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A Kingdom People

August 8th, 2010
One day, around 2000 years ago, a Man named Jesus, the son of a local carpenter named Joseph, stood up in his local synagogue in a small Middle-Eastern town called Nazareth and recited these verses from Isaiah 61:1-2.

18"The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

because he has anointed me

to preach good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

and recovery of sight for the blind,

to release the oppressed,

19to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."
Now, living in Israel back then under Roman occupation, I’d imagine that this passage represented some of the most hopeful words of Scripture.
· They spoke about what life will be like when the Kingdom of God arrives.
· Like the Year of Jubilee, where every 50 years, those who lost their land would be given their land back… 
· where people would be set free and all debts would be cancelled. 
· In other words, the coming of the Kingdom of God would be Good News to the poor… to the oppressed… and even to the sick!  
And to have had Jesus read that particular passage… someone who born and raised in their small village… meant everything to them.  
· In fact, we’re told in Luke 4:22 that “everyone spoke well of Him and were amazed by the gracious words that came from His lips.”
· And, when He finished reading this passage, He rolled up the scroll that had been handed to him, gave it back to the attendant… and sat back down where He would begin to teach.
And, according to verse 20, with “all the eyes in the synagogue looking at Him intently,” Jesus spoke what I believe are some of the most provocative words ever spoken in history.
· He looked at all these people He had grown up with and said, “Today, this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing”.
· Can you just imagine the silence in that room as they sat there stunned… waiting for the punch line?  But, there was no punch line.
In those few words, Jesus was proclaiming that He Himself was the long awaited Anointed One set apart to redeem humanity back into intimate relationship with God
· And that, through Him, the rule and reign of God had now come into this world in fierce opposition to the ruler of this world… 
· As He destroys the ultimate powers of this world… satan, sin, & and death.
But, remember, Nazareth was a town of between 200 and 400 people.  Everyone knew one another. They had all seen Jesus grow up.

· So how in the world would this Jesus, whom they understood to be the illegitimate Son of Joseph…

· claim to be the answer to what has been beating in the hearts of Israel since Isaiah spoke those words hundreds of years earlier?

· Who does this guy think He is… to announce that the Kingdom was no longer a future hope but a present reality… 

· and that He Himself was the Messianic Hope promised through Scripture… to usher in that Kingdom?

This morning, we’re going to talk about the impact this obscure, uneducated, unofficial Rabbi had as He walked this earth 2000 years ago… and the impact He intends to have through those who follow Him.  [Let’s Pray]
Let me ask you a question… how many of you remember PBS superstar, Mr. Fred Rogers? Back in the day, his show, Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood was a huge hit. 

· It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood. And I’m so glad you’re you. I like you just the way you are. Won’t you be my neighbor?
· Now, I must say, I was more of a Sesame Street kid… but, because my sister was totally into Mr. Rogers… 

· and, because there wasn’t a TV in every room back then, I ended up watching it all the time. 

So, why am I talking about Mr. Rogers?  Because, there are some who tend to see Jesus’ life and ministry a little like Mr. Rogers… 

· A really nice guy who walked around saying really good things: We should all be neighbors... We should all be really nice to each other. 

· In a way, they may think of Jesus as kind of a dreamer—not really in touch with the real, high-pressure, grown-up world in which we live. 

· I mean… He’s a nice guy. We all ought to be more like him, but of course, we can’t—not in the real world.

But, here’s the problem with throwing Jesus into the “Mr. Nice Guy” category… Did you ever see anybody get really mad at Mr. Rogers? 

· I mean, have you ever heard anyone say, “I wish they would take out that Fred Rogers and just put him down!” 

· Nobody said that about Mr. Rogers. In the year that he died, back in 2003, Fred Rogers was the Grand Marshall of the Rose Bowl Parade. 

· When he drove past the thousands of people on Colorado Boulevard, there was a feeling of warmth all over. Everybody likes Mr. Rogers. 

But, believe me, nobody had the “warm fuzzies” when Jesus announced that He Himself was the fulfillment of Isaiah 61.

· In there minds… this was no Mr. Rogers-like cultural icon.  To them, Jesus was a dangerous man… 

· So dangerous that, if you look in verses 28-29, they dragged Him out of the synagogue and tried to throw him off a cliff.

· In the mind of nearly every religious and political leader of the day, Jesus was a dangerous man.  

