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Today, we come to the final message in our series on the kingdom of God.

This was the theme at the very heart of the teachings Jesus shared, the life he lived, and the
death he died, not to mention his resurrection from the dead. As Jesus said in Luke 4:

| must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God, because that is why | was sent. '

When you grasp this biblical theme of the kingdom of God, you experience a paradigm shift of
epic proportions. It changes how you view things as well as how you do things.

Indeed, Jesus tells us to pursue the kingdom of God above all else. Seek first the kingdom,
he says in Matthew 6. 2

But how do we actually do that? And how can we come to a fuller and richer understanding of
what the kingdom of God means so we’ll be in a better position to live into its reality ?
Throughout this series, we’ve been sharing a framework to help us along these lines. The
kingdom of God is all about:

God’s will

to restore God’s world
through God’s people
in God’s time.

Today, our main focus will be on the fourth aspect of that statement—God’s time. But before we
get into that, I'd like to do a brief review of where we’ve been so far.

The first aspect of this four-part kingdom framework has to do with God’s will. You see,
God’s kingdom and God’s will are virtually synonymous, because God’s kingdom exists
wherever God’s will is done. Accordingly, in the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus teaches us to pray these
two phrases in the very same breath:

... your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 3

Jesus adds the “on earth as it is in heaven” part because God’s will—his overarching purpose
in history— is to restore God’s world. That’s the second part of our framework.

In heaven, God’s will is always done. But God’s kingdom—his rule and reign as divine
King—has not yet been fully established here on earth.

This fact should be obvious enough. Just turn on the evening news. Do you think this world
is a place where what God wants done is always done?

Or for that matter, take an honest look at your own life. Do you always live in alignment
with God’s will? Of course you don’t, and neither do |, although hopefully as followers of

1 Luke 4:43 (NIV)
2 Matthew 6:33
3 Matthew 6:10 (NIV)



Jesus we're growing in that direction.

Jesus teaches us to pray “your kingdom come, your will be done on earth” precisely because
God’s will is often not done here on earth. That’'s why the world is so messed up, and needs
to be restored.

And yet, there are some Christians who believe that nothing ever happens that has not been
directly and specifically willed by God. Even every dark and tragic event is somehow thought to
be part of a meticulously detailed divine blueprint often referred to as “God’s perfect plan.”

But author John Eldredge is as pastorally perceptive as he is direct when he writes:

One of the most crippling convictions held by believers today is the idea that everything
that happens is the will of God. It's a poisonous belief that will destroy your confidence in
God; you will end up believing terrible things about him. *

Scripture tells us instead that God has fully and perfectly revealed himself in Jesus Christ.
And the Jesus who came proclaiming and embodying the kingdom of God didn’t cause
storms. He calmed them. He didn’t give people diseases. He healed them. He didn’t strike
people down. He allowed himself to be struck down in order to raise people up.

Yes, the Bible does say that God causes everything to work together for the good of those who
love God and are called according to his purpose. ® God can and often does bring good things
out of bad. Hallelujah! Where would we be if he didn’t? But that doesn't mean God personally
wills every bad thing that happens in this world. It doesn’t mean that God personally willed the
bad things that have happened to you, or that are happening to you now.

And maybe, for some of you, that’s what your heart most needed to hear today.

Let it hit you with full force: The prayer, “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as
it is in heaven,” is a cry for the in-breaking of God’s rule and reign into our lives and into a
world where, at least for the time-being, his will is often not being done.

That’s because kingdoms are in conflict. The kingdom of this world, under the influence of
Satan and his minions, is in rebellion against God’s rightful kingship over the earth. But

God’s will is to vanquish the enemy in due time, and through Jesus, to completely restore this
world, bringing it fully and forever under his just and loving rule and reign.

Because at the end of this age, the angelic declaration will ring out that:
The kingdom of the world has become
the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah,

and he will reign for ever and ever. 8

Furthermore, the kingdom of God is about God'’s will to restore God’s world through God’s
people. That's what we talked about last Sunday.

4 John Eldredge, Moving Mountains: Praying with Passion, Confidence and Authority, p. 64.
5 Romans 8:28
6 Revelation 11:15 (NIV)



From the beginning of the biblical story, God has always been interested in partnering with
human beings to accomplish his will for this world. As C.S. Lewis writes:

God seems to do nothing of Himself which he can possibly delegate to his creatures.
He commands us to do slowly and blunderingly what he could do perfectly in the
twinkling of an eye. Creation seems to be delegation through and through. ’

In spite of our fallenness, God forgives and redeems us in Christ so that we can be his
cooperative friends, his partners, his kingdom agents who bring his hospitality, hope and
healing to a broken world.

