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How We Fit Into God’s Plan:

Understanding the Kingdom of God

A Study of Acts 1:1-3
Characteristic of Completeness: Church
Big Idea: Christ is our King or a Dangerous Crock.
Related Scriptures: Luke 24:44-49; Ezekiel 28:12-17; Genesis 3:1-5; John 18:33-37; Colossians 1:13; Philippians 3:20; Isaiah 45:22;

1 Corinthians 15:24-28
Introduction:

A.
Good morning. It’s great to be back after about two months of not preaching. I am very grateful to the elders who gave me the time away. I have been goofing off some, but not the entire time. I managed to plan out a year of sermons. I did a good deal of reading about church stuff. And my wife, Cathy, and I married off our son Chase, so now the only kids we have left at home are the dogs.
I’m feeling a little nervous this morning, like the first day of school after summer. It didn’t really help when my son told me, “Boy dad, after that much time off, you better be on your ‘A-game’ when you get back.” Truth is, I hope you’ll grant me a mulligan on this first message. I don’t know if I’ll need it, but I feel like I need to work my way back into preaching shape.
I am putting up on the screen a piece of artwork depicting the ascension of Jesus to heaven after His resurrection. I’m going to be using it as a background for my visuals this morning. I’m not exactly endorsing the artwork as biblically accurate. I don’t know what’s up with babies with wings. But I thought it was a cool piece, and we’re going to be touching on the ascension of Jesus this morning, so I’m going with it.

B.
During my time off, I read something very thought-provoking written by a guy named Robert Reich. Reich is the former Secretary of Labor under President Clinton. Currently, Reich serves as founder and national editor of The American Prospect, and he is a professor of Social and Economic Policy at Brandeis University.

In a July 1, 2004 article that appeared in The American Prospect, Reich describes a danger that he believes underlies terrorism. He says,

The great conflict of the 21st century may be between the West and terrorism.  But terrorism is a tactic, not a belief.  The underlying battle will be between modern civilization and anti-modernist fanatics; between those who believe in the primacy of the individual and those who believe that human beings owe blind allegiance to a higher authority; between those who give priority to life in this world and those who believe that human life is no more than preparation for an existence beyond life; between those who believe that truth is revealed solely through scripture and religious dogma, and those who rely primarily on science, reason, and logic.  Terrorism will disrupt and destroy lives. But terrorism is not the only danger we face.

On a ledger on the screen, let me summarize the two sides that Reich says are engaged in a battle of beliefs. It’s civilized modernists versus anti-modernist fanatics. It’s those who believe in the primacy of the individual versus those who believe that human beings owe allegiance to a higher authority. It’s those who give priority to life in this world, versus those who view this life as preparation for the next life. It’s those who rely primarily on science, reason, and logic, versus those who believe that truth is revealed through scripture and doctrine.
The assertion is that the anti-modernist fanatics on the right of the ledger are dangerous, and their beliefs underlie terrorism. The unspoken but inescapable implication is that serious Christians just might be dangerous. Those of us who are sold out to Jesus are religious fanatics, and perhaps we can’t be trusted.

It is easy for us as Christians to get offended at being lumped in with terrorists, and it’s tempting to lash out at people on the left of the ledger who think this way. But let’s understand their concern. Here’s the logic. Christ followers believe they owe allegiance to a higher authority, just like the terrorists of the Taliban. We serve Jesus; they serve Allah. Christ followers view this life as preparation for the next life, just like the terrorists do. Our hope is in a heaven; so is theirs. Christ followers believe that truth is revealed through scripture, just like the terrorists do. We believe in the Bible; they believe in the Koran.
We Christians are quick to point out that following Christ does not involve the oppression or killing of people who do not share our faith. There is no Christian jihad. We don’t fly planes into buildings. We don’t behead innocent people on video.

But those on the left of the ledger are quick to point out the violent history of Christianity. After all, Adolph Hitler claimed to be a Christian. And in the year 1095, the Catholic Pope Urban II began the Crusades by declaring Holy War on Muslims to expel them from the Holy Land in the name of Christ. Let me read you brief description of the Crusades written by Bruce Shelley, a noted Christian historian. He says,
The inception of the Crusades ignited horrible attacks against the Jews, and even fellow Christians were not exempt from rape and plunder.  Incredible atrocities befell Muslim foes. Crusaders sawed open dead bodies in search of gold, sometimes cooking and eating the flesh . . .
 From the end of the eleventh century to the end of the thirteenth, Christian Europe, led by the popes, launched seven major crusades, as well as various small expeditions (Shelley, Church History in Plain Language, 206).