And, that should matter to us, because when we chose to  answer that call to follow Him with all of our heart, mind, and soul, then guess what?

· When it comes to making a real difference in this world, we’ll become far more dangerous people… a people forever ruined for the ordinary.  
· And when you become ruined for the ordinary, even when you’ve somehow drifted back into a far more civilized place in your walk with God, there will always be that rumbling inside crying out for more.
You see, as followers of Jesus Christ, we’re called to be a dangerous people… to be that Kingdom Community, passionate about pursuing the heart of God…  
· A people fueled by His presence, driven to know Him more and to make Him known. 

· To be a people who dare to follow Jesus regardless of the cost or what we get out of it. 

· To be a people who refuse to choose safety over and against significance… to be a people not content to live ordinary lives.  

· And why? Because that’s how Jesus lived every moment of His life.

I’m telling you… if you’re willing to follow Him closely enough… If you’re willing to be shaped by Him…

· Then… in terms of the impact you can make in the world around you… you will make a difference… you will be dangerous! 
· We’re told in the Gospel of Mark that after being thrown out of the synagogue “Jesus went and hid for a few months?” 
· No!  We’re told, in Mark 1:14, that after He was thrown out of the synagogue, Jesus began “proclaiming the Good News of God. ‘The time promised by God has come at last. The Kingdom of God is near…” 
I mean, this is what the prophets had been talking about for centuries… the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God… 
· life in God’s presence and God’s power and God’s favor together as God’s people. 

· In other words, it’s time for “up there,” for the glory and power and salvation of heaven, to come “down here.” 

· Just listen to Jesus’ words in the Lord’s Prayer… “Your Kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as it is in Heaven.”
We’re told in Luke 8:1, that “Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God…”  
· In fact, after proclaiming and demonstrating the reality of the Kingdom of God to one town, we’re told in Luke 4:42 that the people were trying to stop Him… wanting Him to continue ministering where He was.

· But He said to them in verse 43, “I must preach the Good News of the Kingdom of God to other towns also, because that’s why I was sent.”
But, let me ask you… What do you think people in Jesus’ day heard when He referred to the “Kingdom of God?” 

· Well, as you can imagine for a people living under abusive foreign occupation, their understanding of the “reign & rule” of God’s Kingdom was shaped by their longing for deliverance.

· And so, in their minds, the coming Kingdom would certainly mean the end of Roman occupation… 

· Where Israel’s enemies would be defeated… and where all the nations would look up to Israel in admiration, envy and awe as in the days of David and Solomon. 

· Where the Temple would be rebuilt and restored and where a descendant of David would sit once more on the throne in Jerusalem. 

And yet, for generations now, the Israelites continued to live as subjects of another kingdom… the kingdom of Rome… or more specifically, the kingdom of Caesar. 

· They lived in a kingdom that not only disregarded their God… but which believed Caesar to be divine. 

· In fact, there was a saying in Jesus’ day that “there is no name under heaven by which men can be saved than Caesar.” Does that sound familiar? (see Acts 4:12)
A Rabbi in Jesus’ day wouldn’t even carry a Roman coin with Caesar’s image engraved on it… not only because they had very strict rules about graven images…

· But because, on those coins, was an inscription that read: Divi filius or… Caesar, the divine son. 

· You see, the Israelites looked at this and cried out, “God, where is Your Kingdom? When will Your Kingdom come?” 
· Truth is, this was the question in Jesus’ day: How and When is the Kingdom going to come?! 

And so, anyone in Jesus’ position—any Rabbi—had to be able to address this question. 
· In fact, in Jesus’ day, there were basically three responses to this question regarding when and how the Kingdom would come… 
· with each response coming from a different group of people. 

· The first of these three groups of people were called Zealots. 

Zealots believed that the Kingdom of God would come to Israel when enough people got angry enough to revolt. 

· In other words, they believed that if enough of them would choose to fight against Rome, that God would give them victory. 

· But, as you can imagine, while many Israelites saw them as freedom fighters, to Rome, the 4000 or so Zealots in Jesus’ day were nothing but rogue terrorists.
The problem for Jesus was that He not only knew some of these zealots… but took one of them on as a disciple. 