This is who we are as God’s people, and it's why we’re here.

But the final restoration of this world will take place in God’s time. This is the fourth and final
aspect of our kingdom framework, and it's going to be our main focus today.

In the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, there’s something puzzling about the timing of
the coming of God’s kingdom to earth.

In some verses, it would appear that the kingdom was present right then and there as Jesus
went around doing his thing. Jesus even said:

But if it is by the finger of God that | cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has
come to you. 8

However, in other passages, it appears that the kingdom is still to come in the future. As we've
seen in the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus speaks of the kingdom of God as if it is not here yet. He says,
God:

May your Kingdom come soon. °

So, which is it? Is the kingdom of God here already, or is it still to come in the future? The
answer to that question is... yes! It's not one or the other. It's both.

This timeline gives you an idea of the timing of God’s kingdom. It divides kingdom history into
two ages— “this age” and “the age to come.”

The kingdom of God spans both ages. It begins in “this age” with the first coming of Christ into
the world, but the kingdom isn’t complete—it doesn’t come to earth in all its fullness—until the
age to come, which begins with the second coming of Christ to earth.

And when God’s kingdom comes to earth in all its fullness, everything that’'s wrong with world
will forever be set right.

7C.S. Lewis, as quoted in John Eldredge, All Things New: Heaven, Earth, and the Restoration of Everything You
Love, p. 67.

8 Luke 11:20 (NIV)
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In the meantime, we live in-between the ages. We live with one foot in this age, and one foot in
the age to come. And life in-between the ages includes some complex dynamics. | think it will
be helpful for us to explore some aspects of those dynamics today.

It all comes down to the fact that the kingdom of God is both already... and not yet. It's both
present... and future. It's both now... and later. It's both today... and tomorrow.

For the remainder of the message, I'd like to share with you two words that capture the
time-dynamics of God’s kingdom. Those words are tension and mission.

Let’s start with:
1. Tension.
It's the tension between the already and the not yet.

Anyone here a Toronto Maple Leafs fan? Okay, of you raised your hand, please come to the
front for a time a healing prayer...

Leafs fans live in a certain tension. They live between two eras. On the one hand, the Leafs
last hoisted the Stanley Cup in 1967. That’s the year before | was born, people. And as my
kids like to remind me, “Dad, you're like, old.”

It's been a long time, hasn'tit, Leafs fans? The team has not yet won that elusive next Cup.
But hope springs eternal. Year after year, every front-office move, and each new roster are
viewed as signs already pointing ahead to the next Stanley Cup victory— which for the time-
being, remains not yet.

The kingdom of God also includes an “already-not yet” time dynamic. But unlike the Leafs,
it's based on a sure and certain hope, rather than mere wishful thinking. (Sorry Leafs fans. Ill
bet the farm on the kingdom of God all day long— the Leafs, not so much.)

In Jesus, God’s kingdom has already broken into this world. There are decisive signs of this.
But God'’s kingdom is not yet fully here.

What does this mean? It means that some glorious kingdom realities are already possible

right here, right now by the grace and power of God. But at the very same time, we continue to
experience the painful realities of life in a world where God’s kingdom has not yet come in all its
restoring fullness.

This is the tension between the already and the not yet.

Even John the Baptist, who Jesus referred to as the greatest of all the prophets, was

baffled by this tension. John had prepared the way for the coming of the Messiah, Jesus,
whose ministry was off to a powerful start. But for all his faithful service, where does John end
up? In prison! And the whole situation confuses him. Let’s read about it in Matthew chapter 11:

John the Baptist, who was in prison, heard about all the things the Messiah was doing.
So he sent his disciples to ask Jesus, “Are you the Messiah we’ve been expecting, or
should we keep looking for someone else?” Jesus told them, “Go back to John and tell
him what you have heard and seen— the blind see, the lame walk, those with leprosy



are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised to life, and the Good News is being
preached to the poor. 1°

These are all signs of the in-breaking of God’s kingdom into this world. So, in and through
Jesus, the kingdom is already here.

But then there’s John the Baptist, who after a life of devotion and faithful service to God, ends
up imprisoned and is eventually beheaded by an evil and paranoid King Herod. This is a sign
that the kingdom is not yet fully here.

Do you sense the tension— the tension between the already and the not yet? It's the tension we
sense in Jesus’ statement when he tells us:

Here on earth you will have many trials and sorrows. But take heart, because | have
overcome the world.

Until Jesus comes again, we will live in this tension between the already and not yet of God’s
kingdom. What does this mean for us?

