclaim God’s word as it applies to the responsibility of the state 

as well as of the church.

Machiavellian Madness 

We are currently reaping the fruit of centuries of shifting philosophical 

positions. The seeds of an autonomous state and a non-interfering 

church have been growing for a long time. During the Enlightenment of 

the seventeenth century, there was a co-ordinated attempt to organize a 

religiously neutral society. The goal was a political, economic and ethical 
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structure that was independent of Christianity. 

The roots of the idea go back further. One important figure in the 

sixteenth century was Machiavelli. He developed a secular approach to 

politics in a book called “The Prince.” His country, Italy, was divided into 

small, weak, independent states that were constantly feuding. He con-

cluded that the need was for strong leadership: the prince. From that 

starting point he began to construct a new political model in which the 

state must become militarily self-sufficient under the prince. He had 

watched the ruthless Cesare Borgia successfully conquer by disregard-

ing any concept of morality. The combination of force and deceitful cun-

ning had worked, so Machiavelli sought to emulate and rationalize it. 

Machiavelli concluded that the state needed a morality of its own: the 

morality of success. Statesmen could not afford the luxury of acting by 

the standards of private morality. The stakes were too high. A private 

individual should tell the truth, but a statesman sometimes had to pro-

tect the individuals in his care with a lie. This is how Machiavelli put it: 

“It now remains for us to see how a prince should govern. ...I will 

draw up an original set of rules. The fact is that a man who wants to act 

virtuously in every way necessarily comes to grief among so many who 

are not virtuous. Therefore if a prince wants to maintain his rule, he must 

learn how not to be virtuous. 

“Everyone realizes how praiseworthy it is for a prince to honour his 

word and to be straightforward rather than crafty; nonetheless contem-

porary experience shows that princes who have achieved great things 

have been those who have given their word lightly, who have known 

how to trick men with their cunning, and who, in the end, have over-

come those abiding by honest principles. 

“A prudent ruler cannot and should not honour his word when it 

places him at a disadvantage. If all men were good, this precept would 

not be good; but because men are wretched creatures, you need not keep 

your word to them.  

“When it is a question of saving the Fatherland, one should not stop 

for a moment to consider whether something is lawful or unlawful, gen-

tle or cruel, laudable or shameful; but putting aside every other consider-
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ation, one ought to follow out to the end whatever resolve will save the 

life of the state and preserve its freedom.”7

 

We have seen the appalling fruit of such ideas in the political phi-

losophies of the right and left. Machiavelli declared the autonomy of the 

state. He demanded that political behaviour should not be determined 

by an appeal to Christian morality or private conscience. The state 

should make its own rules.               

Machiavelli, for pragmatic reasons, removed the government from the 

Prince of Peace, and placed it upon his own creation, the prince of ruth-

less autonomy. Others (like Hobbes and Rousseau) would later try to 

build a more philosophical base for the autonomous sovereignty of the 

state. But it was Machiavelli who declared the freedom of the state from 

God’s law. 

Machiavelli said that “a Prince is forced to know how to act like a 

beast.” He probably did not realize the similarity between the model of 

the prince that he was creating and the beast-like government depicted 

in Revelation. But that a state which is free to define (or redefine) good 

and evil does bear the mark of the beast. 

There is no such thing as truth in totalitarian states; all statements are 

relative to the good of the state. Even in the U.S.A., Supreme Court 

Justice, Oliver Wendell Holmes said, “Truth is the majority vote of that 

nation that could lick all others.” If we are to stem the tide of this blas-

phemy, it is time for the church to stand up as the prophets of old, and 

say that the state is subject to the truth of the Word of God. 

Many fear the imposition of a theocracy. But why should we fear the 

consequences of making governments accountable to the standards of 

the Word of God? The Bible upholds principles of justice infinitely prefer-

able to those of Machiavelli and those who have followed his example. 

It is not the Prince of Peace who is a tyrant; it is the princes who are 

fashioned after the Machiavellian model of the autonomous state who 

really are tyrannical. 

Ultimately we have to make a choice between the Prince of Peace 

and the Beast-like prince of Machiavelli. Sadly, modern man has decided 

that he does not want to live under the government of God; he prefers 
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to take his chances and live under man-made laws, in the vain hope that 

they will provide him with greater freedom. T.S.Eliot has rightly said, “If 

you will not have God (and He is a jealous God), you should pay your 

respects to Hitler and Stalin.”        

It is now clear that such human princes have set themselves up as 

blasphemous rivals to the Prince of Peace. Consider the following para-

graph which appeared in the Soviet newspaper, Pravda (17 February, 

1950): –

“If you meet with difficulties in your work, or suddenly doubt your 

abilities, think of him and you will find the confidence you need. If you 

feel tired in an hour when you should not, think of him and your work 

will go well. If you are seeking a correct decision, think of him and you 

will find that decision.”8

This almost sounds like something out of a devotional book, encour-

aging the reader to draw near to the Lord Jesus to find grace in times of 

need. But the “him” that is being spoken of in this article is not Jesus, but 

Stalin. It is a blasphemous usurping of the place that rightfully belongs 

to the King of Kings. Yet men have chosen to yield to such beast-like rul-

ers in preference to Jesus!

The church dare not blame the world for the current state of affairs. 

When the church concentrates on its priestly function and ignores the 

realm of the king, the world is left with kings without God. It is the fault 

of the church that the state is untouched by the Word of God. 

We are not looking for the church to take over the state. But we are 

looking for the church to hold up the standards of God’s righteousness 

so that kings will again begin to govern in God’s ways. The state is in 

jeopardy because the church has not proclaimed the Word of God, 

except in pietistic terms. 

The state’s sword – its power to punish criminals and, if necessary, to 

go to war to protect our freedom – must again be seen as God’s servant. 

It is not a power that can be used arbitrarily. It can only be exercised 

according to God’s Word. 
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Josiah’s Downfall 

We will conclude this chapter by returning to the story of Josiah. His 

failure was in understanding the implications of the Word of God only in 

so far as they related to the “spiritual” realm. His secular government 

remained unaffected. This came to its tragic conclusion in the story of 

his death (2Chron 35:20-24). He died because he did not know how to 

handle the iron sword of civic government. He went to war, fighting a 

battle that God had not authorized. 

The state’s power to use the sword is not arbitrary. It can only be 

used legitimately as an instrument of the wrath of God. There are crimes 

that it must punish, as laid down in God’s word. But matters of con-

science are beyond its jurisdiction. Capital punishment is assumed to be 

the logical conclusion of the State having been given a sword by God. 

The same sword may, under certain circumstances, be wielded in war 

against other nations. 

In this instant, God was not angry with Neco, the king of Egypt. The 

Word of God gave no grounds for war; in fact the prophetic word for-

bade it (v.22). But Josiah went to war anyway. It was an act of autonomy. 

He was using his sword on his own behalf. He had failed to submit his 

civic government to God’s Word. He went to war as a king without God 

– and he was killed. 

It is a tragic story, and a sad end for a man who is noted for his devo-

tion to God and his Word (v.26). But his devotion was pietistic. The res-

toration of the religious life of the nation was marvellous. But as Head of 

State, he failed to submit his power to the Word of God and to exercise 

the power of the sword as God’s servant. 

The tragedy is even greater in that this failure led to the disintegra-

tion of all his good works. The following chapter records a succession of 

evil kings, leading to the fall of Jerusalem. His reforms were never able 

to break into the secular as well as the religious sphere.

There is an important warning in the story of Josiah. Our day, like his, 

is one in which there has been a restoration of worship and a rebuilding 

of the Temple, the church. In our time of restoration, many have been 

re-discovering the word of God, both in its written and prophetic forms. 
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But we have to see that it is not enough to apply this to our religious 

duties and activities alone. Its impact must be felt beyond the walls of 

the Temple; it must start to touch the heart of the Palace. 

Obedience to God’s Word is not merely a private matter. Government 

has to use its power in submission to the Word of God, acting as a servant 

of God, so that a nation may live a peaceful life in righteousness. 

“When we accept Christ as Saviour, we must also acknowledge and 

then act upon the fact that if He is our Saviour, He is also our Lord in all 

of life. He is Lord not only in religious things, ...but in our intellectual 

lives and in business and our attitude toward the devaluation of people’s 

humanness in our culture. 

“Acknowledging Christ’s Lordship and placing ourselves under what 

is taught in the whole Bible includes thinking and acting as citizens in 

relation to our government and its laws. We must know what those laws 

are and act responsibly to help change them if they do not square with 

the Bible’s concepts of justice and humanness. The Biblical answers have 

to be lived and not just thought.” (Francis Schaeffer and C.Everett Koop)9

It is time for the church to come out of hiding. The message of the 

kingdom must be proclaimed in the political arena. Christians can no 

longer afford to retreat into pietism. They can make a difference if they 

stop thinking of politics as a dirty game to be avoided. To participate in 

the democratic process by voting is not an insignificant contribution. In 

1645, one vote gave Oliver Cromwell control of England. In 1776, one 

vote determined that English, not German, would be the official language 

of America. In 1923, one vote gave Hitler control of the Nazi party. 