· Look at Luke 6:13-15: “When morning came, Jesus called his disciples to him and chose twelve of them whom he designated Apostles. Simon, whom he called Peter, his brother Andrew, James, John, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James, son of Alfaeus, and Simon who was also called the Zealot.”
· So, how do you think the Romans felt when they heard that Jesus had embraced what they considered to be a political extremist as one of His followers… 

· Someone dedicated to overthrowing the system by any means possible?
Now, if we really want to grasp how people understood Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom then we need to look at a second group of people called the Essenes. 
· We know about the Essenes, not from the New Testament, but from the 1947 discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls near a relatively small body of water in the West Bank. 
· Anyone know what body of water that is? Yes… the Dead Sea! Just seeing if you’re paying attention!
· Well… the Essenes were part of what was known as the Qumran community. 
Because they saw just how corrupt society had become, the Essenes came to believe that the Kingdom of God would come when a group of people would completely separate from society in order to pursue pure & holy lives. 
· For them, not only was Rome corrupt, but due to its compromise with Rome, they saw the Temple system as having become corrupt as well. 
· In other words, the sacrificial system of the Temple was no good. 
· And so, what the Temple sacrifice could no longer do, they themselves tried to do… and that is to follow precisely all the laws of the Torah.
· And, once they were pure enough, God would respond to their purity by ushering His Kingdom back to earth in power. 
· And when that happened, God would not only reward them, but pretty much blowtorch the “Sons of Darkness” who, in their minds, referred to everyone else living outside their community.
The third group of people were called the Sadducees. Unlike the Pharisees, who were a much larger minority in Israel, the Sadducees didn’t believe in the Resurrection, the afterlife, angels or spirits. 
· Instead, the Sadducees were pretty much interested in the here and now. 
· They looked at the Romans, and they thought, “Well, if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” 
· So their response to this crisis of the Kingdom was to collaborate with Rome. They got along. They worked with tax collectors. They paid allegiance to Caesar. 
And that’s why all the positions of importance in Israel—the High Priest and the Chief Priests—all went to the Sadducees. 
· They ran the Temple, and, believe me, the Temple was big business in Jerusalem at that time.
· And, believe me, the Sadducees were the ones who profited from all of this. 
Now, if you’re an Israelite, these are the three main groups influencing people’s understanding of how and when the Kingdom of God will come. 

· So, if you’re waiting for the Kingdom of God, you have basically three possible responses: 

· You can get mad… you can hate… you can revolt… and even kill. 

· Or… you can withdraw into your own little commune, try to become pure, while telling the rest of the world how they’re going to Hell; 

· Or, you can say, “Well, I don’t think things will ever be any different, so I’m going to try to get mine while I’m here.” 

You see, I share all this because we’ll never fully understand Jesus, or the cost of following Him, or what a dangerous guy He was… 

· if we don’t understand how radical His message about the Kingdom of God really was… 

· Not just with Rome, but also with the Attackers, the Withdrawers, and the Collaborators.

For instance, in Matthew 8:7-10, we’re told that a centurion comes to Jesus, asking if He would heal his servant who had become paralyzed. 
· So, understand… we have a Roman soldier asking Jesus, a Jewish Rabbi, for help.  
· And yet, Jesus says in verse 7, “Ok, I will come and heal him.” 
· But the Roman soldier explains that its not necessary for Him to come… but to just say the word and his servant would be healed.
Jesus is stunned by this man’s faith and says in verse 10, “I tell you the truth, I haven’t seen faith like this in all Israel!” 
· Now, let me ask you… Which of these three groups is going to be most offended by Jesus’ comment? The Zealots, Essenes, or Sadducees?
· The Zealots want to kill these guys, and yet Jesus exalts this Roman as the paradigm of faith. 
· Do you have any idea how angry this would make them? 
In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus tells the crowds around Him that, “If someone strikes you in the face, turn the other cheek” (Matthew 5:39). 
· Now, when Jesus spoke to these Jews about being hit in the face, who would they likely see as the one striking them? Yes, Roman! 
· He then says, “If someone forces you to go with him one mile, go with him two” (vs. 41).
· So, what does that mean? Well, there was a practice in the ancient world where armies would conscript peasants to carry their gear for them.
Well, Roman soldiers were only permitted to have them carry their gear for one mile.  
· But, for a proud Jew, just the idea of carrying a Roman soldier’s backpack for him was enough to make him sick.
· And yet, Jesus said to this crowd of Jews, “If a Roman soldier makes you do that, not only do you do what is required, but at the end of the mile, out of sheer love, offer to carry their burden another mile.”
· Needless to say, Jesus wasn’t out there trying to win the popular vote. 
· In speaking the truth of the Kingdom, Jesus showed just how dangerous a man He really was. 
A little earlier in the Sermon on the Mount, in verse 9, Jesus says, “Blessed are the peacemakers.”  Well, maybe that is something that Mr. Rogers might say. It would certainly make a nice bumper sticker.
· But guys… the Zealots didn’t hear those words and say to themselves, “Oh, that’s lovely. Let’s put it on a plaque on the wall someplace.”
· You see, in all these things, Jesus is punching a hole through the very core beliefs of the many Zealots of his day.