We must admit there are shameful, horrible, unbiblical things some people have done in the name of Christ.
C.
So, where does this leave us? Well, this morning I want to present a panoramic view of Christianity, so you can decide for yourself how dangerous it is, and if it’s just another form of religious fanaticism, or something quite different. I’m going to disclose to the big idea of my entire message right up front. It presents us with basically two options. Here’s the big idea: Christ is our King or a dangerous crock. Those are the only two options before us as I see it. Those are the only positions the Bible leaves us. Christ is our King or a dangerous crock. I’ll spend the rest of our time this morning explaining what I mean by this.
Today I’m going to begin a study of the first two chapters of the Bible book of Acts in the New Testament. The text we’re going to study today is Acts, Chapter 1, Verses 1 through 3. I invite you to turn there if you have a Bible with you. If you don’t have a Bible, don’t worry, I’ll be putting the text up on the screen. 
The book of Acts was written by a guy named Luke. Luke was a physician, a Christ-follower, and a companion of the Apostle Paul. He’s the same guy who wrote the gospel of Luke. In fact, the gospel of Luke and the book of Acts belong together as a matching set. The gospel of Luke gives a history of the life of Jesus. The book of Acts takes up where the gospel left off. Acts is the sequel, giving a history of the birth and expansion of Christ’s church.

By the way, the church is our key characteristic this morning. Let me explain what I mean. If you look on the back of the sermon outline in your bulletin, you’ll see a listing of 31 biblical characteristics of a person who is complete in Christ. It’s a summary of what we want to become around here: Complete in Christ. Every Sunday, we highlight one of the characteristics for study in an attempt to build that into our lives. In fact, over the next year, we’ll be covering every one of these characteristics at least once. Today, I’m trying to build your belief in the church by providing a historical context of its creation and importance in God’s plan.
In the first three verses of Acts, Luke provides a brief recap of what he wrote in his former gospel account. He says,

NKJ Acts 1:1 The former account I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do and teach, 2 until the day in which He was taken up, after He through the Holy Spirit had given commandments to the apostles whom He had chosen, 3 to whom He also presented Himself alive after His suffering by many infallible proofs, being seen by them during forty days and speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God.

D.
I have taken the liberty of rearranging these verses a little bit to show the logical, chronological sequence of events presented by Luke. The rearrangement is printed on your sermon outline. Let me walk through it briefly.
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When Luke says, “The former account I made, O Theophilus,” he is referring back to the gospel of Luke. If we were to look back at the beginning of that gospel, we would see that Luke also addresses it to Theophilus. We don’t know for sure who Theophilus is. Some speculate that he is a Roman officer (Easton’s Bible Dictionary), but it’s not terribly important.
The “former account” or the gospel of Luke contains a record “of all that Jesus began both to do and teach,” according to the second part of Verse 1.

1.
Within the broad category of all that Jesus did and taught, Luke indicates in Verse 2 that Jesus chose His apostles.
2.
Then Verse 3 alludes to the fact that Jesus suffered and died on a cross.

3.
Then Verse 3 indicates that Jesus rose again and presented Himself alive to His apostles and others.

a.
Christ’s post-resurrection appearances were accompanied by strong evidence or “proofs,” according to Verse 3.

b.
Christ’s appearances also extended for a period of 40 days, according to Verse 3.

c.
And during His appearances, Verse 3 also says that Jesus taught His apostles concerning the kingdom of God. And, as a part of His teaching, Jesus gave commandments to His followers, according to Verse 2.

4.
Finally, according to Verse 2, Jesus was taken up or ascended to heaven, leaving His apostles to continue His work that would include the building of His church. That’s a very brief chronological recap of the “first account” in the gospel of Luke.
E.
We’ll come back to this chronological recap in a few minutes. For now, I want to zero in on what Jesus said to His apostles concerning the kingdom of God.

This must have been pretty important stuff. It’s when Jesus pulled it all together for His followers so they could understand how everything that had happened throughout history was a part of God’s kingdom program.