It means we need to have realistic expectations.

And to be clear, by realistic expectations, | certainly do not mean low expectations. Because
Jesus goes as far as to say:

Very truly | tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works | have been doing, and
they will do even greater things than these, because | am going to the Father. 2

Jesus is crucified, rises again, and ascends to the right hand of God the Father. From there
he sends his Holy Spirit to fill and empower us, so that by faith and through prayer, we can
do greater works than even he did during his earthly ministry.

Greater works than Jesus? Say what?

But there it is. Jesus said it. Clearly, our expectations of what God can do in and through us—
even on this side of the kingdom—are often too low.

Listen to what James writes when it comes to what we can expect when we take prayer
seriously:

The earnest prayer of a righteous person has great power and produces wonderful
results. Elijah was as human as we are, and yet when he prayed earnestly that no rain
would fall, none fell for three and a half years! Then, when he prayed again, the sky sent
down rain and the earth began to yield its crops. 2

There are kingdom possibilities that can only become kingdom realities through our earnest
prayers. But because the kingdom of God is here already, we should pray boldly, expecting

10 Matthew 11:2-5 (NLT)
11 John 16:33 (NLT)
12 John 14:12 (NIV)
13 James 5:16b-18 (NLT)



great things from God, and attempting great things for God.

Throughout the history of this church, there have been times when we’ve prayed earnestly for
people to be healed from terminal illnesses, and we’'ve seen miracles. Even now, we rejoice at
some powerful answers to prayer when it comes to the improvement and recovery of some
among us who had been incredibly ill— and we will not stop praying.

At the same time, we’ve lost people in this church family in spite of our prayers. Sometimes we
see healings, and sometimes, we see God giving people the grace they need to live with
chronic health problems that just don’t seem to get better.

Even now, we’re mourning the loss of one of our founding members whose life was all too
suddenly and unexpectedly cut short.

This is the ambiguity—the tension—of the already and the not yet of God’s kingdom.

Sometimes, we witness the already of God’s kingdom breaking through, like when the sunshine
punches through a thick bank of clouds and brings brilliant brightness and warmth where there
had once been darkness and gloom.

And yet often, the clouds roll back in again, and we’re reminded of the not yet—that this fallen
world is not yet what Jesus will make it one day when he comes again. We know that one day,
all clouds will roll away, and as the Bible says in Revelation:

He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or
sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever. '

In the meantime, we need to have realistic expectations.

One the one hand, we need to expect great things from God, and attempt great things for
God, because the kingdom of God is here already.

But on the other hand, we need to realize that until Jesus comes again, the kingdom is not
yet fully here. Until then, we live in the tension of the already and the not yet, and that means
there will be times when are there are tears in our eyes, pain in our hearts, sins to struggle
against, strain in some of our relationships, and spiritual battles to fight.

As the apostle Peter once said to a group of suffering Christians:
Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the fiery trials you are going through, as if something
strange were happening to you. Instead, be very glad—for these trials make you partners
with Christ in his suffering, so that you will have the wonderful joy of seeing his glory when
it is revealed to all the world. '°

On that day—the day of Jesus’ return— all the tension of living between the ages will be totally
resolved, and the not yet will become the already forever and ever.

Now, if the first word that describes the time-dynamics of God’s kingdom is tension, the

14 Revelation 21:4 (NLT)
151 peter 4:12-13 (NLT)



second is:
2. Mission.

In 1 Corinthians 15, the Bible’s famous “resurrection” chapter, the apostle Paul refers to a
concept called firstfruits. Specifically, he says:

For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. But each in turn: Christ, the
firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him.

Firstfruits is an agricultural term, a farming term. After a field was sown with seed, the first
crops to ripen and be picked were called the firstfruits. The firstfruits were a sign that the full
harvest was coming. It was inevitable.

In this text, Paul is saying that Jesus’ resurrection is the firstfruits of a new creation, a sign
that one day, when he returns, all things—the whole of creation— will be made new. It's
inevitable.

And Jesus’ resurrection is the firstfruits, the sign, that points to the inevitability of our

future resurrection as his people. ' One day, when he returns, our bodies will be raised to life,
like his was, never to die again. Death will be swallowed up in victory, and as author Randy
Alcorn so evocatively puts it:

We’'ll be more capable of worship, friendship, love, discovery, work, and play than
we have ever been. 8

Now with this kind of resurrection hope, you might think Paul would tell us to sit back and
take it easy, because God has such a great future in store for us. Right? We’ve got it made!