· But, believe me, they’re not the only group that Jesus offends. 
In Matthew 8, a man with leprosy comes and kneels before Jesus saying, “Lord, if you are willing, you can heal me and make me clean.”
· Then, in verse 3, we read that “Jesus reached out and touched him. ‘I am willing,’ he said. ‘Be healed!” 
· Knowing all that He does about leprosy… knowing the Rabbinic laws against touching even the garment of a leper, Jesus still reached out His hand and touched him.
· Jesus could have healed him first… and then touched him. That’s what anyone else would have done. But, we’re not talking about anyone else.
Instead, we’re talking about a Rabbi who, in a culture, where men and women remained separate, allowed a prostitute to not only come up to him… 

· but to wet his feet with her tears and dry them with her hair. 

· This is a Rabbi, who didn’t simply accept the invitation of sinners and tax collectors to sit and eat with them… 

· But who would invite Himself to the home of people like Zacchaeus, the chief tax collector in Galilee.

If there was someone in need of healing, than whether it was on the Sabbath or not, Jesus would heal them.  I could go on and on.

· But my question is, “Who is all of this going to offend?” The Essenes. 

· You see, Jesus is boldly declaring that the Kingdom of God is not about withdrawing from the “pagan” world around you into a safe little religious subculture. 

In Matthew 22 we find another important story where some of the political & religious leaders get together to trap Jesus in His words. 

· They’re coming after Him, because, in every way, this is a dangerous guy. Nobody ever tried to trap Mr. Rogers in his words… 

· Nobody ever connived together and asked, “OK now, Mr. Rogers. What do you really mean by ‘neighbor?’”
· But they come to Jesus and they say in verse 16-17, “Teacher. We know that you are a man of integrity and we know that you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no attention to who they are.”
Now, do you get the feeling that they’re being just the tiniest bit insincere here? 
· Remember, taxes were a huge deal in Jesus’ day putting a weight on them that was almost unbearable…

· Not like in our day when people are happy to pay their taxes and even look forward to April 15! 

· Taxes were a big deal.  Think about it… the Romans had stolen Israel’s land, and now they were making the Israelites pay taxes on the land they had stolen. 

This incensed the people of Israel… to the point where the Zealots said, “No way are we going to do that!”
· In fact, when Jesus was a boy, there was a man named Judas of Galilee who led a revolt against Rome… refusing to pay taxes! 

· Well… he and a group of about 2000 of his followers were crucified by Rome… 

· Their crosses were left standing as a clear warning to the Israelites that not paying taxes to Rome would be hazardous to their health. 

And so, knowing this, they asked Jesus... “Rabbi, tell us. Should we pay taxes to Caesar?” 

· So, Jesus says in verses 18-19, “You hypocrites! Why are you trying to trap me? Show me the coin used for paying the tax.” 
· Why does Jesus ask someone to give Him a coin? Because, He doesn’t have a coin. 
· And why? Because, no devout Rabbi would carry a coin with Caesar’s image engraved on it. 
So Jesus says, “Somebody hand me a coin, would you?” And the guys who asked him the question gave him a coin. What does that mean? Who is carrying a coin? 
· Jesus is very deliberately saying, “You carry this thing around? Are you kidding me? You’re playing all spiritual on me… and yet, you come to me like this?”  You see, this is an explosive encounter! 
· So, He asked them, “Whose portrait—whose graven image is on here? And whose inscription is on here?” 
· Do you remember what the inscription was on one of those coins? “Son of God.” Caesar’s.
Jesus says in verse 21, “All right. You want a pronouncement? Here it is: “Give to Caesar what is his. But give to God what is His.”
· In other words, Jesus is making it very clear that Caesar is not God… that he is, by no means, the “son of God.”
· Not only has Jesus masterfully avoided their trap, but He’s made it perfectly clear… that who God is… and who that man on the coin is… are two very separate things.
· And if you confuse the two… if you bow down to one of those little gold coins by allowing money and power to dominate your life, than you just might be on the wrong side of the Kingdom of God.
· So, let me ask you… who is Jesus offending here? The Sadducees.