Only one problem. Our text in Acts doesn’t tell us what Jesus said about the kingdom of God. But the gospel of Luke does. Back in the gospel of Luke, we see what Jesus told them. We see that Jesus walked His apostles through all of history—through the Old Testament, including the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms—down through to Jesus’ ministry on earth, His choosing of apostles, His crucifixion, and His resurrection, explaining how it all fits. “This is what the Kingdom of God is all about. All history has been pointing to this moment. This is how you fit into My plan. This is what I want you to do with your life now while I’m gone.” Luke 24:44-49 contains a part of what Jesus said:
NKJ Luke 24:44 Then He said to them, “These are the words which I spoke to you while I was still with you, that all things must be fulfilled which were written in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms concerning Me.” 45 And He opened their understanding, that they might comprehend the Scriptures. 46 Then He said to them, “Thus it is written, and thus it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead the third day, 47 “and that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in His name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 48 “And you are witnesses of these things. 49 “Behold, I send the Promise of My Father upon you; but tarry in the city of Jerusalem until you are endued with power from on high.”
This morning I want to walk with you through history, just as Jesus did with His apostles. I want give you a perspective of how it all fits under the program of God’s kingdom. Then you can decide if Christ is our King, or just a dangerous crock.
I.
Let’s first consider the concept of kingdom as it is used in the Bible. It is useful to think of kingdom as having three aspects:

A.
There is the ruler, the one who is in authority, the one who has the right to rule.

B.
There are the ruled, the ones who are under authority, the subjects.

C.
And, there is the rule, which characterizes the exercise of rule by the ruler and the consequent submission of those ruled.

These three aspects are included in the term, “kingdom.”

II.
An understanding of God’s kingdom is important because God’s kingdom in general and His right to rule in particular is a very big deal to God. We know it’s a big deal because God’s kingdom is a theme woven throughout Scripture. Let me try to give you a very broad-brush sketch of God’s kingdom program traced throughout history as recorded in the Bible.
A.
First of all, God’s kingdom is reflected in Himself. Before God created anything, His kingdom existed. It existed in the persons of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Though all three persons of the Godhead are equal in essence, their roles differ. Just as I am a father and a son and a husband, and yet just one being, so God is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, yet just one God. God’s three persons or roles reflect God’s kingdom.
1.
The Father is the ruler. He is the one in authority. He has the right to rule.

2.
Jesus, the Son is the one who is ruled by His Father. Repeatedly, Jesus speaks of His personal submission to the Father.

For example, in John 5:30, Jesus says,

NKJ John 5:30 “. . . I do not seek My own will but the will of the Father who sent Me.”

3.
Finally, the Holy Spirit is the rule. He is the person through whom the Father’s authority is exercised.

a.
Just after Jesus was baptized, it was the Father’s will that He go into the wilderness. Notice in Matthew 4:1 that the Holy Spirit is the agent through whom the Father exercises His authority. It says,

NKJ Matthew 4:1 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness . . .

The Holy Spirit led the Son.

b.
Similarly, when Jesus cast out a demon from a blind and mute man, some Pharisees concluded that He did so by some demonic authority. Jesus corrected them in Matthew 12:28, saying,

NKJ Matthew 12:28 “But if [the “if” here conveys a statement of fact that could be translated, “since.” Since . . .] I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, surely the kingdom of God has come upon you.”

Notice that Jesus casts out demons by means of the Spirit. The Spirit represents the exercise of God’s authority.

And, when Jesus says, “the kingdom of God has come upon you,” He is confirming that the kingdom of God is reflected in Himself, the kingdom is shown in the very person of God. And, God has the right to rule.

B.
The more common perspective on the kingdom of God is to view God in all His roles—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—as King over all His creation. We are the ruled, and God’s attributes or qualities define the rule.

In all that God created, God demonstrates His right to rule; He shows His kingdom program. Throughout history, problems have come when God’s creatures deny His right to rule. Indeed, history is moving toward a day when God will settle once for all the issue of authority—this issue of who has the right to rule.

1.
It started with the angels. God created angels as spirit beings to carry out His will, to operate under His authority.

a.
But, one angel in particular denied God right to rule. His name is Satan. God describes the fall of Satan in Ezekiel 28, beginning in Verse 12. He says to Satan,

NLT Ezekiel 28:12 “. . . You were the perfection of wisdom and beauty. . . . 14 I ordained and anointed you as the mighty angelic guardian. . . . 15 You were blameless in all you did from the day you were created until the day evil was found in you. 16 Your great wealth filled you with violence, and you sinned. . . . 17 Your heart was filled with pride because of all your beauty. You corrupted your wisdom for the sake of your splendor. . . .”

Because God had given Satan great wisdom, great beauty, great might and great wealth, Satan became prideful. He began to deny God’s right to rule over him and took for himself the position of ruler that rightfully belongs to God. In effect, he said, “I’ll be the captain of my own ship. I’ll decide for myself what I do and don’t do. I’m not going to let God run me around on a stick. I’ll be my own god. I’m the king of me. I believe in the primacy of the individual.”

b.
When Satan fell, he took one-third of the angels with him in rebellion against God’s right to rule (Revelation 12:4). Together, they formed their own counterfeit kingdom in opposition to God’s kingdom.

