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Nov. 21st, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,


Well, are you ready for it?  Ready for what, you may ask?  The holiday season, of course.  For weeks now the merchants have been ramping up their inventory and their advertising, the grocery stores have been stocking up with food for holiday parties, and the entertainers have been rehearsing their holiday programs. It all kicks off in earnest this week with Thanksgiving, which is followed by “Black Friday” and “Cyber Monday”  and goes non-stop until we ring in the new year on January 1st, 2011.  


But before we rush into all of that, we in the church have one last opportunity to celebrate Jesus as the King of all Creation and Lord of all Lords.  Before we begin to think about the newborn king, we pause to think about the eternal king who now reigns over all in heaven. 

Christ the King Sunday is the last Sunday in the church year.  It’s kind of our New Year’s Eve celebration, without the alcohol and funny hats, the closing out of one year, before we usher in the new. The new begins next Sunday, the first Sunday in Advent .  Christ the King is a very new celebration, as far as church history goes.  It began in 1925, when the world's great empires—the British, American, Spanish, French, German, Russian, and Japanese--were all at war or on the verge of war somewhere.  Pope Pius XI,  seeing the world torn by war and division  wrote a letter in which he dedicated the world to Christ the King. He reminded these empires that God is present with all peoples, that Christ alone is king. The Pope’s idea was eventually adopted by Catholics and Protestants into what we celebrate this day: Christ the King Sunday.

Obviously, with nations still at war, including our own, there is value in being reminded of Christ’s kingdom and Lordship of all.  And as we anticipate another holiday season with all of the anxiety and stress that can bring, it doesn’t hurt to remember who is really in charge. 

The Christ the King gospel is an unusual one, feeling strangely out of place.  It is Luke’s account of Jesus, nailed to the cross, being crucified between two thieves.  It’s really rather shocking.  This is a Holy Week or Good Friday reading.  Do I really need to hear this three days before Thanksgiving and the start of the holidays?  Who wants to be reminded of Good Friday now?

But the lesson is read to remind us what a very different kind of king Jesus truly was.  The Roman governor Pilate and the Jewish king Herod wanted Jesus dead for different reasons.  They wanted him out of the way.  Pilate because Jesus was stirring up the crowds and that might lead to a Jewish revolt against the Romans.   Herod because Jesus was a clear threat to his authority and was challenging the religious system of the day.  It seemed that they were about to get their wish on an executioner’s cross.  But there were three ways they unknowingly mistook Jesus for who he truly was.

First, they thought they were putting to death a weak and powerless human leader. This was no Messiah.  This was no mighty king.  If it were, he wouldn’t be nailed to a cross.  If it were, he would have the power to save himself, or call to his army to save him.    The Jewish leaders said, “Let him save himself.” The Roman soldiers cried out, “Save yourself.”  Even the first thief next to Jesus cried, “Save yourself and us.”  But Jesus couldn’t do it.  He had no such power, he was hopelessly weak, or so they thought.  
But Jesus knew differently.  He did not come to this earth to be appointed or anointed as the next Jewish king.   His mission was much greater than that.  He came that the world, all the world, might be saved through him.  Pilate and Herod did not know it, but this Jesus was the Lord of all creation, not just one group of people.  Jesus is ruler of all because he is creator of all.  


Listen to Colossians 1:15-17.  “Christ is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.  For in him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or authorities - all things were created through him and for him.  He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.  He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the first born from the dead, that in everything he might be pre-eminent.”


It is very clear that Jesus is ruler of all because as part of the Godhead, he was before all and willed everything into being.  Pilate, Herod, and those who mocked Jesus made the mistake of thinking he was a weak and powerless leader.  In fact, he was Lord of all creation.

