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THE GOOD NEWS OF THE KINGDOM



For the past several months, maybe even the last couple years, we have been pulling at threads in the bible, beginning in Genesis and seeing where they have led us as we moved through the text. For the most part this has been like flying a plane at the 30k foot level for a while, then dropping down in certain passages in order to pull on the thread again. So, we’ve been flying high with deep dives in order to follow the story of God’s plan throughout His Word. We have been through the Meta-narrative – a comprehensive look at God’s overall plan and how that works with the spiritual powers involved. We then pulled on the thread of the firstborn in order to see how God upended the social conventions of the time in order to install His choices for leaders, which would eventually lead to the Messiah. And then we have just finished a series on tree imagery, which showed us all the layers as God’s plan from the outset, at the tree of life was supposed to work. In seeing this, we tracked the imagery of trees and how they related to high places, new main characters – any of whom could have been the Messiah, at least at first, new covenants and sacrifices. As we followed the story, we saw that Jesus was the true Messiah – the hero for which we had been looking from Genesis onward. We followed the imagery that built layer upon layer until it led us to that conclusion. One of the goals in all this was to show we are to read our bibles in context in order to rightly divide the Word of truth. In doing this, we get consistency and a much clearer picture of what God is doing, and how. 

We are now going to back through the ministry of Jesus in order to see what He came to do. Now, many might say, “We already know what that was.” But the question actually should be how well we really know what He was here to do. Many of us have been raised to believe the gospel is, “say this prayer so that when you die, you can go to Heaven.” But this boils the gospel down too far. It oversimplifies things. Why not make them simple, you might ask? Well, some things just aren’t as simple as we might think. The way to salvation isn’t complicated, but God’s plan has a lot more to it than just trying to get people into Heaven. The kingdom of God isn’t just something way out in the future in a land far, far away. Jesus stated that the kingdom has already come. That may sound strange to some, but it is what He said. So, we must then ask what He meant by that. And if the kingdom has already come, then what does that mean to us and how does it affect us and how we are to live? Once again, we should see consistency in the story. 

So, we will now circle down from the 30k foot level and land the plane in the first century Roman backwater of Israel. We will then trek north to a rural area known as the Galilee, where we will find this man of meager beginnings who the Bible has set up as the Messiah and see what He has to say. And from Him, we will get the answers to our questions and to life itself. 

But first, we must set the stage for what He says and does. Therefore, today we will be priming the pump and getting the background for the Gospel – the Good News of the kingdom. We will begin to see why it is such good news. 

As has been said many times, the Bible is a highly structured book. And in fact, if you read the OT in the order that is set forth in the Tanak, you will see that each book sets the expectations for the next, and the story flows much better than reading it in the order we have in our English versions. 

The last book in the Hebrew order of the OT is 2 Chronicles and it has a strange ending.

2Chr. 36:22   nNow in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, othat the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, pthe LORD stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he made a proclamation throughout all his kingdom and also put it in writing: 23 “Thus says Cyrus king of Persia, ‘The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged me to build him a house at Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Whoever is among you of all his people, may the LORD his God be with him. Let him go up.’”

In English, the last verse of the book ends with a period. But in Hebrew, it actually ends mid-sentence. It ends with the decree of Cyrus. But we don’t get the whole decree. It ends, mid-sentence, with ‘Let him go up…’, after having talked about building God a house at Jerusalem. We talked about what the word, “house” meant a week or so ago. We do know that the temple was rebuilt by those who returned to the land, but it never was on the same par with the first temple, at least until Herod rebuilt it much later. And we don’t see the manifestation of God’s presence there again, like we did earlier. So, if the last book in the Hebrew canon is setting the stage for us, what should we expect? 

The book of Matthew then sets the stage for Jesus. It is highly structured. At the outset of Matthew, we get a genealogy linking Jesus to Abraham and David. This is important as the Bible has been doing this throughout the threads upon which we have been pulling in order to get to this point. Remember how we read that God told David He would build him a house and who would come from that house? It would be the Messiah. Matthew goes to great links in order to set up all this. He is working from the OT narrative. Matthew then goes from the genealogy to the birth story of Jesus, which is remarkable. Everything about the story works to further link Jesus with David. We get the story of John’s miracle birth from two parents who are well past their prime. This links us to Abraham and Sarah. We then get the virgin birth of Jesus. His earthly father, Joseph links Jesus with the House of David. The fact that He is conceived by the Holy Spirit to a virgin takes things to a new level – telling us to look for a divine character in Messiah. This was a stumbling-block to the Jews. So, we are to see that the Messiah is much more than a man-king. He is a king who is a man while also being divine. 

