Sermon 2nd September 2018 - Thy Kingdom Come

Whenever meet for worship we share in the Lord's prayer.
And we pray these words :
Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.
We're asking that life will be as God intended. That the perfect life of heaven will come here on earth, and all things come to be in right order - as they should be.

We're going to consider a key question this morning - How does this come about?
What makes God's kingdom a reality here on earth?  Indeed, is it actually possible. 

I'm going to offer an answer which is crucial to our lives – 
both as individual Christians and as a church.

I should warn you of two things :
i. It's going to involve a whistle stop tour of OT, NT, and Gospel Theology! 
ii. This is hard-hitting, life changing stuff.

I'm going to look briefly at each of readings individually, and finish with their overall message. 

So firstly, the OT reading from Deuterononmy.

Central to the book of Deuteronomy is God's calling of people of Israel. 
They are meant to be a light to the nations. A living example of how God created life to be. 
By their way of life, God intends that they will experience his blessing, and help lead others to see and come to God. 

This reflects the original call of Abraham: "I will bless you and make you a blessing to others"

This passage is a summary reminder of how this can happen.
In short - by observing the law; the instructions that God has given them for how to live. 
By living according to God's design for life, they will come to experience the well being God intends.

As the Israelites are told earlier on Deuteronomy:
"If you follow God's decrees, you will enjoy a long life. Listen closely, Israel, and be careful to obey. Then all will go well with you."
(And "You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your strength. And you must commit yourselves wholeheartedly to these commands that I am giving you today.)  - Deuteronomy 6:2‭-‬3‭ (& 5‭-‬6). 

This promise also comes with a warning: That they must keep God's ways at the forefront of their minds, and not stray from them in their lives. 

Not only will this bring them blessing, it will also provide a wonderful example to the surrounding nations. They will see how good God's design for life is, and that by living according to God's blueprint for life, true well-being results. 

But now the NT reading from the apostle James. 

It is an exhortation - an instruction and encouragement, to follow the example and teachings of Jesus. 

And above all it is a reminder to put them into practice. 
To be not just people who hear and assent in principle to God's ways, but to live them out in everyday life. It is no good saying we believe in Jesus without living by the same principles. 

The apostle points out that we can come to church regularly, and live an apparently religious life - but that is not an end in itself. 
It should lead to speaking and acting in ways which follow the example of Jesus. 

He gives two specific examples. 
How we speak to and about one another. Our words should build up and not tear down. Be truthful, loving and gracious - like Christ. 
And also to care for others in practice - especially those in need. 

And James has some specific instructions on the subject of living God's design for life:
"Let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to anger; 
And to rid ourselves of all sordid or wicked behaviour."

Then, and only then, we will know God's blessing and be a blessing to others. 

All this comes into sharp focus in the Gospel reading.

Jesus is confronted by some Pharisees who claim he isn't following God's commandments. 

Now Pharisees thought of themselves as very religious people. They were obsessed with a set of do and don't rules. But in the process, they'd lost sight of what was truly important - loving God and loving their neighbour.

Jesus takes them to task with these words: “This people honours me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.”

By becoming obsessed with a human code of conduct, they'd neglected, and even gone against, God's design for life.

Jesus goes on to stress that it's not following a rigid set of human rules and regulations which brings abundant life.
It's allowing his teachings, the very nature of who God created us to be, to permeate into our hearts and minds ; affecting the whole of our lives.

Summary

I think there's a very clear and absolutely vital message here :
If we want to experience the blessings God longs for us to know, and to effectively share those with others, we need to be serious about living as he intends.
We must fully embrace the teachings and example of Jesus, and put this into practice in all aspects of our daily lives.

To put this another way, if we take the Lord's prayer seriously and seek to see God's kingdom come, we have to live according to His design for life.

The readings tell us that we cannot neglect God's ways if we want to share His blessings. 
We have to keep them at the forefront of our minds and close to our hearts. 

It's also clear that knowing Christian teachings isn't the key thing - it's putting them into practice that matters. 

And following a set of rules and regulations isn't the answer - even if they appear religious.
It's a wholehearted embrace of the gospel message, which touches our very beings and works itself out in every aspect of life, which brings abundant life.

And there are some specific examples which we'd do well to bear in mind :

1) Outward displays of religious piety will get us nowhere. They can embody helpful practices, but they can also be a distraction from what really matters. They certainly aren't the be all and end all. 

So coming to worship God in church, or following a set of religious practices, is no guarantee of a genuine faith. We need to live faith out in our daily lives, guided and enabled by God's spirit at work in us. 

2) We should pay attention to how we speak - saying only what is helpful and constructive; being quick to listen and slow to speak.
That should apply to meetings and conversations in our church life, at work and in our private lives, and with family and friends.

3) We must guard against letting our own ideas and agendas take the place of God's plans and designs.
This can happen all too easily - either slipping subtly into thinking that because something seems right to us, it's right by God. Or by flagrantly ignoring what God tells us.

Sadly the reality is that these things can and do happen in churches and in apparently Christian lives. I've certainly seen far too many examples in the course of my ministry.
And to be frank about this, let's not kid ourselves that we're free of these things in our own lives or in the life of St John's.

For example: 
Relying on a set of practices, or pursuing particular traditions, whether high or low church, can be a hindrance to authentic faith as well as a helpful starting point.

Failing to respect and trust brother's and sister's in Christ will always undermine God's good purposes.  Certainly viewing, or talking about, other Christians in a negative way is never going to be healthy and helpful. 

And promoting our own ideas at the expense of others, especially if it involves ignoring what God is saying, will not lead to a thriving church. 

If we want to see God's kingdom come, we need to live in kingdom ways. 

So as the apostle James says:
Let's be not just hearers of the word, but those who put it into practice. 

And as is says in Deuteronomy, and which Jesus quotes in summary of the law :
Love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your mind, all your soul, and all your strength - committing yourselves wholeheartedly to his commands. 
And, love your neighbour as yourself. 

For then, and only then, we shall see God's kingdom come amongst us. 
Amen. 