A second mistake they made was in thinking they were putting to death just another human being.  He was one of three men nailed to the cross to die.  Less not glamorize or spiritualize this scene for them.  At the end of the day, it was just another Roman execution.  
But what they failed to realize is that this was not just another criminal being put to death.  There are clues to this as he is dying on the cross.  Jesus looks out at his captors and says, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  What normal person, being put to death, cries out to God and asks for forgiveness for those doing this to him?  And later, it’s the second thief who declares to the other, “for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.”  This thief knew in his heart that Jesus was innocent and should not be on the cross next to him.
We now believe what Pilate and Herod did not believe.  This Jesus is both the son of man and son of God.  He was born a human being, fully human.  But he was also born Son of God, and as God’s son, was without sin.  Jesus is the perfect human being, in contrast to us.  Listen to 2 Corinthians 5:21, “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” The sinless one took on the sin of all on the cross, becoming the perfect sacrifice for all.  Pilate and Herod had no understanding that Jesus was the perfect sacrifice who had come to save the world from sin.

 
The third mistake they made was in assuming they could control the time of this would be king’s reign.  Pilate and Herod again assumed that if Jesus were the King of the Jews, they could control the length of his rule.  In fact, they had the power, by ordering his execution, to stop this king’s reign before it ever really began 

Well, that’s the way it is in the world. The reign of all leaders eventually comes to an end.   But that’s not the way it is for Christ our King.  The second thief knew this when he pleaded with Jesus, “Jesus, remember me, when you come into your kingdom.”  Jesus affirmed this when he responded, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.”  The kingdom of Jesus was not going to end on the cross.  The cross did not have the final say. On the third day Christ was raised.  God’s power was greater than even sin and death itself.   Christ’s reign would be eternal.    It would not be ended by anyone or anything.  That’s the great hope of all who live by faith.  There may be forces of evil that seem to work against life and bring death.  But Jesus reigns over all and is more powerful even than death.  He will always be our Lord and King, beginning in this life and forever  in the life to come.  


As we finish out this church year, we are again reminded what Christ has done for us on the cross.  As Paul says in Colossians, “He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved son.”  By faith we are rescued from a sinful world, pulled from the jaws of death, and given a new home, God’s own kingdom.  It begins right now, and is brought to perfection in the life to come.  No political king could do that.  No mere human could do that.  Only God’s son, by suffering and dying on the cross for the sins of the world, could do that.   

The world and our own country is every bit as stressed as it was back in 1925.  War in Afghanistan.  Threats of terrorism.  Conflicts over airport screening. Economic recession.  Political division.  The list goes on and on.    And then there are the deeply personal problems we all face.  Health, relationships, jobs, pain from the past and fear for  the future.  So perhaps remembering Christ as King is the Word we need to hear today. For there is only one Lord of all, holding it all together, fully human, yet without sin, who reigns forever.    It is this Lord of all, the crucified and risen Jesus, we worship today and in whom we finally trust.


A pastor from Texas, Dr. S.M. Lockridge, expresses the magnitude of Jesus’ kingship in this very eloquent way.


“My king was born a king.  The Bible says He’s the seven-way king.  He is the king of the Jews.  He is the king of Israel.  He is the king of righteousness.  He’s a king of the ages.  He’s the king of heaven.  He is the king of glory.  He’s the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.  Now that’s my king...  He’s enduringly strong, He’s entirely sincere, He’s eternally steadfast.  He’s immortally graceful.  He’s imperially powerful.  He’s impartially mercifully.  That’s my king.  ...He’s the pathway of peace, He’s the roadway of righteousness, He’s the Highway of Holiness, He’s the gateway of glory, He’s the master of the mighty, He’s the captain of the conquerors, He’s the head of the heroes, He’s the leader of the legislators, He’s the governor of the governors, He’s the prince of princes, He’s the King of King and Lord of Lords.  That’s my king.... His life is matchless.  His goodness is limitless.  His mercy is everlasting.  His love never changes.  His word is enough.  His grace is sufficient.  His reign is righteous.  His yoke is easy and his burden is light...  Death couldn’t handle Him and the grave couldn’t hold Him.  That’s my king...”


In the midst of the challenges of this life, and as we navigate again another holiday season and anticipate anew the birth of our savior, may we always remember who is King of Kings and Lord of Lords, Christ Jesus, our King.  Amen
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