Edmund Burke was surely correct when he said, “The fate of good men 

who refuse to be involved in government is to be ruled by tyrants.”

But more than simply voting, the Church must regain a sense of the 

biblical base from which those votes should be cast. Then Christians can 

start to send a prophetic message to those in power. It is not that they 

should start expecting political solutions to moral problems. As Gary 

DeMar has pointed out, the last thing we need is another pressure group 

shouting at politicians “Do something!”10 A far wiser cry would be “Do 
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nothing!” for our political leaders are already involved in far more activi-

ties than their mandate to act as God’s servants warrants. They need to 

be held accountable to the Word of God for stepping beyond their 

proper boundaries, and for what they have done within those boundar-

ies.

The church must stop thinking of itself as being only responsible for 

itself and its internal welfare. It must produce kings as well as priests. It 

must produce teachers and prophets who will seek to know the Word 

of God, and make both church and state accountable to it. The kingdom 

has to do with society at large. God’s will must be done on earth, not 

only in the church, as it is in heaven. 
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PART IV         

 
The Call of  the Kingdom





Simon Stylites spent many of the latter years of his life in the fifth cen-

tury living in the middle of the wilderness on top of a pillar 60 ft high, 

3 ft wide. The basic necessities of life were passed up (and down!) in a 

bucket on a long rope. He had previously withdrawn to live a solitary life 

in a cave, but he had gained such a reputation as an ascetic, that the 

crowds came out to see him. To escape the crowd he mounted the pillar 

believing his aloof isolation from the world was a mark of spirit uality.

You do not have to live in a monastery to be monastic. In earlier cen-

turies, men founded monastic orders to get away from the prevailing 

worldliness. The monastic movement may have been predominantly part 

of the Roman Catholic church, but modern Protestants have been equal-

ly pietistic. The church has withdrawn from the world.

Pietism emphasizes the purely personal aspect of religious experi-

ence. In a world that is largely wicked, the ethos of pietism is that of 

retreat. The world is nothing more than an environment from which 

souls must be saved. The righteous have no real place in it. We call people 

out of it, into the kind of personal spiritual experience that we enjoy. 

Within such a mind-set, social life is centred exclusively on family and 

church. The work-place has no real value beyond providing finance for 

family and church activities. 
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Pietists or Possessors? 



The pietistic response to world problems is simply to pray – that God 

would do something, or move somebody else to do something; but for 

the person who prays, it is enough that he has prayed. Politics, of course, 

is a dirty game. Involvement is inappropriate for the righteous, and 

unlikely to achieve anything until Jesus returns. 

Behind this way of thinking is a misunderstanding of some important 

words of Jesus: “My kingdom is not of this world” (Jn 18:36). Pietism 

reads into these words a false dichotomy between the material and 

spiritual worlds. It leaves Satan as the prince of this world, while Jesus 

rules only in heavenly places. We are left waiting to get out of the world 

and into the higher sphere.  

We have seen, however, that Jesus did not mean that his kingdom was 

spiritual, as opposed to being earthly. He meant that his authority to rule 

on earth, unlike Pilate’s, was not based on popular assent, or on the 

appointment of the Emperor. His authority to rule on earth came from 

above. His authority was from above, but still he came into the world in 

order to be king (v.37). The source of his authority is heavenly, but the 

sphere of his authority is earthly. 

Similarly, Jesus said of his followers, “They are not of the world any 

more than I am of the world” (Jn 17:14). Our authority comes from 

above, but that should not lead to pietism. As Jesus said in the same con-

text, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world, but that you 

protect them from the evil one” (Jn 17:15). 

The mission of the church must reflect the mission of Jesus. We are 

sent into the world in the same way that the Son was sent into the world 

(Jn 20:21). This means that our mission includes the personal involve-

ment of being an incarnation of the message of the kingdom in the 

world; it cannot be pietistic withdrawal. 

John Stott has said this leads us to one of the great paradoxes of 

Christian living. “The whole church is called as much to involvement in 

the world as to separation from it, as much to “worldliness” as to “holi-

ness.” Not to a worldliness which is unholy, nor to a holiness which is 

unworldly, but to a “holy worldliness,” a true separation to God which is 

lived out in the world.”1 
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Onward Christian Soldiers 

Rather than being removed from the world, like Jesus we are sent into 

the world (see Jn 17:18). This is illustrated in the Old Testament in the 

story of Israel. The nation was sent into Canaan, with one end in view: to 

possess it. They were not to practice their religion quietly in obscurity; 

they were to be possessors, not pietists. 

The promises that God gave them were designed to give rise to faith 

in this mandate. They were told, “Get your supplies ready ...to go in to 

take possession of the land the Lord your God is giving you” (Josh 1:11). 

The same idea is used in the Old Testament to look forward to a greater 

territorial triumph. The prophet Obadiah speaks of the deliverance still 

to come from Mount Zion. He anticipates the people of God “possessing 

their inheritance” (v.17ff). He concludes his description by saying, “And 

the kingdom will be the Lord’s” (v.21). The Kingdom of God has to do 

with God’s people possessing their inheritance, as Israel did of old. 

The church today faces the choice between being pietists or possess-

ors. We can withdraw from the world in order to avoid contamination, 

and wait for Jesus to return. This hardly seems consistent with his com-

mand to “occupy” until he comes. Or, we can respond to the commission 

that sends us into the world, involving ourselves in the cleaning-up 

operation that will prepare the world for Jesus’ return. 

The church is undoubtedly involved in a war. Many Christians, how-

ever, have adopted the pacifist position of conscientious objectors. They 

will allow a humanist take-over of the culture to go unopposed rather 

than risk getting involved in the conflict. The world can be left to go to 

hell: “This world is not my home, I’m just a-passing through.”

The church has become very comfortable in its isolation, and the 

prospect of becoming involved in the hurt and dirt of the world is daunt-

ing. There is something very reassuring about being in meetings with 

like-minded people all speaking the same jargon. But we have to fall in 

line with God’s strategy which entails costly personal involvement in the 

world. 

Jesus was fiercely critical of the Pharisees whose primary concern 

was to preserve their own purity. His main goal was “to seek and to save 
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the lost” (Lk 19:10). But, as we have seen, the holiness of the church has 

nothing to do with avoiding contact with a sinful world, as pietism 

would suggest. To quote John Stott again, such a view “turns the church 

into a preserve for the impeccably respectable, a museum of rare spiri-

tual exhibits, instead of a convalescent home for the sin-sick, a refuge for 

the helpless, and a common lodging-house for wayfarers.”2

But even this metaphor does not go far enough. It recognizes that 

Christians need to be more compassionate than to simply ignore the 

problems that exist in the world. It allows the conscientious objectors to 

get involved – at least in the capacity of signing up for the Red Cross to 

attend to the needs of those who are casualties in the war. But Jesus’ 

vision for the church is for far more than a spiritual Red Cross.

Reinhold Niebuhr developed this idea of the pietistic church being 

comparable to the Red Cross. He writes: “The church is like the Red 

Cross service in war time. It keeps life from degenerating into a consis-

tent inhumanity, but it does not materially alter the fact of the struggle 

itself. The Red Cross neither wins the war, nor abolishes it.”3 

The Church Militant has become the Church Pacifist. We must choose 

to get back into the war. In making that choice, we face the same deci-

sion that confronted Israel on the brink of the Promised Land. God told 

them that they had stayed long enough at Mount Sinai (the mountain of 

revelation). They had spent long enough in the wilderness. It was time 

to take possession of the land (see Deut 1:6-8). 

We may compare the call to enter the land with the current call to 

emerge from pietistic monasticism. We are to come away from the moun-

tain of revelation, and get involved in the battle. It is time to stop being 

merely hearers of God’s Word, and to start putting it into practice in the 

world. 

Jesus’ three closest disciples faced the same situation on the Mountain 

of Transfiguration. There they were joined by Moses and Elijah, who had 

both met with God on Mt.Sinai. The natural inclination of the disciples 

was to settle there, enjoying the spiritual experience. “Let’s build taber-

nacles,” they said, wanting to perpetuate the moment of revelation. But 

they did not understand what they were talking about. The coming of 

the kingdom in power, which the Transfiguration foreshadowed, was to 
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involve conflict and suffering – as Jesus was quick to explain. He could 

not stay on the mountain; he needed to move on toward Calvary. 

Even as that group was coming down the mountain, the other disci-

ples were engaged in the real battle. They were unable to deal with a 

demon-possessed boy. But Jesus came down from the mountain, to make 

the revelation of the kingdom that had been enjoyed on the summit a 

reality that affected the world. If the disciples had remained on the 

mountain, they would have had a marvellous time, but Jesus’ real busi-

ness was conquering Satan in the world. 