But Paul does not tell us to sit back and take it easy. In the final verse the Bible’s great
resurrection chapter, he says:

Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give
yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is
not in vain. '°

As we live in-between the ages, as we live in the tension of the already and not yet, you
and | have a mission!

Remember? The kingdom of God is all about God’s will to restore God’s world through

God’s people. That’s us! That's me! That's you! Like we talked about last Sunday, as followers
of Jesus, we are a priestly people. We are like bridges who bring God to people and people to
God.

And the Bible also says that we are a firstfruits people. James chapter 1 says that:

16 1 Corinthians 15:22-23 (NIV)
171 Corinthains 15:54
18 Randy Alcorn, C.S. Lewis on Heaven and the New Earth: God’s Eternal Remedy to the Problem of Evil and

Suffering.
191 Corinthians 15:58 (NIV)
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He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of
all he created. 2°

What does it mean to be a firstfruits people? It means that God empowers us to display,
right here and now, evidence of the coming kingdom harvest.

As firstfruits people, you and | are called to manifest now, in the power of the Holy Spirit,
the kind of transformation that will become true of the whole creation when Jesus returns,
when God’s kingdom comes fully on earth as it is in heaven.

For the sake of the world that God will one day fully restore, our lives are to display, right
now, as much as possible, what the kingdom of God is going to be like when it fully comes
in the future. As the people of God, this is our kingdom mission.

One day, God will make us fully Christ-like in character. We who are God’s firstfruits people
are not supposed to wait around until this happens. We are empowered and called to
cooperate with God’s Spirit in purging sin from our lives and becoming more like Jesus now.
This is our kingdom mission.

One day, God will judge and destroy Satan and all the spiritual forces of darkness. We who
are God'’s firstfruits people are not supposed to wait around until that happens. We are
empowered and called to put on the armour of God, to take up the sword of the Spirit, and
pray on all occasions, standing now against the enemy in the authority of Jesus Christ.
This is our kingdom mission.

One day, poverty will be no more. We who are God’s firstfruits people are not supposed to
wait around until this happens. We are empowered and called to befriend the poor, to

treat them with all dignity, and do all we can to lift them out of poverty now. This is our kingdom
mission.

One day, the world will be totally free of violence and conflict. We who are God'’s firstfruits

people are not supposed to wait around until that happens. We are empowered and called
to be peacemakers and to bear with one another in forgiving love now. This is our kingdom
mission.

One day, there will be no more unbelief. We who are God’s firstfruits people are not supposed
to wait around until that happens. We are empowered and called to share our faith in Jesus with
unbelievers now. This is our kingdom mission.

One day, racism, classism, sexism, and every other “ism” will be eradicated, and all will
stand side-by-side as dearly beloved equals in the kingdom of God. We who are God’s
firstfruits people are not supposed to wait around until that happens. We are empowered
and called to live in loving unity-in-diversity, now. This is our kingdom mission.

One day, God will wipe away every tear. We who are God’s firstfruits people are not
supposed to wait around until that happens. We are empowered and called to come
alongside, and to comfort and care for those who are hurting now. This is our kingdom mission.

20 James 1:18 (NIV)



So while we pray for God’s kingdom to come and his will to be done fully on earth as it is in
heaven, those of us who follow Jesus are God'’s firstfruits people, and that means we have a
mission.

We are called to reach into God’s tomorrow—and live it out today before the eyes of, and
for the sake of, a watching world.

As we live in-between the ages, as we live in the tension of the already and the not yet, we
reach today into God’s tomorrow, and hold tightly to the hope of resurrection, to the hope

that all things will be made new, to the hope that, as the great Christian mystic Julian of Norwich
puts it:

All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.
And so, to repeat Paul’s concluding words in his great resurrection chapter in 1 Corinthians 15:

Therefore, my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always

give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in

the Lord is not in vain. 2!
This is such an important perspective for all of us as we continue to seek God'’s direction for the
next chapters of kingdom mission that he intends for Cornerstone. | can report that those
priorities are beginning to become clear as together we prayerfully make our way through the
various stages of this year’s prayer and re-envisioning process.

We’'ll be ready in September and October to update you on what those emerging priorities are,
and will be inviting further input from you as a congregation.

But know that our next chapters of kingdom mission as a church will be a local expression of
God’s will to restore God’s world through God’s people—through us—in God’s time.

And accordingly, God will call us afresh to give ourselves fully and sacrificially to the work of the
Lord, knowing that our labour for the sake of his kingdom, will never, ever be in vain. Amen?

Closing prayer

Benediction — 1 Corinthians 15:58

21 1 Corinthians 15:58 (NIV)



