The Kingdom of God and Mission

As the Father sent me, I am sending you.
 The Kingdom of God and Mission

John’s account of the commissioning of the disciples takes place on the evening of the resurrection (John 20:21-23). Jesus greets his overjoyed followers and then commissions them with the words: “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you”.
Jesus’ disciples had a fair idea of what he was talking about. They had been with him for three years as he went about his Father’s business, as he did what his Father had sent him to do. The sending of the disciples brings them into a direct continuity with the mission of Jesus. They were to do the same things that Jesus did in the same way that Jesus did them. It is not only the content of mission that is derived from Jesus but also the processes of mission, the way in which mission is done. 

This same continuity is seen in the commissioning recorded in Matthew. Jesus sends his disciples out with the words, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations ... teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you” (28:19-20). The disciples knew what it was to be taught and trained by Jesus. They were now to teach others to be disciples of the Master. 
 

The important implication of these two passages is that we are not granted the freedom to engage in Christian mission in any way we choose. A basic requirement of any Christian mission activity is that it resonates with the same values that are highlighted in the gospel accounts of Jesus’ ministry. We do mission in Jesus’ way. 
The heart of Jesus’ mission
The central theme of Jesus’ preaching and teaching was the coming of the ‘kingdom of God’. He spoke of his own mission in these ‘kingdom’ terms (Luke 4:43). The Gospel authors summarised Jesus’ ministry as preaching the good news of the kingdom of God and healing the sick (Matt 4:17, 4:23, 9:35, Mark 1:15ff, Luke 8:1). Jesus taught the nature and the meaning of the ‘kingdom of God’ in parables (Matt 13, Mark 4) and claimed that the signs he performed were indicators that the kingdom had come (Matt 12:28). He called on his disciples to make the kingdom of God their central priority (Matt 6:33) and its coming the first request as they prayed (Matt 6:10, Luke 11:2). The centrality and the priority of this theme in the teaching and ministry of Jesus means that it must be taken seriously if we are to ensure that our mission rises out of the mission of Jesus.
Jesus did not change his message after his resurrection. In Acts 1:3 he is still explaining the kingdom of God in his last minutes with his disciples. The apostles themselves clearly understood the need to continue the mission of Jesus. Their only addition was to preach the name of Jesus Christ (meaning Messianic king) alongside the good news of the kingdom. Philip in Acts 8:12 does precisely this. We find Paul preaching and teaching the kingdom of God and the Lord Jesus Christ in Ephesus and Rome (Acts 28:23, 31, 19:8).
So what is the kingdom of God? It is not an easy territory to chart. Jesus preferred to speak of it using life related stories rather than doctrines or definitions. He demonstrated and lived it and I imagine quite intentionally didn’t write articles about it. 
The kingdom is God’s
If we are to orient ourselves correctly as we explore the kingdom of God we must start with the fact that the kingdom belongs to God. We pray “Your kingdom come”. God has prepared it (Matt 25:34), he is the one who gives it (Luke 12:32). The kingdom is the real social realm of his active reign. It is where his will is done not only in our lives, or in the church but also in the world. The kingdom is a larger sphere than the human hearts of people. In the teaching of Jesus, the kingdom is not in people but rather people are in the kingdom. (In Luke 17:20 Jesus says the kingdom is a reality ‘among’ you, not ‘within’ - after all he is addressing the Pharisees.) While it is real and true, the kingdom cannot be seen or observed in an ordinary sense. It does not have a geographical boundary or place. However it is social and spiritual reality, deeply impacting the lives of those who enter it and live by it. It is not made or does not grow by human effort. Nowhere in the New Testament do we find people building, extending, or creating God’s kingdom. It belongs to him and he extends it and grows it himself. While he delights in using ordinary people to preach and demonstrate his kingdom, it is under his direction that it grows and with his power and grace that it is extended. 
Several implications for mission arise from the real presence of God’s kingdom. 
· Our call is to preach, teach and live the lordship of Jesus Christ and the reality of the Kingdom of God. People are called upon to repent (turn around). This means that they leave behind whatever they have been serving, following or believing in before and make a conscious decision to enter the kingdom of God, living all of life in service to the Lord Jesus and knowing the joy of forgiveness and relationship with God (cf Col 1:13). They can only do this on the basis of what Christ has done on the cross. Mission in the kingdom sense is not only seeing people place personal faith in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins, it is by faith entering into the realm of God’s kingdom.