Israel’s Challenge

One can imagine the Israelites facing the same dilemma. They had met 

with God on Mt. Sinai. They were familiar with life in the wilderness. 

Their food was provided straight from heaven on a daily basis, whereas 

in Canaan they would have to start to work for a living again. Beyond all 

that, if they were to live in Canaan, they would have to dispossess the 

present occupants.  

The prospect of taking the land filled with giants was as daunting to 

them as it is to us. And some of the issues that they faced also confront 

us. In the first place, the land was evil. God had been waiting for the sin 

of the people to reach its full measure (Gen 15:16). That day had arrived. 

God knew of the dangers of contamination, the dangers of his people 

picking up the ways of the other nations. But still he sent Israel in. 

We may choose to stay in the wilderness, to avoid the influence of 

evil. But in practice that does not work. The irony is that in a climate in 

which the church has sought to isolate herself from the world, the world 

has been more effective at evangelizing the church than the church has 

been at evangelizing the world. This is reflected numerically, but even 

more importantly, it is seen in the worldly behaviour of so many 

Christians.              

David Wells describes how, with the advent of the VCR and the per-

vasiveness of pornographic material, ethical resistance began to crumble 

among evangelicals. He reports: “A recent survey of clergy, who as a 
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group ranked significantly more conservative than laity in matters of 

sexual ethics, indicated that 20% of the respondents view pornographic 

matter at least once a month.”4

A local hotel in Vancouver confirms this sad breakdown. At a recent 

conference, it was reported that the hotel, filled with youth pastors, 

broke all records for the number of rooms that paid to watch late night 

pornographic movies after the evening’s sessions concluded. Young men, 

supposedly committed to the Christian ministry, away from the con-

straints of home life, overwhelmingly succumbed to the pressures of the 

world in the privacy of their own rooms. Those young men were sup-

posed to be the evangelists to win the world over to Jesus Christ. But 

they had been evangelized in reverse: they had been won over into the 

ways of the world. Even though the church has preached isolation from 

the world, in reality it has become absorbed into it. 

The second issue facing the Israelites, and us, was the fact of giants 

in the land. We dare not minimize the enormity of the task. They saw the 

land before them filled with cities with “walls up to the sky” (Deut 1:28). 

Cities always speak in Scripture of man in an organized community. That 

they reached to the sky reminds us that we face organized strongholds 

that are established in heavenly places. 

The encouragement is that in one sense we do not have to fight 

them. The Lord himself has taken on that responsibility. He told them not 

to be afraid, because “the Lord your God will fight for you” (Deut 1:29). 

Jesus said the same thing to the church: “Take heart! I have overcome the 

world.” (Jn 16:33). We are to move forward to apprehend the victory that 

has already been achieved. 

The third similarity between their situation and ours is that God had 

promised the land to Israel. They were the rightful heirs (Deut 1:8). To 

be an heir, under Jewish law, was the most secure form of possession. 

Land could be purchased by anybody, but in the Year of Jubilee, every-

thing would revert to the family whose inheritance it was. It may take 

time, but eventually everything comes to the heirs. 

In this New Testament age of Jubilee, the land is reverting to the right-

ful ownership of the sons of God. It is there for the taking. Abraham was 

promised that he would be the “heir of the world,” and that promise is 
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guaranteed to all who are Abraham’s offspring (Rom 4:13,14). He is the 

father of all who believe. So, for those who believe, the inheritance is 

promised; and it is for this life as well as the next. 

Israel faced a choice: the wilderness or Canaan. They could remain 

where they were as God’s redeemed people, but irrelevant to the world. 

Or they could face the challenge of Canaan, where they could build a 

nation which would be a light to the world. Canaan, in spite of its evil 

and its giants, was, on the basis of promise, there to be taken. 

A Tale of  Two Cities 

Leaving the wilderness involves taking cities. That entails a radical 

change of thinking for God’s people. It brings us out of the mentality of 

pietistic retreat, into the real world. It is the realm of such things as 

politics, commerce  and culture, and an environment that is quite foreign 

to a church that has been more comfortable holding its own exclusive 

meetings. 

The city is an important motif in Scripture. God’s ultimate purpose, 

as seen at the end of Revelation, is to see a city that was made in heaven 

established on the earth. Throughout history, that conflicts with human 

attempts to construct a godless, man-centred society. The Bible portrays 

the contrast and conflict between the two ideals in the images of 

Jerusalem and Babylon. It is a tale of two cities. 

The church has lost the vision of the city, of the holistic God-centred 

society, and has withdrawn into the wilderness. Babylon has been in the 

ascendancy. As Harvey Cox has said in his book, The Secular City: “The 

rise of urban civilization and the collapse of traditional religion are the 

two main hallmarks of our era.”5 The secular city predominates, and an 

irrelevant church declines. It should not be so. The world has held the 

cities. All that the church has had to offer has been the invitation to life 

in the wilderness. Yet the testimony of Scripture is clear that godly men 

are called upon to take the cities. The conflict between Jerusalem and 

Babylon will continue until the return of Jesus, but the continuing exis-

tence of Babylon is no reason to refuse to be involved in building its 
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godly counterpart. 

 It is a well known fact that in recent decades the greatest influence 

has been exercised by small, unrepresentative minorities. The zeal of a 

minority of humanists has had more effect than the world-view of the 

majority which has been shrouded in apathy. The extremism in some 

Trade Unions has been the result of a lack of involvement on the part of 

many of the members. Many political decisions arise from meetings 

attended by a few committed activists. A handful of people can influence 

the choice of candidates and policies adopted at such gatherings. The 

potential of Christian involvement in society is enormous.

In the political arena, the hard left thrives on the apathy evidenced in 

the poor turn-out at key meetings. At the British University of East Anglia, 

such apathy reached an all-time low. A gerbil called Ken won the election 

for the presidency of the Student Union. If only God’s people were pre-

pared to be involved in the world, they would be able to play a part in 

building a godly counterpart to the city of Babylon. 

We shall consider two great men of God who were called to be pos-

sessors rather than pietists. Joseph and Daniel are classic examples of 

men whose mandate was to transform ungodly cities. Their light was 

intended to shine before men. The darkness of a situation is a reason for 

the light to come, not for it to withdraw. The light which they brought, 

radically affected the secular powers of their day. They are a challenge 

and an inspiration to us.  

The fact that they were involved in areas of high political influence 

does not imply that the world can be changed by political manipulation. 

Real change can only come as men and women are changed from within 

by the power of conversion. 

As Colson has written: “Human politics is based on the premise that 

society must be changed in order to save people; in the politics of the 

kingdom, it is people who must be changed in order to change society.”6 

But an emphasis on the need for individual regeneration cannot be to 

the exclusion of recognizing the need to affect society at large. 

The Bible holds the two in balance. Ignoring the requirement to be 

involved in godly rule in the world amounts to an ungodly surrender of 

the world. As Rushdoony has pointed out, “What is required is a Biblical 
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emphasis on justification, on the necessity for conversion, and then the 

training of the godly for world conquest and rule.”7 Joseph and Daniel 

were men with such a perspective. Having embraced the dealings of 

God in their personal lives, they were equipped to play a significant role 

in society.  

Joseph the Dreamer 

Joseph was a man of big visions. He may have been insensitive in the way 

that he shared his vision, but he really believed that the “sun, moon and 

stars” would bow down to him (Gen 37:5-10). He believed he had a des-

tiny to rule. He was, in many ways, a type of Jesus, at whose name every 

knee will bow. And yet, because Jesus was the first-born among many 

brethren who came to bring many sons to glory, Joseph is also typical of 

those who are in Christ and have been granted a share in his rule. 

Christ’s government is not restricted to the confines of the church. 

As the Scriptures teach, “It will come to pass that the mountain of the 

Lord’s temple will be established... Many nations will come and say, ‘Let 

us go up to the mountain of the Lord... He will teach us his ways so that 

we may walk in his paths’” (Mic 4:1,2). We need men who have vision to 

believe that nations will want to walk in His ways. They will be men like 

Joseph who have a vision for government. Like Joseph, they will proba-

bly be misunderstood as megalomaniacs, but that does not alter the fact 

that their calling is from God.

But having received a sense of destiny, such people will have to be 

prepared to wait for its fulfilment. The Bible teaches that it is a curse for 

government to be in the hands of the young or inexperienced (Is 3:4). 

Joseph certainly had to wait before he was ready, and the waiting period 

was fraught with hardship. The vision was sorely tested. 

