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Getting the Most Out of


The Kingdom of God




It’s a simple quiz that both Christians and non-Christians frequently fail: What did Jesus most often teach about? Whether I ask the question in smoky campus coffee shops, in well-appointed offices or in brightly painted Sunday school rooms, I hear similar responses: Love. Forgiveness. Repentance. Holiness. How to have a relationship with God. Freedom. I rarely, if ever, hear the correct answer—the kingdom of God.


What is the kingdom of God? It’s neither a place (like the kingdom of Saudi Arabia), nor a people (like the church), nor a distant future state of being (like heaven)—although it can include any of these things. Rather, it refers primarily to the expression of God’s sovereign, active rule and only secondarily to the infinite realm over which he reigns. As a colleague describes it, “The kingdom of God is about the dynamic of God’s Kingship being applied.”1


It’s also a theme that stretches from Genesis to Revelation and integrates the Bible’s sixty-six books into a unified storyline:




In the beginning, a king creates a realm of delightful diversity and unsurpassed harmony. Reflecting his love and trust, he entrusts his two primary stewards with the development of his realm under his overall rule. Unfortunately, a disgraced former government minister encourages the stewards to rebel against the king’s rule, casting the entire realm into disarray, decay and disease. The stewards (and their numerous descendants) then establish their own alternative, petty kingdoms. Time after time, the king sends emissaries to invite them to end their insurrection and to accept a treaty which acknowledges his rightful rule. And, time after time, the rebels agree—but they inevitably renege and continue their rebellion. Under their inept and corrupt governance, the realm’s diversities become divisive and its harmonies fade into a half-recalled melody which lingers only in the memories of a few.


Grieving and angered, the king undertakes an unusual campaign of reconquest: he infiltrates the rebel lands and announces that he is reestablishing his reign. Wherever he travels, he defeats the rebel forces with provocative demonstrations of love and justice. He restores harmony and wholeness. He triumphs in the decisive battle, not by an overwhelming show of force but by offering reconciliation to the rebel forces through a surprising demonstration of humility and self-sacrifice.


Shocked into sensibility, some rebels repent of their rebellion and enlist in the king’s program for reconciliation and reconquest. Asserting the king’s rule over rebel-held territory, they slowly begin to construct new harmonies from the diversities and to nurture order from amidst the disorder. They confidently labor in light of the king’s inevitable triumph.


Other rebels, however, ignore the king’s victory. But they have become aware of rumors that the king plans to complete the mopping-up operation rather forcefully.2





Though not every biblical author mentions “the kingdom of God,” their worldview assumes its eternal reality, present activity and eventual and inevitable victory in every relationship, location, culture or system which denies God’s reign and rule. The Old Testament authors, living in anticipation of this victory, wrote as if God’s reign would break into creation in a single, decisive moment. The New Testament authors, observing Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, discovered that God came in and through Jesus to establish his kingdom. They came to realize that while Jesus inaugurated the kingdom at his first advent, he would complete the conquest only at his second. And until he returns, the kingdom of God would come through his followers’ Spirit-empowered witness in both word and deed.


Both sets of authors confidently asserted that God’s program of installing the kingdom would bring justice to the oppressed, salvation to the lost, community to the alienated, reconciliation to the rebellious and complete peace to creation. It would mark the restoration of the abundant life humanity was created for—absolute communion with God, one another and the world in which we were set. It would imprint God’s character and will into every sphere of human endeavor: spiritual and physical, intellectual and emotional, cultural and social. It would result in the Spirit-inspired worship of God through Christ.


In this LifeGuide we will explore the nature of God’s reign and how Jesus inaugurates and embodies the kingdom’s program of renewal and restoration in his life and ministry. We’ll discover the personal, social and cosmic theaters of operation in God’s campaign of reconciliation. And finally, we’ll investigate what it means to live in the time in-between the initial invasion and the completion of the campaign.


God’s two-stage program confronts humanity with clear imperatives: repent, worship, reorient your priorities and pursuits, and participate in the renewal of creation. May we hear and respond.




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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The Character of the King


Psalm 145




“Who’s in charge around here?” When the world seems disordered or the future uncertain, we instinctively look for strong leaders—individuals with trustworthy character, wise action and unimpeachable integrity. These kinds of leaders inspire our confidence, our trust and our dedication to make things right.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Describe the character or activities of a national or world leader—past or present—whom you admire. What does your choice reveal about your values?






PERSONAL REFLECTION. Identify a personal situation or world event that feels out of control. Then write down some characteristics of God that you want to keep in mind, and incorporate those characteristics into a prayer about the situation that concerns you.






When one leader sincerely praises another, it’s high praise indeed. In this study, we’ll learn the many reasons David, the king of Israel, finds to praise God, the King of kings. Read Psalm 145.




1. Looking throughout the psalm, who all does David assert will worship God the king?











2. David praises God in verses 1-7. How does one of these qualities inspire you to worship?
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