The rest of history reflects God’s kingdom plan to settle once for all the issue of His right to rule. In fact, we live in a world where kingdoms are in conflict. It’s the kingdom of God versus the kingdom of darkness.

2.
 How did we humans get involved?

a.
Well, after God created angels, He created the first humans, Adam and Eve. God affirmed His right to rule, saying to Adam and Eve, “You can eat and enjoy anything you want from this garden I’ve given you, except you are not to eat from this one tree.”

b.
Satan, in the form of a serpent, tempted Adam and Eve to deny God’s right to rule. The temptation is recorded in Genesis 3, beginning in Verse 1:

NKJ Genesis 3:1 Now the serpent was more cunning than any beast of the field which the LORD God had made. And he said to the woman, “Has God indeed said, ‘You shall not eat of every tree of the garden’?” 2 And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat the fruit of the trees of the garden; 3 but of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God has said, ‘You shall not eat it, nor shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 4 Then the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 5 For God knows that in the day you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

In essence, Satan was inviting Eve and Adam to deny God’s right to rule and to become their own gods, their own kings.

(1)
That’s what Satan means by, “you will be like God.” “You can call the shots. You can be your own god.”

(2)
That’s what Satan means by, “knowing good and evil.” This phrase does not refer to knowing right from wrong. It is a Hebrew idiom that speaks of having the authority to decide for oneself what is right and what is wrong, quite apart from a higher authority.

c.
Well, you may know the story. Adam and Eve chose to deny God’s right to rule. And they fell. And we all fell into the sin of Adam. Indeed, sin can generally be characterized as our denial of God’s right to rule.

(1)
Going our own way

(2)
Doing our own thing

(3)
Defiantly resisting authority

(4)
Stubborn disobedience

(5)
Willful rebellion

(6)
Defensive and antagonistic attitudes

(7)
A self-centered focus

(8)
A compulsion to control things
(9)
Insisting on the primacy of the individual
Call it what you will, sin is a denial of God’s right to rule. It’s a kingdom issue. By our own sin, we have forsaken our own citizenship in God’s kingdom, and we have aligned ourselves with the kingdom of Satan.

3.
But, God’s kingdom plan has not been thwarted. Our gracious, loving Father sent His Son, Jesus Christ to provide a way for us to enter the kingdom of God in heaven in spite of our rebellion.

a.
Jesus spoke a good deal about the kingdom of God while He was on earth. By and large, people didn’t get it. Many were willing to make Jesus their King as long as He did what they wanted a king to do. In fact, when Jesus entered Jerusalem the Sunday before His crucifixion, He was hailed as King. According to John 12:13, the people said,

NKJ John 12:13 . . . “Hosanna! ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the LORD!’ The King of Israel!”

But Jesus didn’t do what the people wanted Him to do. He didn’t become their political king. He didn’t overthrow the Roman government that oppressed the Jews. He didn’t save them from all their earthly troubles. He didn’t match their expectations of how a king ought to get things done.

b.
So, the following Friday, Jesus was delivered up to Pontius Pilate on charges of treason punishable by death. What a great irony. God in the person of Jesus came offering citizenship in His kingdom, where believers could submit to God’s right to rule and pledge their allegiance to Him. And, the very ones who treasonously rejected His right to rule accused Him of treason.

Pilate interrogates Him in John 18:33:

NKJ John 18:33 . . . “Are You the King of the Jews?”

Jesus answers in Verse 36:

NKJ John 18:36 . . . “My kingdom is not of this world. . . .”

After the interrogation, Pilate asks the Jews about Jesus, in John 19:15,

NKJ John 19:15 . . . “Shall I crucify your King?” The chief priests answered, “We have no king but Caesar!”
Well said. They had no king but Caesar. They denied God’s right to rule.

c.
Jesus was crucified that day.  What kind of King is this? What kind of King would allow Himself to be overthrown like that?

It’s a King determined to carry out His Kingdom plan. It’s a King bound to claim His right to rule. You see He died on a Friday. But, to Satan’s horror and defeat, Jesus rose again on Sunday for us. By His death, He paid the price of our rebellion. By His resurrection, He declares victory over the kingdom of darkness. In doing so, Jesus allows our admission into the kingdom of heaven, where God is our ruler, where we are His citizens, and where His rule is characterized by His loving authority and our grateful submission.