We see that Jesus birth was tracked by “wise men” who were from the east. My opinion is that they were Zoroastrian priests from Persia. The irony here is that the people were to really be looking for Him miss the event. It is the foreigner, the outsider who is watching. This falls into the pattern of God over-throwing the order of things. These men came to Jerusalem looking for the King of the Jews. That was the title Herod had. It was something of a great insult to him. We then see that Herod has the baby boys in Bethlehem killed. In this we see that the battle to prevent the Messiah’s mission is ongoing. Prophets and deliverers have been killed or at least the attempt has been made on their lives throughout the Bible. 

In chapter 3 we get the ministry of John the Baptist as he leads the way to Jesus. We then see Jesus’ baptism as he is acknowledged by the Father and the Spirit coming down upon Him like a dove. As we move into chapter 4, we see that Jesus goes into the wilderness where He fasts for 40 days and is tempted. There is something of a cat and mouse game between Jesus and Satan. We have seen how the number 40 is usually linked to some type of test or time of hardship. Once again, the pattern holds true. But unlike the other “heroes” we’ve seen thus far, Jesus passes the test and does not succumb to Satan or the flesh. This is meant to point us to the fact that He is, “the one”. Remember our last series on this. 

Matthew then gives us a summary of Jesus’ message, in Matthew 4:17.

Matt. 4:17   xFrom that time Jesus began to preach, saying, z“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”

This is a loaded statement. First of all, we will need to look at the word, ‘repent’. Secondly, we see that He declares that the kingdom is ‘at hand’. That means it is just on the verge of being there. This tells us that the kingdom is not some place we should to go to, but something for which we are to see coming to us. That can be shocking to some. But it shouldn’t be, as Revelation says the same thing. But how do we reconcile the kingdom being ‘at hand’ with a future manifestation in Revelation. Well, Jesus will answer that for us. But we should see that the kingdom being inaugurated by Jesus and His declaration that it was at hand should change the way see not only the kingdom, but also how we are to live while we are here, in it. 

In order to introduce this good news of the kingdom at hand, Jesus begins with the word, ‘repent’. To many, nowadays, this word has some religious baggage. When this happens, words can lose their effectiveness. Most of us have seen or heard evangelists and preachers screaming “repent” while banging on a pulpit. But it just doesn’t seem to land like it once did. We take it to mean feel sorry for what we have done. And that is a part of the meaning, but when Jesus uses it, He is actually saying that we should turn around or change direction. It isn’t just a one-time thing, or even a religious thing we do when we have recognized our sin. It is actually a change, a totally 180 degree turn from the way we have been going. Jesus is saying that the people must live a different way. They are to turn around and go in another direction. They have been, by default, going the way of the world. That statement has religious connotations also, but as we have been going through these threads, we have seen continually how God turns things upside down, inverting and subverting the ways of man. And Jesus is doing the same thing here. Hence, He declares that we must turn around and go in a totally different direction. Jesus comes out swinging. 

After giving us this summary, Matthew tells us that Jesus went around choosing His disciples. This is also backwards from the way things were done at the time. First of all, the wannabe disciples usually chose the rabbi under which they wanted to study. Secondly, fishermen and tax collectors would not have been the type to choose a life if study – especially a tax collector. They were seen as traitors to their people, collecting taxes for a foreign power who reigned over them. We are meant to see the continual undoing of the way things are normally done. Why? First of all, because we have seen this throughout the Bible. YHWH is not like the gods of the nations. He does things backwards from them. Pagan theology comes from malevolent spiritual powers and the minds of men, not from YHWH. And secondly, because Jesus has told us to turn around! If we are to go against the grain, swim upstream, then we should expect nothing less than a kingdom that looks backwards from what we have known. And that is what gets Jesus, as well as us, if we are living for Him, in trouble. 