He had to learn to submit to the government of God in his own life, 

before he was released to exercise it over a nation. The higher God wants 

you to go in the government of his kingdom, the lower it is necessary to 

go in preparatory experiences. Joseph’s early life was one downward 

step after another: down into the pit, down into Egypt, down into prison. 
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He learned what it was to be abused by men, so that later he would be 

able to rule with understanding and sensitivity. He learned to trust in 

God amidst circumstances beyond his control. He learned how to be 

faithful in a little (in Potiphar’s house and the prison), so that he would 

eventually be qualified to rule over much. 

We need people who don’t simply have vision, but who also have 

patience. We need those who are prepared to learn in the school of hard-

ship and to wait for God to fulfil what he has promised. The greatest 

danger facing a church awakening to its destiny in the world will be the 

danger of acting prematurely. There are decades, maybe centuries, of 

preparation ahead before we are ready for all that God has for us. 

The Coat of  Many Colours

In the interim, the confirmation of the vision was seen in the fact that 

Joseph kept coming out on top. When sold as a slave, he ended up in 

charge of the household of one of Pharaoh’s officials. When thrown into 

jail, he was eventually placed in charge of all the other prisoners. His 

father had prophetically given him a coat of many colours when he was 

a boy. It became the focal point of his brothers’ jealousy, for they under-

stood what it represented. A cloak is often used in Scripture as a symbol 

of authority. Joseph’s coat was a prophetic sign of the multi-faceted 

authority that he was to exercise throughout his life. 

A man upon whom the mantle of government rests cannot be held 

down. Winston Churchill may have faced the rejection and despair of 

“The Wilderness Years,” but God was bound to raise him up for the 

moment of destiny. If you have a vision that is of God it will always sur-

face. The way that it repeatedly emerges out of disappointments and 

frustrations is God’s process of refining it for its ultimate destiny. In the 

preparation time, God’s people will prove the reality of the vision by 

continuing to come out on top in whatever circumstances they find 

themselves. If they are unable to do that, they are not fit to rule anything. 

Ultimately the vision was fulfilled (Gen 41:41-44). There are three 

things about that fulfilment which appear strange to a church that has 
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been retreating from the world. These need to be considered. 

The first surprise is to find that the location of the fulfilment of 

Joseph’s dream was in Egypt. His sphere of government was not primar-

ily among his brothers or on their territory, but it was in a pagan world. 

It was among unbelievers that he was recognized as the one who had 

the answers to their secular problems. Furthermore, they saw his ability 

in such matters was due to the Spirit of God within him (v.38,39). This 

anticipates the prophecy in Micah 4 which we noticed earlier. It was also 

developed in the prophetic word that Jacob later gave to Joseph. He said, 

“Joseph is a fruitful vine near a spring, whose branches climb over a 

wall” (Gen 49:22). That is the vision that the church needs to have. It is 

vital to be as a vine, rooted into God’s people, near a spring (the Holy 

Spirit). But it is also vital that the branches climb over the wall of the 

church and feed the world outside. 

The second shock to the pietistic reader of Scripture is to discover 

that the nature of the sphere over which Joseph ruled, primarily had to 

do with material goods. The people came and bowed down to him as the 

one who knew how to manage an economic crisis. This great man of 

God spent his time looking after material goods (Gen 41:46-49), trading 

and dealing (47:14-17,20), and accumulating wealth. He himself enjoyed 

prosperity and public acclaim. And in his capacity as chief economic 

advisor to Pharaoh, people recognized him as a man upon whom the 

Spirit of God rested (41:37,38). 

Joseph again demonstrates our thesis: politics, economics, commerce 

and trade need to come under the government of God as much as 

“spiritual” matters. The church needs to demonstrate its spirituality to 

the world by proving that it has God’s answers to the worlds problems. 

Such answers can only be credible when offered by people who are as 

involved in the whole spectrum of world affairs as Joseph was. The 

church must recognize that it has the answers to more problems than 

the eternal destiny of individuals, vitally important as that is.  

“The kind of evangelicalism which concentrates exclusively on sav-

ing individuals is not true evangelicalism. It is not evangelical because it 

is not biblical. It forgets that God did not create souls but body-souls 
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called human beings, who are also social beings, and that He cares about 

their bodies and their society as well as about their relationship with 

Himself and their eternal destiny.” (John Stott)8

The third point to notice about the fulfilment of Joseph’s vision is 

that it resulted in the survival of Egypt. Christians too often think in 

terms of the survival of the church and the destruction of the world. 

Joseph was used in God’s plan to save the world. 

If Joseph had not had the answers to Egypt’s economic problems, the 

civilized world of his day would have come to an end. When the famine 

came, Egypt was the only place where there was food (Gen 41:54,57). 

Even with Joseph’s foresight and administration, Egypt itself was pushed 

to the limits of its endurance. It was a life and death situation, and Joseph 

was recognized as the one who had saved their lives (47:25). 

Our situation is no less dire. The philosophy of secular humanism is 

as impoverished as Egypt would have been without Joseph. Our society 

has lived off the capital stored up during centuries of Christianity, and 

once-Christian nations have been reduced to being the proud owners of 

massive debts. We spend vastly more money on education, and yet are 

producing an illiterate generation. We pour out resources in welfare, and 

yet the number and the plight of the poor keeps on growing. Without 

God’s answers to practical problems, the current world situation will 

make Egypt’s famine seem like the proverbial Sunday School picnic. 

But in the Word of God and by the wisdom of the Holy Spirit, we, like 

Joseph, have the answers. The world needs people with similar vision 

who will stand up to communicate and implement those answers. 

Pietism is content to let the world fall apart, thinking only of the per-

sonal security of heaven. Such religion is a cruel misrepresentation of a 

God who loves the world and gave his Son for its salvation. 

         

Daniel in the World 

We find many of the same lessons repeated in the life of Daniel. He, too, 

was a man who knew what it was to be in the world but not of the 
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world. Daniel was one of the great prayer warriors of Scripture. But he 

did not withdraw into a monastic lifestyle in order to pray. He was very 

involved in the world that he was concerned to see changed. He exer-

cised great authority in heavenly places; he also exercised great author-

ity on earth in God’s name. 

We read that as a youth, he began to stand before the king (Dan 1:19). 

Before long, probably by the time he was about 18 years of age, his dem-

onstrated wisdom led to his appointment as the Prime Minister of the 

world power of his day (2:48). After a succession of other kings, he rose 

to power again (5:29). Then his responsibilities continued into the reign 

of  Darius (6:3), and on until Cyrus (6:28) – a total of about 70 years. He 

was then given a well-earned rest, with the promise of more responsibil-

ity for eternity (12:13)! 

When we consider the influence that he had over the significant 

world rulers of his day (Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar, Darius and Cyrus), 

it becomes apparent that he was a man who changed his world. His life 

was a perfect balance of prayer and action. His dependence on prayer 

showed that he knew that his authority was not of this world. His 

involvement in politics revealed that his authority was to be wielded in 

the world. 

The world in which he was involved was a hostile environment for a 

young Hebrew boy to be thrown into. Taken from his homeland, he was 

indoctrinated in a pagan culture. He was subjected to a Babylonian uni-

versity degree course, majoring in astrology. He graduated with top hon-

ours, but managed to keep himself pure, living consistently with his faith.

Those who can live in the world without lowering their standards, 

can be trusted by God with success. Daniel steadfastly resisted the pres-

sure to conform, and God honoured his resolve (Dan 1:15). God caused 

men to look upon him with favour (1:9). 

The modern world is disillusioned with politicians. There is a vacuum 

waiting to be filled by men of integrity like Joseph and Daniel. Those 

who stand for office are often greedy for power, and the electorate has 

started to see through the facade. Politicians base their campaigns on 

image more than substance; Richard Nixon once claimed that he lost an 

election because he was sabotaged by make-up men. As Neil Postman 
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points out, “Although the Constitution makes no mention of it, it would 

appear that fat people are now effectively excluded from running for 

high political office. Probably bald people as well. Almost certainly those 

whose looks are not significantly enhanced by the cosmetician’s art. 

Indeed, we may have reached the point where cosmetics has replaced 

ideology as the field of expertise over which a politician must have com-

petent control.”9

Who could imagine Abraham Lincoln ever winning a modern-day 

Presidential election? His media image, with no photographs of him ever 

smiling and a psychopathic wife, would make him a non-starter. 

Politicians no longer present ideals; they project image. Sincerity is 

everything. As Bob Mumford said, if you can fake sincerity, you’ve got it 

made. The content of their manifesto is limited to what can be made to 

be appealing in a 30-second commercial. 

When Kim Campbell was briefly Prime Minister of Canada, she visit-

ed Langley during her election campaign to stay in office. The local 

newspaper reported her opening remarks in a brief speech at the com-

mencement of her 90 minute appearance: “Let’s get the speech over 

with so we can get down to some serious hugging.” (Langley Times: 

11/8/93). The only encouragement in such banality is that she lost the 

election by a landslide: people are beginning to see through such super-

ficiality.