Satan is determined to prevent people from entering the kingdom of God, but Jesus victoriously clears the way by His own sacrifice.  Colossians 1:13 explains,

NKJ Colossians 1:13 He has delivered us from the power of darkness and conveyed us into the kingdom of the Son of His love,

d.
Our ticket for entry into the kingdom of God in heaven is paid for by Christ, but we must receive it by faith. When we believe in Jesus as our only hope of entering the kingdom of God, we’re in. And, we can say as Paul said in Philippians 3:20,

NKJ Philippians 3:20 . . . our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ,

III.
So, back to our big idea. Is Christ our King? Or is He just a dangerous crock? Let me return to the chronology from Acts 1:1-3 to give you some questions to ponder.
A.
When you consider all that Jesus did and taught, who else in all of history comes close? Who else is so worthy of our allegiance? Who else changed the world so radically for good, in such a short period of time, with so little to work with? Christ is our King.
B.
When you consider the apostles Jesus chose—the ordinary people from ordinary jobs—how could just a handful of these guys turn the world upside down? And why would they be willing to be martyred, as most of them were, for something they knew was untrue? Christ is our King.
C.
And when you consider the suffering and crucifixion of Christ, what other King has gone to such lengths on behalf of His subjects, all of whom are unworthy of Him? What other king would you want to serve more? Christ is our King.
D.
And when you consider how Jesus rose again and presented Himself alive, it seems almost unbelievable, but real historical evidence corroborates it. Skeptics have been unable to propose a single alternative theory that explains the evidence for the bodily resurrection of Christ. And they’ve been trying for 2,000 years. Christ is our King.
E.
And when you consider how Jesus spoke of how He is the fulfillment of so many Old Testament prophecies given before He came, what other king can claim this? What other king has revealed what was going to happen and then brought it to pass as a testimony of His deity? Christ is our King.
F.
And when you consider the commands Jesus gave to His followers—the commands that set His church in motion, the commands to be His witnesses to all people of the love and forgiveness available in Jesus, the commands to preach this good news of grace to every nation—how is this preaching dangerous?
G.
And when you consider that Jesus was taken up into heaven, but will one day return to settle the whole kingdom issue, where is the real danger?
You see, Jesus is coming back to straighten out once for all who has the right to rule. The Bible describes the culmination of all things. It’s what happens after the rapture, after the tribulation, after Christ’s return, after the millennial kingdom, after all the judgments. It’s the ultimate establishment of God’s kingdom in heaven. First Corinthians 15:24-28 says,

NKJ 1 Corinthians 15:24 Then comes the end, when He [Jesus] delivers the kingdom to God the Father, when He puts an end to all rule and all authority and power. 25 For He must reign till He has put all enemies under His feet. 26 The last enemy that will be destroyed is death. 27 For “He has put all things under His feet.” . . . 28 Now when all things are made subject to Him, then the Son Himself will also be subject to Him who put all things under Him, that God may be all in all.

1.
If you are a believer in Jesus, in the end, God will be your all in all in heaven. He’ll be your King forever.

2.
If you are not a believer, you will not enter the kingdom of God in heaven. And, you will get to be your own god. This is the logical culmination of God’s kingdom program, and it’s perfectly reasonable. Everyone who faithlessly denies God’s right to rule, will get to be his or her own god forever.

Almost sounds good at first—good until you realize that you’ll be in a place where there is absolutely no restraint of evil, no conscience, no godly influence, no goodness to save you, just a cancerous, gnawing selfishness with nothing to keep it in check. Hell will make Sodom and Gomorrah look like Mayberry.
H.
Now, if this is all true, where’s the real danger? Let’s look back at the ledger with which I began this message.

1.
There is danger on the left of the ledger. By ignoring life after death, trivializing scripture, pridefully refusing to surrender to God’s right to rule, and asserting instead your own primacy, you will ultimately destroy yourself. 
2.
There’s also danger on the right. Allegiance to just any higher authority will not do. The God of the Bible is not willing to share His authority. He says in Isaiah 45:22,
NKJ Isaiah 45:22 “Look to Me, and be saved, All you ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no other.”
3.
There is yet another danger on the right. It’s the danger of fashioning Jesus into the kind of king you want Him to be instead of surrendering to the King that He really is. Christ did not come with a political agenda; He came with a spiritual agenda. He did not come to coerce; He came to save. He did not self-righteously look down His nose; He lovingly and humbly reached out His nail-pierced hands. He did not come to be served, but to serve. He did not come to legalistically keep score, but to be scarred for us, taking the punishment for our rebellion on Himself.
When we realize the kind of King Christ is, we realize it’s safe to surrender. It is safe to surrender.
Who, then, is the dangerous crock? Is it not he who denies that Christ is our King?
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