There are five large blocks of Jesus’ teaching in the gospel of Matthew. He said much more. We can read those sermons also, but there are five larger, major ones. This tells us that we can’t read the Sermon on the Mount in isolation. We have to incorporate all of His teaching together. There will be places, as we go along, where He makes clear in a later place what He says in an earlier one. Don’t think that there being 5 main blocks of teaching is by chance. In the sermon on the mount, Jesus is speaking of the people’s understanding, or lack thereof, of Torah (instruction). And how many books are in the Torah? There are five. We are getting a mini Torah in the Gospels and we are being shown how it should have been read and practiced all along. This doesn’t go over well with the religious leaders of the day. We will read of Jesus saying things like, “You have heard it said …, but I say …”. This is akin to saying, “the constitution says X, but I say, Y.” You can imagine how this went over with people. But once again, Jesus is turning things on their heads. He is saying to turn around and go in a completely opposite direction. This is why people were so amazed at His teaching. If you add in the fact that He had no credentials to His name, that also didn’t work in His favor. He wasn’t a part of the guild. And, He was from Nazareth after all. (Can anything good come out of Nazareth?) 

The Sermon on the Mount isn’t just Torah oriented either. It is also prophetic in the sense of the OT meaning. Prophecy gives a diving viewpoint on events whether past, present or future. We tend to think of prophecy as being future oriented. But in the Bible, most of the time it isn’t. In the Jewish OT, the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings are considered to be prophetic books due to the fact that they’re telling the story of Israel in the land and of their exile form the point of view of God and the prophets. In our Bibles these books are considered to be historical. However, these books are driving the narrative of Israel’s failure in her calling despite their deliverers being sent by God to lead them. 

As you get into the section that we know as prophets, such Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the book of the twelve, (explain), you begin to see prophets project their hopes of a future messianic figure from the line of David and renewal of the covenant people. 

Jer. 31:31   o“Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will make pa new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, 32 not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when qI took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they broke, rthough I was their husband, declares the LORD. 33 sFor this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the LORD: sI will put my law within them, and I will write it ton their hearts. uAnd I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34 And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ vfor they shall all know me, wfrom the least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD. For xI will forgive their iniquity, and yI will remember their sin no more.”

Based on this, we should expect to see a focus on the heart when the Messiah comes. And, this is what Jesus is doing. He is introducing a new covenant, which will include all the nations. 

Ezekiel 36:26,27
26 And I will give you ia new heart, and ia new spirit I will put within you. iAnd I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 27 jAnd I will put my Spirit within you, iand cause you to walk in my statutes and kbe careful to obey my rules.

This quote is reproduced in the book of Hebrews and is the longest OT quote in the NT. 

The Sermon on the Mount also touches on the what the Jews refer to as the “Writings”. This section of the OT is something of a “junk drawer” in that it has different genres of literature within it, including what is known as “wisdom literature.” These books, such as Proverbs and Song of Songs have short statements by which the wise, the people of God will live. 

Jesus will say things that are just over the top from time to time. He will say, “If your eye offends you, pluck it out; cut off your hand, etc.” Statements such as these were common in wisdom literature. They are meant to shock people into thinking about what is being said. Wisdom literature comes from God. But there is also another character to which wisdom is ascribed, and that is lady wisdom. Wisdom is usually spoken of in the feminine gender. So, when Jesus says all these over the top things, He is placing Himself in the shoes of the Father and Lady Wisdom from Proverbs. Jesus will speak of two paths, (2 trees), one which leads to life and the other to death. The path to life is narrow and few walk it. The path to death is as wide as I-75 and it is gridlocked with traffic due to the fact that most people choose it. 

Jesus presents Himself as the giver of Torah and the one who will introduce the new covenant. 

Therefore, if living in the fear of God is living by Torah, walking in wisdom, etc., we should be asking ourselves what that looks like. And the answer to that question is the Sermon on the Mount. 

We have primed the pump today, laying the groundwork for what is to come. We are laying the groundwork for diving into what Jesus said was the way to live, to be an imager and what this new kingdom is to look like, and how we can be a part of it. I don’t of anything more important than that. So, in the coming weeks and months, let’s dig into the word of God. But I warn you – it won’t be comfortable. Remember, God’s ways are above our ways. He is constantly inverting, turning upside down what mankind thinks is the right way to go. In our study of the tree imagery we saw how what often seems logical and practical is really just the tree of tov and ra. It is the tree of life that seems impractical and the one that brings death. And that is where our faith comes into play, because as we have seen time and again, there is always life on the other side no matter how impossible it seems. 

Jesus will be constantly challenging us, our ways and out assumptions with His teachings. But as the patterns throughout the Word have shown us – we should expect nothing different. 
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