People are losing confidence in politicians who have nothing to say 

that answers the real and serious needs of the modern world. They are 

losing confidence in politicians who cannot rule their own lives – and 

are therefore biblically disqualified from exercising wider government. 

As Charles Colson points out, Gary Hart was unable to pursue his presi-

dential aspirations “because he could not control his libido long enough 

to run a campaign.”10 Yet Bill Clinton retained popularity despite his 

indiscretions. We see paradox here: we like to have a flawed character in 

office because a clear role model challenges our own failings; but we 

know that we cannot respect or trust those with such character flaws. 

Against such a back-drop, the world is crying out for Josephs and 

Daniels. Those who are able to rule themselves are qualified to rule in 

the world. Those who are clearly seen to be “not of the world,” can be 
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trusted to be in the world, deeply involved in it as agents of the kingdom. 

Men with proven character and answers will be at a premium in a world 

saturated with insincerity and filled with questions.

The King’s Prophet 

One of the particular qualities that enabled Daniel to rise to prominence 

was his ability to use the gifts of the Spirit in a way that had practical 

application in the world. It was his spiritual insight that set him apart 

from all the other aspiring government administrators. And his revelation 

had relevance for the world. 

There has been much emphasis in the church in recent years on the 

gifts of the Spirit. There has been a re-discovery of such gifts as prophecy 

and words of knowledge and wisdom. In many churches such things 

have become a normal part of church meetings. Daniel was gifted in 

these areas; but he exercised these gifts in the palace of the king rather 

than in a church service. 

In this, he was in line with many other prophets whose lives and 

ministries are described in Scripture. Their message was often directed 

at pagan kings or political situations, rather than delivered in the context 

of the worship of God’s people. And so it should be. Revelation is for the 

world, not just the church. The light has to shine in the darkness. 

The first few verses of John’s gospel are instructive in this respect. 

They speak of Jesus coming as the Word and as light. He came into a 

world that had been made entirely by him; he alone knew how it 

worked. The world, however, did not understand this. Yet without the 

revelation of his word and light, it remains in the dark. 

People generally do not realize how much they need the revelation 

that only God can give to solve the problems that confront the world. 

But as the Lord “rises upon his people,” the contrast with the darkness 

that “covers the earth” will be such that “nations will come to your light 

and kings to the brightness of your dawn” (Is 60:1-3). 

Isaiah gave an indication of what would precipitate that dawning of 

new light upon and through God’s people. The previous verse (59:21) 
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speaks of it as the day when the Holy Spirit will come upon them, and 

his Word will be in their mouths. It is then that they will arise and shine. 

We live in such a day. The church has experienced a fresh outpouring of 

the Holy Spirit and  has been learning again to carry the prophetic word, 

as the written word dwells richly in her heart. If only she could learn that 

God’s Word is intended to be the light of the nations, not merely the 

devotional inspiration of the church! 

Daniel knew what it was to be under the anointing of the Holy Spirit, 

and to receive and communicate God’s Word. But he saw that God’s 

Word is far broader in its application than to be limited to his own 

spiritual experience. He understood that the spiritual and the practical 

were related, that there is no dichotomy between the heavenly and the 

earthly; and that it is the word which holds ALL things together (Heb 

1:3). He was therefore able to be used as the instrument by which God’s 

word could come as light even into the darkness of the Babylonian soci-

ety. He saw his position as an agent of the kingdom, and he was able to 

focus the authority of the heavenly realm onto the affairs of earth.

Daniel was able to fearlessly proclaim God’s Word before kings. He 

was not intimidated by the aura of their office. He was not afraid of the 

consequences of displeasing them. Such men are rare, but they do exist. 

Peter Cartwright was a circuit-riding Methodist preacher back in the 

nineteenth century. One day, when he was about to preach, he was told 

that President Andrew Jackson was likely to be in the large audience. 

Cartwright’s friends asked him to ensure that his preaching was inof-

fensive.

Peter Cartwright preached his sermon. Somewhere in the middle, he 

paused and said, “I have been told that Andrew Jackson is in the congre-

gation and I have been asked to guard my remarks. What I must say is 

that Andrew Jackson will go to hell if he doesn’t repent of his sin.”

The audience was shocked. But after the service the President 

extended his hand to the preacher. “Sir,” said President Jackson, “If I had 

a regiment of men like you, I could whip the world.” He was right. Peter 

Cartwright was made of the same stuff as a Daniel who could interpret 

the strange writing on Belshazzar’s wall without compromise and with-

out fearing the consequences – exercising the gifts of the Spirit in the 
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Palace rather than the church.

Daniel’s understanding of his unique calling came early in his career. 

As a young man, he was faced with the prospect of execution, along with 

his contemporaries, unless he could discover the meaning of 

Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. As he sought God, he received more than the 

interpretation he was looking for. He also got a revelation of the relation-

ship between heaven and earth. 

When he had been given the solution to the mystery, Daniel began to 

praise God with an inspired utterance:

 

“Praise be to the name of God for ever and ever;  

  wisdom and power are his.

He changes times and seasons; 

He sets up kings and deposes them. 

He gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to the discerning. 

He reveals deep and hidden things; and knows what lies in darkness,  

  and light dwells with him. 

I thank and praise you, O God of my fathers:  

  you have given me wisdom and power,  

you have made known to me what we asked of you,  

  you have made known to us the dream of the king.” (Dan 2:20-23) 

He rejoiced that wisdom and power belong to God (v.20). He praised 

God for his power – seen in his ability to change times and seasons, to 

appoint and depose kings (v.21). He praised God for his wisdom – his 

understanding of deep, hidden things (v.22). Furthermore, he rejoiced 

that that which belongs to the nature of God has been given to man: 

“You have given me wisdom and power.” Daniel anticipates a revelation 

that came more fully much later. 

Paul develops this in his letter to the Ephesians. Paul wrote that God’s 

grace has been lavished on us with all wisdom (1:8). He has given us the 

Spirit of wisdom, and his incomparably great power by which he raised 

Christ from the dead, is now at work within us (1:17-19). His intention 

is that through the church God’s manifold wisdom should be made 

known to rulers (3:10). He will be glorified as he is able to do far more 
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than we imagine according to his power that is at work within us (3:20). 

Daniel saw by the revelation of the Holy Spirit that God’s wisdom 

and power are available to man, and needed if man is to take his appoint-

ed place in the Kingdom of God. He apprehended that wisdom and was 

able to bring a revelation of the mind and purposes of God to his gen-

eration and nation. He was therefore entrusted with power, ostensibly by 

the pagan rulers, though it is ultimately God who appoints all men to 

positions of authority. Even those pagan kings acknowledged that 

Daniel’s wisdom surpassed that of his contemporaries. 

In the same way, we ought to be able to govern more effectively than 

anybody, if we have access to the mind and wisdom of God. It will 

require breaking out of the mind-set of pietism. We must realize that the 

wisdom and power of God have been given to men, to equip them to 

take their place in the outworking of his kingdom. 

The wisdom and power of God are to be appropriated for ruling cit-

ies; they are not merely for wilderness wandering. Cities represent any 

sphere in which men organize together toward some common purpose. 

We are all involved in them. For some, the city represents the business 

that they run or the small group of employees that they supervise. 

Running a home similarly requires the wisdom and power of God. For 

others, their sphere of government is found in the classroom in which 

they teach or among the customers whom they serve. 

Wherever there is a need for government, however large or small the 

sphere, God should be able to find men and women like Daniel, who will 

be able to represent the Kingdom of God. The kingdom waits for those 

who will possess the inheritance laid up for them.   
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Julius Caesar is on record as saying: “I came, I saw and I conquered.” 

The Roman Empire was built on this aggressive mind set. It would not 

be regarded as a politically correct statement in these days. In our time, 

Canadian churches are bending over backwards to apologize on behalf 

of their predecessors to native Indians for their attempts to convert 

them to Christianity. Somebody has quipped that Julius Caesar’s boast 

should be recast into an acceptable mission statement in modern politi-

cally correct language: “I came, I saw and I spoke out on a number of 

critical third world issues.”

Such an approach will not conquer the world with the gospel. We 

have been proclaiming the victory of the kingdom throughout this book. 

We should be able to say, as was said of Esther, we have come to the 

kingdom for such a time as this. Having come, the promise for those who 

have been born again, is that they would see the kingdom (Jn 3:3). If we 

have come and seen, our goal must be to come and see Jesus conquer. 

We long for the victory of the kingdom to be declared even by those 

who have resisted it. In the early centuries of the church, one of the most 

fearful enemies of the Christians was Emperor Julian the Apostate. He 

spent considerable energy and persecuting zeal, seeking without suc-

cess to reinstate paganism in the Roman Empire. At the height of his 

power, he is said to have pointed his dagger to heaven, defying the Son 
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of God, whom he commonly called the Galilean. In the end he was 

fatally wounded in battle; as he gathered up his clotted blood and threw 

it into the air, he exclaimed, “Thou hast conquered, O thou Galilean.” 

