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INTRODUCTION

Life has a certain rhythm, a calendar (or actually calendars) we follow
| know one of the things | have noticed as a transplant from the South
is the beauty of each season. | love how lowa has four distinct seasons
Would be nice is one of them, this one, were a little shorter

| hope you have noticed the pattern of our church year
It begins with a season of expectation, Advent. Then from Christmas
to Easter, we focus on the gospel story, the stories of Jesus’ life
and work ... from his birth to his death and resurrection

We preach on and from Matthew, Mark, Luke and John
Old Testament lessons and New Testament letters are for other times
In this season especially, we want to hear about what Jesus did
We want to focus on what Jesus said

What did he say? What did Jesus focus on, talk about the most?
| think that is a question of primary importance to us as his followers
In so doing let’s be clear about what he does NOT talk about,
what he does NOT focus on. Let’s be very wary of
drawing Jesus of Nazareth into our agendas and our arguments

| can think of several things we argue about, use scripture in so doing
that Jesus does not focus on, does not make a priority
What he does not say about something can say an awful lot

Let’s hear what Jesus has to say ... and let that be our starting point
Now | know that can be a broad brush. He says lots of things
about lots of things. He teaches and tells lots of stories, parables
But what is it that he talks about the most?
Jesus talks about the kingdom of God, early and often, quite often

Jesus talks about the kingdom of God in two ways
One is descriptive, especially in his parables where he says
“The kingdom of God is like ... a mustard seed, a treasure,” etc.
The other way, the first word on the subject is declarative
Saying as he does here, “The kingdom of God has come near.”



A NEW KINGDOM

We see that in this passage and lots of other places at the beginning
of his ministry as he is introducing himself and his agenda

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee proclaiming
the good news of God and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the
kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good
news.”

This is how Jesus introduces himself and what he is all about
We find it said several ways — the kingdom of God has come near
or the kingdom of God is at hand. Either way it is an announcement
He is telling people then and now that God is present, God is at work

The language of ‘kingdom’ used here is not just a relic of the past,
how they understood power back then - both as children of Israel
with their history of a few good kings and lots of not so good kings
and as subjects of Rome, the foreign power who occupied and ruled
their land with a heavy boot and an iron fist

The language of the kingdom of God is helpful for us today in our context,
how we understand rules and rulers. Kingdom isn’t just about kings ...
it is really more about community. The kingdom of God isn’t just about
Sundays and spiritual things, about church people and church programs
The kingdom of God is about the world, everything in it and about it

Jesus is talking about God at hand, at work, not just in individual hearts
but in forming an alternative community, another worldview,
another way of understanding how power is to be used

Jesus will spend the rest of his days showing his followers, then and now,
just how different his kingdom is from not only Caeser’'s Rome,
but also from Solomon’s Israel and from insert politicians name
version of what America was, is now or should be tomorrow

Jesus is the one doing the ‘show and tell’ of what the kingdom of God is
He is not going to fit neatly into our categories.
He will show us and tell us what the kingdom is
He starts that here at the beginning of the gospel story

He does so as an announcement, an introduction and invitation
It begins with a statement of fact announcing his arrival and agenda
‘The kingdom of God is at hand.’ It is there and then, here and now.



GOD AT WORK

In the marketing classes | took at a fine educational institution south of here
they call this the ‘bandwagon effect.” The person lets you know what
is going on and provides you the opportunity to ‘get on board.’
You don’t want to miss out on this

That is a very healthy way to think about our ministry.
Ministry is our work as citizens of God’s kingdom. It is participating in
what God is doing. Ministry is about seeing what God is doing right here
in River City and joining in on what God is already doing.
Get on the bandwagon! The kingdom of God has come near

This assertion, that the kingdom of God has come near, is at the very core
of Jesus’ message and ministry. It is the truth on which everything is built
God is here and is very much at work in our world ... in Jesus of Nazareth.
It's like Jesus is going all over putting out orange construction cones
to let us know that God is at work just up the road

Let’s stick with the imagery, the orange construction cones.
Those are often a sign that traffic is being re-directed because of that work
That is exactly what Jesus is saying. You'll notice that the statement
that ‘the kingdom of God has come near’ is usually paired with
“repent and believe in the good news.” As it is here.

That is exactly what repentance is ... changing directions
Changing directions because of what God is doing — being re-directed.

You’ve heard me describe repentance that way before
That is the literal meaning of the word, ‘to turn and change directions’
Let me say more about what repentance looks like (and does not look like)
to challenge a prevailing bit of misinformation.

Repentance is not a one-time thing! | used to be a sinner but now I'm a saint.
Sure we can often look back and name key turns we have made,
Maybe a lesson learned, a sobriety date or a second chance given
But really repentance is a series of turns, ongoing course corrections

Think about it! You're going to listen to the voice in your car or phone
take you this way and that all along trusting GPS knows best
but you’re going to then act like Jesus gets in only one “Repent”
and you’re good to go from there. | got it from here. Thanks!

Jesus once and for all sacrifice on the cross is good for all time
But that doesn’t mean we are good for all time without regular repentance
Without noticing that God is at work and then being re-directed



SUMMARY

| really like how that truth is reinforced in these verses
The call to repentance is followed immediately by a call to believe
and then a summons to follow, saying to a few fisherman
‘follow me and you will be fishers of people.’

Repentance is not just turning around. It is charting a new course
Going in a different direction. We do that by following Jesus.
That is the pattern, the rhythm, of what happens in these verses

First there is the fact — the kingdom of God is at hand, near and here
Then there is the faith — repent and believe
Then there is the follow — follow Jesus
Fact. Faith. Follow.

Follow Jesus — his example, his words, his directions
Let me close by explaining that last bit ... following Jesus’ directions

| mentioned GPS earlier. | use it, used it all through Mississippi
and Alabama on my own self-guided Civil Rights tour
that I'll tell you about after church today over lunch
We'll meet downstairs after worship. You're all most welcome

| use GPS ... but | do find in a bit frustrating.
It does a good job of telling you about the next turn, gives you a heads up
But | like seeing further down the road — the next turn and the next next
and I'll admit the next, next, next turn. Anybody else like that?

Following Jesus is a lot like GPS ... we don’t always see that far ahead
We can see what’s next (even get a heads up) but after that?
Well, that is where we have to trust the one doing the showing and telling
We just have to follow ... and understanding that repentance
is more than a one-time thing, change direction and keep following

You know | still remember Eric Sunderland bracing this Southerner
for an lowa winter. He told me the joke (that is quite true)
that there are two seasons in lowa — winter and construction

In the kingdom of God, which is here and near,
it is always construction season so we best keep looking for
orange cones and listening for Jesus’ directions
The kingdom of God is here and near