And so, in preaching the Good News of the Kingdom, Jesus is sending a clear message to groups like the Zealots, the Essenes, and the Sadducees… that they’ve all missed the mark.

· Attacking, anger, and violence—that’s not the way. Withdrawal—that’s not the way. Compromise—that’s not the way.

· You see, there’s different way! Through Me, “Up There” is coming “Down Here” to this dark, hurting world.

· Through Me… the Way, the Truth, and the Life, you can experience the power and mercy and redemption of God.

· In fact, through Me, you can be born again… as sons & daughters of God… and members of a new family… a new community of the Kingdom.

And with that, Jesus begins to put this community together. And, whom does He invite into this new community? 

· Well, He starts with people like Simon who was a Zealot… a strong man who lived his life hating his Roman captors.

· Then He chooses Matthew… a tax collector… a collaborator with Rome… someone who sold out his own people for a larger paycheck. 

· Can you imagine these two together in the same little community? 

Then, along with the disciples, Jesus allowed others to join this new community.  He welcomed people like Nicodemus, who was a Pharisee. 

· He also welcomed a Samaritan woman.  We’re talking wrong gender, wrong nationality, wrong religion, and a sexual history that would make any Pharisee blush. 

· And yet, Jesus invited all of these people into this new community. 

· And to all of them, Jesus says, “You’ve got to stay real close to Me. My love will spill over to you, and your love will spill over to the world around you. It’s going to be real dangerous at times… but guys, we’re going to change the world!”
But, it’s not going to happen the Zealot way! The world doesn’t need another church that stands on the sidelines and talks about what a crummy, dark, wicked world it is.

· It’s not going to happen by way of withdrawal! The world does not need another church where everybody just withdraws into their own little cloister of churchy activities and programs and relationships. 

· And it’s not going to come by Christians getting co-opted by the world and saying, “There’s a lot of money and comfort and success down here. If we can’t beat ‘em… join ‘em!”
As individuals and as a church, God is calling us to return to the ancient, primal, dangerous faith of Jesus… 

· He’s calling us to let go of sanitized Christianity and get back to the powerful, raw faith that chooses revolution over compromise, peril over safety, and passion over luke-warm watered-down religion.  

· So, let me ask you… Is there an area of your faith where you’ve become too careful… too proper… 

· where, as a follower of Jesus, you’ve become overly tamed and civilized? When was the last time you took a real risk of faith?
You see, guys… as a Kingdom Community… if we’re going to make a difference… if we’re gonna live in our calling, then we need to become dangerous.
· But what will make us dangerous aren’t the things we’d ever be able to accomplish in our own strength. 

· Instead, we will become dangerous to the extent that we answer God’s call on our lives… 
· As we walk down the path God has for us… no matter where that path would take us.

Truth is, each day is filled with new opportunities for us to either attack or hide or blend into the world around us. 

· But, you know as well as I do, that the world doesn’t need another church of Attackers. 
· The world doesn’t need another church of Withdrawers. 

· The world sure doesn’t need another luke-warm church that just sort of blends into the landscape.

Instead, the world needs a church that will love courageously as Jesus did… who will minister with compassion & power as Jesus did.

· You see, Jesus is calling us to be a dangerous people… to be a people passionate about pursuing the heart of God…  

· A people fueled by His presence, driven to know Him more and to make Him known.  

· He’s calling us to be that Kingdom Community of Hope that stands up for injustice, that reaches out to the poor, and who cares about those who are separated from and don’t know His love. 
I know it’s tempting to fall into one of those three responses to the world.  But, if, to any degree you may have slipped into the mode of attacking… or withdrawing… or just blending in… 
· would you this morning, choose instead… to trust Him and to follow Him, with all your heart, mind, and soul?
· And why? Because that’s how our Rabbi… how Jesus Christ lived every moment of His life. 
· It’s the life He’s calling me to… and you to.  The question is, then, how will I respond? How will you respond?