We are looking for the day when our world acknowledges that Jesus 

has come and conquered. This victory of the kingdom will be accom-

plished through believers who are willing to pay the price. We began this 

book by noting that the Kingdom of God is like a treasure we should be 

prepared to go to any lengths to find. We have discovered that a revela-

tion of the nature of the kingdom will transform our attitude to every 

area of life. That is why it is vital that we “seek first the  kingdom of God.” 

Only when we have found the kingdom will we have the correct per-

spective from which to view everything else. 

Jesus’ statement established the absolute priority of the kingdom. 

Our seeking of the kingdom is to be first in place, order, rank and time: 

such is the force of the Greek word translated as “first” in our English 

versions. Nothing is more important than the kingdom, and it in turn 

gives meaning to life in every dimension. 

One man who exemplified this was Eric Liddell. His determination to 

abide by his principles in refusing to run on a Sunday in the 1924 

Olympics has been acclaimed in the film “Chariots of Fire.” It was the 

decision of a man seeking first the kingdom; obedience to his under-

standing of the will of God took priority over his success and popularity 

as an athlete. It was a way of life that stayed with Liddell in the years 

beyond the scope of the film. He turned his back on the opportunities 

that Olympic fame offered him, and gave his life to serving God in the 

face of terrible hardships in war-torn China. 

There is a statement in a book that Liddell later wrote, which sum-

marizes his attitude both to decisions about Sunday races and about 

every other decision in life. The book, published in 1942, was called, 

“Prayers for Daily use.” He wrote: “OBEDIENCE to God’s will is the secret 

of spiritual knowledge and insight. It is not willingness to know, but 

willingness to DO (obey) God’s will that brings certainty.”1 With such a 

willingness, he himself did what the demands of God’s will required of 

him. 

As he said farewell to the vast crowd of fervent fans who came to see 
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him off as he left Scotland for China, he put his desire to be personally 

obedient in its global context. There in the railway station in Edinburgh 

he started up a hymn. The crowd joined him in singing: 

“Jesus shall reign where’er the sun  

  Doth his successive journeys run; 

His kingdom stretch from shore to shore, 

  Till moons shall wax and wane no more.” 

 

Eric Liddell set off with a vision to share with others the benefits of 

obedience to the King. 

Seeking the kingdom is the absolute priority in two ways. First of all, 

it is essential that we seek to bring our own lives under the government 

of God. But it must also be a priority to see everything over which we 

have a measure of influence coming under his government too.   

To seek the kingdom is to work towards the day when all things have 

been put under Jesus’ feet, when his kingdom truly is seen to stretch 

from shore to shore. That motivation must take precedence over all oth-

ers. We have the privilege of being able to share with him in his rule in 

bringing his government to bear in whatever spheres in which we have 

been called to live and work. 

              

Pearls are not for Pigs 

As we observed, God does not cast pearls before swine: he only gives 

treasure to those who value it. The privilege of sharing in the kingdom 

mandate is only given to those who seek the Kingdom of God as an 

absolute priority. Anything less shows a lack of value being attached to 

the kingdom. To allow anything else to take precedence will involve a 

loss, to some degree, in the measure of our inheritance. 

The consequences of wrong priorities are illustrated in the story of 

Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:31-33). They were both heirs to the same prom-

ises as we are. Abraham was their grandfather, and his wealth was coming 

to them through Isaac.

CHAPTER 14   PAYING THE PRICE

265



God had promised Abraham an inheritance in the kingdom (Gen 

12:2,3; 17:6-8), and his two grandsons were heirs to that promise. 

Ultimately the promise was the world, and it is the same promise that is 

guaranteed to Abraham’s spiritual seed (Rom 4:13,16). We stand in the 

same place as Jacob and Esau: potential heirs. 

But they did not both receive their inheritance. Esau, as the first-born, 

had a birthright to a double portion. He stood to receive two-thirds, and 

Jacob one-third. Yet in the end, Esau’s inheritance came to nothing, and, 

try as he might, he could not rebuild it (Mal 1:2b-5). 

The Scriptures tell us why he failed to receive his inheritance. We are 

warned not to be like Esau “who for a single meal sold his inheritance 

rights as the oldest son. Afterwards, as you know, when he wanted to 

inherit this blessing, he was rejected. He could bring about no change of 

mind, though he sought the blessing with tears.” (Heb 12:16,17) 

Having under-valued his inheritance, he was unable to reclaim it. He 

had been guilty of seeking first a bowl of stew. He felt hungry one day 

when he came in from the fields. He said he was famished, and on the 

point of death (Gen 25:32), but it cannot really have been that serious. A 

bowl of stew would have been very inappropriate for a real starvation 

victim, but Esau was able to get up and go about his business as soon as 

he had eaten. 

Esau’s problem was not starvation. It was a total preoccupation with 

the felt needs of the present. At that moment, his god was his stomach. 

This is precisely the context in which Jesus said we are to seek first the 

kingdom: it is to take precedence over such matters as what we are to 

eat, or drink, or wear (Mt 6:25ff). 

Esau failed to bring his own bodily appetites under the government 

of God. In the feelings of the moment, his stomach was more important 

to him than the destiny God had for him in the blessings and responsi-

bilities of inheritance. Being unwilling to submit himself to the will of 

God, he was disqualified from having a significant place in influencing 

his world to come under the sway of God’s kingdom. Jacob got the 

double portion. Jacob had a different set of values. He is often criticized 

for the hard bargain that he negotiated, but the Bible has nothing nega-

tive to say about him. God loved Jacob; it is Esau who is described as 
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profane. Jacob’s bargaining arose out his understanding of the real issues 

at stake. 

Jacob knew that he was confronted with an enemy of God. He under-

stood that if the birthright remained with Esau, the ungodly would 

inherit the promises of God. He was prepared to take his opportunity, 

ready to use whatever legitimate means he could to see the ungodly 

disinherited of rule, power and government. 

His behaviour was exemplary. He had a proper understanding of the 

importance of the kingdom. He knew that God had promised him the 

inheritance (Gen 25:23). He valued it so highly that he was determined 

to take his opportunity to apprehend that which was promised to him. 

To give up the meal that he had just prepared was no big sacrifice; the 

future was at stake, and to Jacob, the future of the kingdom was more 

important than the desires of the present. 

It was a straightforward free-market transaction. He knew his brother, 

and he set a price that he knew his brother would be willing to pay. The 

unreasonableness of the price reflects on Esau more than Jacob. Esau 

was foolish to prefer instant gratification to future inheritance. But at the 

time he was happy with the deal. The benefits of the birthright seemed 

so far in the future as to be of very little value in the present. 

The deal reflects the perversity of Esau’s heart, not some supposed 

exploitation by Jacob. It provides an important insight into why and how 

the Scriptural promise of wealth and rule flowing to the righteous will 

be fulfilled. Gary North has commented on this passage: “There is no 

doubt that a present-oriented man is at a distinct competitive disadvan-

tage when bargaining with a future-oriented man.”2

Assets will tend to flow toward those who have a vision for the 

future. The self-disciplined, like Jacob, will be ready for the future, and in 

a society that is known as the “now (instant gratification) generation,” 

they are in a strong bargaining position to have the resources to fulfil 

their calling. 

Pay Now; Have Later 

The future belongs to those who prepare for it. Those, like Esau, who live 
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for the pleasure of the moment will be intellectually and materially bank-

rupt. Their philosophy is “Have now; Pay later.” To gain one’s inheritance 

in the Kingdom of God requires the opposite mentality: “Pay now; Have 

later.” Jacob illustrates the ultimate success of such a way of thinking. 

The kingdom is for those who will pay the price now, by seeking it 

as the absolute priority. There are still too many in the church who are 

like Demas. A literal translation of Paul’s comments about this man says, 

“Demas, because he loved this now world has deserted...” (2Tim 4:10). 

He was like Esau who saw the present in terms of pleasure rather than 

price. 

Paul’s frustration with Demas arose from the contradiction with his 

own perspective. He saw it this way: “I consider that our present suffer-

ings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us” 

(Rom 8:18). He went on to describe that glory with reference to the 

Kingdom of God making its impact on a waiting creation. The word 

“consider” means to reckon; Paul is deliberately using an accounting 

term. He is balancing the costs and benefits in the present and the future. 

His considered conclusion is that it is worth paying the price in the pres-

ent. That cost is seen in the preparation to rule: study, apprenticeship, 

discipline and self-control. In time this will lead to excellence, both in 

character and calling. 

The kingdom is for those who will seek it first, now. Those who will 

pay the price now will surely receive the benefits later. But in the short 

term, the call of the kingdom is to sell everything. This is the essence of 

the twin parables of the treasure and the pearl (Mt 13:44-46). 

