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“The Purpose of the Church: Making the Kingdom Real”

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe in the good news.”


— Mark 1:15


If I didn’t have to preach, I think the Bible would kind of glide over me.  I have heard its words so often that while familiarity has not bred contempt, it certainly has dulled its impact.  I mention this because the words offered here as our text are hard to swallow.  How are we to accept that the kingdom of God has come near?  Evidence to the contrary is all around us:

GUNMEN KILL GOVERNMENT STALWART IN SYRIAN CAPITAL

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad's army continues to blast away at the city of Homs

Investigation Finds Members of Congress Steer Millions Close to Home

It’s hard to speak of the kingdom of heaven having come near when it seems so far away.


Our difficulty is compounded by the nature of our call.  We are the Church, the Body of Christ, and as such we are to make real what we may find hard to believe – namely, the kingdom of God has come near.  So this morning, we have our work cut out for us.  First, we need to convince ourselves the kingdom of God is near and second, we have to convey our conviction to the world.

So how do we convince ourselves?  Let me suggest that we test the hypothesis.  Scientist do it.  They postulate a theory and establish experiments to see if the theory lines up with reality.  When they were laying the foundation for our home in Vermont they used a tool that wasn’t available when Jesus was a carpenter.  To ensure their measurements were precise, they used a laser beam.  Everyone knows that light travels in a straight line, right?  Well, in 1915, Albert Einstein theorized that gravity would prove that conviction wrong.  Light can bend.  In a famous observation by Sir Arthur Eddington four years later, Einstein, who everyone had considered daft, was proven right.  Light bends.  Science tests its theories. So should we.


Jesus uses the same approach as science.  The story is told in both Matthew and Luke of a time when John the Baptist was in prison.  John sends his disciples to Jesus to ask Jesus a direct question.  Remember?  They asked, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another.”  How does Jesus answer?  He doesn’t say, “Sure am!”  He doesn’t produce some sort of heavenly identification.  In fact, In Matthew 11 He tells John’s disciples to give John the facts.

"Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them."

Jesus tells them to test the hypothesis.  


There are people here today who have tested the hypothesis.  Maybe it is the woman who was so far down there was nowhere else to go.  Maybe it is a person who was touched by God’s grace and cannot deny Christ having moved in her life.  Maybe it is the man who grew up in a home nurtured by a strong faith and saw a power in his parents he wanted for himself.  Maybe it is the woman who has found hope in God that she never knew in the secular world.  Maybe it is the person who longs and waits for God to cure the ones he loves and finds that in the wait comes the only hope he has known.  People are testing the hypothesis and is the kingdom of God near?  It is as near as the heart beating next to you.

But how do we convince the world?  The kingdom we profess, let’s be honest, is bizarre. Struck on one cheek, we are to allow a second blow?  Those who are persecuted for righteousness will possess the kingdom of heaven?  Those who mourn will be comforted?  Those who lose their lives will find them?  Such a message to a world which clings to raw power is a hard sell.  And the fact is we live in this world and it often calls us away from the kingdom we are called upon to proclaim.  Truth is, Jesus often gets in my way.  Don’t misunderstand me.  I am a far better person if I take my prayers seriously.  For at the beginning of the day I offer this prayer, “I give thanks for this new day and ask your guidance in its living,” and then go about trying to push God out!  I want my way.  I confess While I preach about the kingdom of God, I would love to have dual citizenship — I would love to cling to the materialism of this world while professing my love of the poor.

So how are we, hypocrites all, supposed to convince the world that the kingdom of God is near?  First, we ask them to do what we have done ( test the hypothesis.  Live, no matter how partially, as if Christ were king and His mandates law.  See if what Jesus is saying is true.  Second, be honest.  Tell them they will fail to fully realize the kingdom of God.  Do not make discipleship easy.  It isn’t.  True discipleship, seen rarely in this world, costs us our lives.  So do not make God into such a friendly figure that God no longer places a demand upon our souls.  If we fail to make the demand of God real, we will end up calling people into a false kingdom.  H. Richard Niebuhr reminds us of just such a pitfall:

A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.

Honesty requires us to make the cross central.  Third, we are to be in a constant state of confession.  No church, no Christian, has embodied full citizenship in the kingdom of God.  We speak of carrying the cross and then run from having to bear it.  We speak of living for others and too often think only of ourselves.  We could, I suspect, cease being hypocrites and give ourselves over to this world.  But I fear we would be worse and certainly no better.  So we bid the world to join what Paul Tillich might have called, the impossible possibility, to dare and seek what can never be fully ours this side of heaven.  In so doing they, too, might become fallen citizens of a kingdom made real in Christ for it is in joining the battle that we find truth.


In the end, the kingdom of God is as real as we let it be, as much as we let Jesus reign in our lives.  My friends, it is not our lack of knowledge that blocks the fullness of the kingdom.  It is our failure to let Jesus reign.  The kingdom of God has come near.  Oh let us now draw near to the King.  Let us pray…
� Mark 1:14-27


14 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15 and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news." 16 As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 17 And Jesus said to them, "Follow me and I will make you fish for people." 18 And immediately they left their nets and followed him. 19 As he went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets. 20 Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him. 21 They went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and taught. 22 They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 23 Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 24 and he cried out, "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God." 25 But Jesus rebuked him, saying, "Be silent, and come out of him!" 26 And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him. 27 They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, "What is this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him."
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