We noticed these two parables at the start of our study, and it is 

appropriate that we should consider them again as we draw to a conclu-

sion. They speak of men who have discovered the kingdom that had 

once been hidden. 

In Jesus’ stories, men discovered the treasure and the pearl. In discov-

ering the Kingdom of God, they realized it was more important and 

valuable than anything else they had. They were therefore able to sell 

everything “with joy” in order to acquire their new discovery.  

Part of the cost was a willingness to wait before experiencing the full 

enjoyment of what they had glimpsed. The man who found the treasure 
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initially had to “hide it again” (v.44). The pearl merchant “went away” 

(v.46), before he was ready to make the pearl his own. 

We have to be prepared for a time delay, for God works today as he 

did when the children of Israel were taking the land that had been given 

to them. The territory became theirs “little by little” (Deut 7:22). Our 

society prefers instant success. God lays careful foundations before pro-

ceeding with his building. There will be a cost in both time and money 

if we are to see the Lordship of Jesus established in those specific areas 

where we have a revelation of the Kingdom of God. 

We may make a comparison with the pioneer families in America 

who pushed the frontier westward. At times they reached an impasse: 

their wagons could go no further on the difficult trails and mountain 

passes. Their heavy loads prevented further progress. It was at such times 

that crucial decisions had to be made. There was a choice between the 

past and the future. In order to build for the future, priority had to be 

given to such things as tools, food, seeds and sapling trees. To take such 

items necessitated the heart-ache of discarding heirloom furniture and 

wedding presents. 

The true pioneer was the one who could part with the past. 

Sentiment had to be left with precious chattels by the roadside. The cost 

in the present had to be weighed against the hopes for the future. The 

territory was taken by those who could make such decisions. 

             

The Thrill of  the Discovery

While the parables of the treasure and the pearl make no secret of the 

cost factor, the over-riding impression is of the joy rather than the heavi-

ness of counting the cost. It was with joy that the man who discovered 

the treasure sold everything in order to be able to buy the field. The pearl 

merchant was delighted to be able to sell his life-time’s collection to get 

hold of this gem. 

This is as it should be. Jesus promised that those who seek first the 

Kingdom of God, who recognize the priority and the price of the king-

dom, will also have “all these things” given to them (Mt 6:33). It costs you 
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everything you have, but it’s a bargain at the price. What are “all these 

things”? Again our danger is to spiritualize them away. But we must not 

regard them as heavenly blessings that await us in the next world. The 

context is clearly about material blessings, for Jesus had been talking of 

being unconcerned about such things as food, drink and clothing. All 

these things has to do with this world, not the next. 

In fact, all these things are the world. It is the world that is promised 

to the heirs of Abraham (Rom 4:14). It is the earth that is to be inherited 

by the meek (Mt 5:5). The problem is that in their meekness, they tend 

to shy away from such a prospect! 

The peril confronting a church that dares to believe such scriptures 

is that of triumphalism. We are liable to take their fulfilment into our own 

hands and run the risk of jeopardizing the advancement of the kingdom 

by our premature and fleshly enthusiasm. We shall consider shortly how 

to avoid such an attitude and maintain the pre-requisite posture of meek-

ness. But meekness cannot minimize the measure of God’s promised 

blessings. 

The Bible is extravagant in its description of the blessings which are 

ours in Christ. We have been blessed “in the heavenly realms with every 

spiritual blessing” (Eph 1:3). We have been given “everything we need 

for life and godliness” (2Pe 1:3). God’s promise to Abraham was that 

through his seed, “all nations on earth will be blessed” (Gen 22:17,18). It 

should therefore come as no surprise to find Jesus commissioning the 

church, the descendants of the father of all who believe, in like terms. He 

said that this gospel of the kingdom “will be preached in the whole 

world as a testimony to all nations” before the end could come (Mt 

24:14). On that basis we are to make disciples, not of a diminishing num-

ber of individuals but, “of all nations” (Mt 28:19). 

Such scriptures are addressed to the meek, but they are certainly not 

for the pessimistic or the faint-hearted! It takes a special kind of faith to 

believe such promises without arrogance. But Biblical faith is such faith. 

Primarily it is an acknowledgement of our utter dependence upon God 

and a humble submission to his will. People with such faith are truly 

meek, and will inherit the earth without triumphalism.  

Without that kind of faith, the extravagant promises of the Bible are 

PART 4   THE CALL OF THE KINGDOM

270



dismissed as unrealistic. To all appearances they are fantastic, but we are 

to live by faith and not by sight. Faith does not disregard earthly realities, 

but it does see them from a heavenly perspective. Meekness recognizes 

the enormity of the task and the inadequacies of the vessels that God has 

chosen to use. But faith believes that God is able to do what he has said 

through those whom he has chosen. 

             

Magnificent Man 

The fact of the matter is that man has a high calling. One man who 

understood this was G.K.Chesterton. He expressed it in a way which 

avoids the danger of being over-impressed with man. He wrote, “In so far 

as I am Man I am the chief of creatures. In so far as I am a man I am the 

chief of sinners.”3  

The creation mandate was to rule the world. In the fall, Adam threw 

away many of the privileges and responsibilities associated with his 

unique destiny, but the mandate has been restored to redeemed mankind 

in Christ. The writer to the Hebrews saw the balance between man’s 

high calling, and the reality of the present situation which makes that 

original purpose appear to be so distant. He wrote:

“It is not to angels that he has subjected the world to come,  

about which we are speaking. But there is a place where  

someone has testified: 

  ‘What is man that you are mindful of him,

   the son of man that you care for him? 

  You made him a little lower than the angels; 

   you crowned him with glory and honour 

   and put everything under his feet.’ 

In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not  

subject to him. Yet at present we do not see everything subject  

to him. But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than  

the angels, now crowned with glory and honour because he  

suffered death.” (Heb 2:5-9). 
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The first part of his quotation from Psalm 8 is often mis-represented 

as a lament about the smallness of man: “What is man that you are mind-

ful of him?.” The context makes it clear, however, the amazing thing is 

that God has given to man such a large place in his plans. His status is 

only a little lower than that of the angels, and everything has been placed 

under his feet. How wonderful that such a privilege should be entrusted 

to man! 

Far from speaking of the smallness of man, this passage stresses the 

incredible fact of the greatness of man in God’s purposes for creation. 

The incredulity that the Psalmist expresses is the guarantee that he has 

not been overcome by visions of grandeur. He knows that man does not 

deserve such a high accolade. But God in his grace has chosen to make 

man ruler over all the works of his hands. 

The Psalm is not written to extol the greatness of man. David is 

excited about the position that God has given man in creation, but it is 

God’s grace in choosing man that is being extolled. As he meditates on 

the amazing extent of all that God has entrusted to man, David comes to 

this conclusion, “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the 

earth” (Ps 8:9). 

Yet in all of that, it remains true that God has placed man in such a 

position. He is a little lower than the angels; he has limitations that they 

do not have. Yet the possibility of ruling the world was never offered to 

an angel. Perhaps in that we see some part of the reason for Satan’s rebel-

lion. He was jealous of what was offered to an inferior being, and tried 

to steal that which had been given to man. It is man, not angels, that God 

has crowned with glory and honour. 

When we are reading familiar passages of Scripture, like the one in 

Hebrews, we are always in danger of reading what we know to be the 

conclusion of the passage, into our understanding of the earlier part of 

it. We know that the passage concludes with reference to Jesus being 

crowned with glory and honour. We therefore assume that the glory and 

honour referred to in the earlier part is also speaking of Jesus. But Jesus 

is not introduced into the passage until the end. The early part is talking 

about man crowned with glory and honour.

This is totally consistent with the revelation of the whole of Scripture. 
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At the outset, man was made to rule over all the works of God’s hands 

(Gen 1:26-30). He lost that privilege, but it was reinstated in principle to 

Noah (Gen 9:2,3), and certainly reclaimed in Christ. The writer to the 

Hebrews understands the Biblical doctrine of man’s high calling. 

Modern man shuns this high calling, preferring to see himself merely 

as an evolutionary product of nature. Simon and Schuster published a 

very attractive book by Howard Tomb, entitled: Living Monsters – the 

World’s Most Dangerous Animals. It is filled with fascinating information 

and beautiful illustrations. Eighteen creatures are described – sea wasps, 

scorpions, vampire bats and the like. But on the last page, we discover 

that man is included among the world’s most dangerous animals! “We 

tend to forget,” writes Tomb, “about the world’s deadliest creatures – 

human beings.” He informs us that all the deaths caused by sharks and 

rattlesnakes are nothing compared to the millions of human and animal 

deaths caused by humans worldwide.

In such propaganda, beautifully presented for young readers, our 

children are being brain-washed into rejecting the biblical view of man. 

Certainly man is responsible for horrendous atrocities; he is surely a 

fallen creature. But Tomb’s analysis of the problem is hopelessly flawed. 

He reckons that what makes people so dangerous is human intelligence! 

But the real problem with man, as F.W.Schnitzler points out in his review 

of this book,4 is not his intelligence, but his nature. 

If intelligence were the problem, what would Tomb’s solution be? 

Lobotomies for one and all? Vegetables, after all, have never been known 

to intentionally harm anyone. But if nature is the problem, and Christ 

came to deal with man’s sinful nature – then man can be restored to his 

rightful place in the world.

To return to our consideration of the passage in Hebrews: the writer 

is also a realist. Having joined the Psalmist in extolling God for his grace 

in choosing man to rule over his creation, he faces the reality of the pres-

ent situation. He says, “Yet at present we do not see everything subject 

to him [man]” (v.8). At this point in time, far from being God’s vice-regent, 

man is a slave rather than a ruler. The ideal and the real are poles apart.
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But We See Jesus 

It is true that the vision of the Kingdom of God, of redeemed mankind 

serving God and bringing the Lordship of Jesus to bear on every area of 

life, seems idealistic and distant from reality. But the writer to the 

Hebrews does not let our realism degenerate into pessimism. Appearances 

are deceptive; we are to live by faith, not sight. 

So he brings the passage to the climax of faith. It is true, he says, that 

we do not see everything under the feet of men under God, as was 

originally intended. BUT WE SEE JESUS (v.9). That is the great statement 

of faith. It is one of the great themes of the whole epistle. Whatever is 

happening around us on earth, we are to “fix our eyes on Jesus... who 

endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of 

the throne of God” (12:2). We are to consider him, and his greatness 

which surpasses anything that we might see with our natural eyes. Thus 

we are to join the great company of those who live by faith. 

Faith sees Jesus crowned with glory and honour. And it sees him 

there in full knowledge of the extent of creation’s departure from God’s 

ways. In the midst of man’s depravity, the eye of faith sees Jesus crowned 

as King. The kingdom has come, is coming, and will come, because there 

really is a King. 

In Jesus, we see God’s glorious purpose for man. The whole world is 

subject to him as he lives his life in obedience to God and shares in his 

rule. Jesus, as the perfect man, demonstrated what the life of man was 

intended to be. It is supposed to be a life of humble subjection to the 

will of God, which alone leads to exaltation at God’s right hand. 

We may not yet see all things subject to man, but we do see Jesus. As 

God’s perfect man, he said that the Kingdom of God is at hand; and to 

prove it, he ascended to heaven where he is now seated on his throne. 

The eye of faith sees the reality of the kingdom transcending the reality 

of the world’s plight. Because Jesus has been crowned with glory and 

honour, we may be sure that the influence of his rule will ultimately 

touch the whole world. And because Jesus is a Man, we can take our 

place with him in his kingdom.
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Live by Faith not Sight 

If we are to see the Kingdom of God established more tangibly in our 

generation, we must become people who will live by faith, not by sight. 

The kingdom needs people whose revelation of the enthroned Lord 

Jesus outweighs the significance of that which is visible. Our spiritual 

eyes must be opened to see him reigning over every area of life so that 

his will is being done on earth as it is in heaven. 

It is interesting to observe the Old Testament passage from which 

Paul quotes, when he exhorts the righteous to live by faith (Rom 1:17). 

The original reference is in Habakkuk 2:4. That context helps us to 

understand the meaning of the phrase. 

The prophet was concerned about the imminent attack by the 

Babylonians against the people of God. He foresaw danger and destruc-

tion for Judah. Filled with hopelessness and despair, he began to ques-

tion God. He cried out to God, “How long must I call for help, but you do 

not listen?” 

The hopelessness that confronted this man of God is not unlike the 

awareness of the discrepancy between the promised place of man in 

God’s plan and the reality of his fallen position, which took the attention 

of the writer to the Hebrews. When we look at the world and the condi-

tion of the church, who dares to believe in all that God has promised for 

his people? 

Yet God graciously replies to Habakkuk’s questions. He assures him 

that even behind the movements of the godless Babylonians, the sover-

eign Lord is at work. He says, “I am raising up the Babylonians” (1:6). But 

the prophet remains unconvinced, and has the audacity to ask God why 

he is doing such a thing (1:13). 

It is in this context that the Lord speaks to him, and part of God’s 

reply is the famous statement that the righteous shall live by faith. God 

promises to Habakkuk that if he will but look with the eyes of faith, he 

will receive a revelation that may not be immediately fulfilled, but which 

will surely come to pass (2:2-4). 

In order to overcome the pessimism that gripped Habakkuk, it was 

necessary for him to see the unfolding events of history from the per-
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spective of all that was happening in the spiritual realm. God was work-

ing out purposes in history that could not be understood with the natu-

ral mind. We see, as it were, the underside of a tapestry being woven. The 

canvas is filled with loose threads of many different colours, with no 

apparent connection or relationship. But one day, the tapestry will be 

complete – and when seen from the other side, it will portray a wonder-

ful scene. The events which confused Habakkuk were threads in God’s 

hands. There can be no understanding of “history” without seeing it as 

“His story.” 

In the light of that revelation, the righteous are to live by faith. It is 

not merely a religious belief in the existence of God that is being spoken 

of. It is a world-view that interprets every event, from the personal to the 

international, within the framework of a covenant-keeping God fulfilling 

his revealed purposes in and through the affairs of men. 

His designs have their own, often mysterious, time-scale and signifi-

cance. But it is possible to live in the present in the light of the future, 

and to live in the visible in the light of the invisible. God’s hand may be 

unseen, but it is not unreal, and need not be unknown to those who will 

live by faith. 

With such a faith in God it is possible to believe in the victory of the 

kingdom. “All these things” shall be added to those who seek first the 

kingdom. Through faith and patience we may inherit all that has been 

promised (Heb 6:12). Men of faith have always believed that God has 

prepared a city for them (Heb 11:16) – an area to rule, an organized com-

munity to bring under the government of God. Such men have had to 

step out into the unknown, and as faith’s great hall of fame (Hebrews 11) 

tells us, they often paid a high price for what they believed in. They suf-

fered in the short term, but were committed to the vision of the long 

term. 

Many of them did not receive personally that which was promised to 

them. But that would not have concerned them as much as it would 

trouble us. They were generational thinkers. They knew that God would 

fulfil his word in his own time, and if all that they had done was to lay a 

foundation for subsequent generations, they would rest content. 

The kingdom needs a new generation of such people of faith: those 
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who believe that God has prepared a city for them. The city for which 

the Old Testament saints listed in Hebrews 11 were waiting has come. In 

the next chapter we are told, “But you have come to Mount Zion, to the 

heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God” (12:22). Its origins are in 

heaven, but it has come down and is slowly being built on earth. Within 

the city is a throne, where Jesus is seated as his enemies are being made 

to be his footstool. The enemies of Christ may appear to be threatening. 

But the conquest has already been won. Those who live by faith know 

that there is a king on the throne whose authority is beyond challenge 

and whose victory is already secure. Faith sees beyond appearances. 

The kingdom has come in Jesus. The kingdom is coming as his people 

share in his rule in bringing his already-established government to bear 

on every area of society. And the kingdom will come: those who live by 

faith know that a covenant-keeping God will, at the end of time, be both 

believed and seen to be all in all. 

“Then the end will come, when he [Christ] hands over the kingdom 

to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and 

power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 

The last enemy to be destroyed is death. For he ‘has put everything 

under his feet’ [Ps 8:6]. Now when it says that ‘everything’ has been put 

under him, it is clear that this does not include God himself, who put 

everything under Christ. When he has done this, then the Son himself 

will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God 

may be all in all.” (1Cor 15:24-28) 
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Deep in the soil 

Of the forest of ages 

Unseen, 

The future is stirring, 

And seed that has lain 

As if dead 

Is now split 

By the power of creation 

Of all that has been. 

A tender shoot pushes where once, 

From a root in dry ground, 

A noble tree rose, in whose shadow 

The earth with a myriad 

Sun-dappled saplings 

Was crowned. 

Their glory is gone, 

But their life, 

Though in dust and in darkness interred, 

Still abides, 

And its vigour, transferred 

By God’s wonder 

Explodes the green shoot into view: 

Earth’s first glimpse of the new, 

In whose consummate splendour 

The glory of old is outshone. 
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And this, says the Lord, 

Is my tree. 

See it starting to grow. 

The peoples shall furnish its boughs 

And the nations its leaves –

And all history’s wisdom 

Could only its shadow perceive. 

And you? 

Insignificant grain, 

Cowed by the future, 

Awed by the past? 

Think again. 

You, as you lie where the feet of the ages have trod, 

You are the seed 

Of the tree 

Of the Kingdom of God. 

Copyright: Mike Hollow  (20 June 1985)  Used by permission of the author. 
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