· Second, it is God who directs, empowers and guides his people in mission. Any strategising, planning and designing we do in mission must flow out of time spent with God in prayer. Jesus only did what the Father instructed (John 5:19, 14:10). He did not heal every person he saw or respond to every need. Before any major move in his own ministry he spent considerable time with his Father seeking his will (Eg. Luke 6:12-13). The essential factor in Christian mission is prayer. Without it we run a serious risk of ‘doing our own thing, in our own strength’. Prayer is the heart of living as a kingdom person, especially when we are engaged in mission. 
The kingdom community is a family
Like any earthly kingdom, God’s kingdom is shaped by the personal character of its sovereign. This kingdom has a distinctive family feel. God is a father. His subjects are not held at a distance but are welcomed into the father’s presence as dearly loved children. They are taught to address the king as ‘abba’ - a respectful yet intimate and warm version of our ‘dad’. Jesus demonstrated the open welcome and acceptance that God offers all who turn to him in his association with the outcasts of his day. Jesus was criticised for the company he kept (Luke 15:1-2) and his response was to teach that God passionately care for and sought after the ‘lost’. He is like a Father longing for the opportunity to restore a wayward son, or a woman searching for a missing coin, part of a set of high personal value. He is like a shepherd willing to take substantial risks and expend a lot of effort to find one lost sheep and bring it home (Luke 15). It is the nearness, the love and forgiving grace of God that is a unique feature of the kingdom as Jesus taught it.
Our second series of implications for mission flow from the importance of the nearness of God as Father.
· Kingdom mission must both communicate and demonstrate the love and grace of God. Notice how Paul in pagan Athens preaches the ‘unknown God’ as one who is ‘not far from each one of us’. God is close to the broken-hearted, to the needy, to the lost, he longs that his love is expressed in word and deed by his people. Kingdom mission reaches out with the message of God’s unconditional love, his gracious offer of forgiveness and a welcome into his family. 
· Communities of God’s kingdom people need to have a family feel (1 Tim 5:1-2). We are truly ‘brethren’, brothers and sisters in the family of God. There should be a warmth and intimacy unknown in the world that exists among the children of God. In worship we are drawn into the presence of God, experiencing his nearness as Father. In fellowship we relate to each other as family members with respect, genuine sharing and concern for each other’s welfare. It is the reality of the kingdom of God that creates the church. Churches do not exist of their own making or on their own terms. They are gatherings of God’s kingdom citizens - communities of the king. For this reason, we must always ask the question: is our church community reflecting the values and lifestyle of the kingdom of God?
Kingdom lifestyle
Jesus spoke of the kingdom of God as evoking a reaction. People would be opposed to it and reject it. His followers would be persecuted (Matt 5:10-11, 10:23, 24:9). This is because the kingdom of God is not independent of culture and lifestyle. It is not simply a set of personal beliefs. There is a certain way of life that comes with being a kingdom citizen. Jesus lived in self sacrificial service to others, there was a simplicity and generosity in his use of resources and his faith in God, he spoke truth and practiced mercy, he sought justice and had time for the needy. These values are not optional extras for dedicated disciples who really want to follow Jesus. They are very basic requirements of being kingdom people and they should be characteristics of Christian mission. Worldly systems hate the simplicity and generosity of Christians, they hate prophetic challenges to speak truth and practice Biblical justice. Our western world is still convinced that materialism and individualism work, it increasingly devalues absolute truth, (there are now many truths, take your choice) and applies its own standards of justice and righteousness. The scriptures warn that there will be conflict between the kingdom of God and the dominions of darkness. As kingdom people we must thoughtfully and courageously live out the values and lifestyle of the kingdom.
Our last implication for Christian mission is this:
· Christian mission will be opposed. We will be engaging all kinds of powers of evil as we seek to preach, teach and serve the kingdom of God. Our call is to stand firm continuing to live by truth, peace, faith, salvation, righteousness, the word of God, the values of the kingdom and the fruit of the Spirit. In all we dare not trust in our own strength but draw on the grace of God given to us (Eph 6:10-17). Again we pray, on all occasions, with all kinds of prayers and requests, for all the people of God guided and directed by the Spirit of God (Eph 6:18).
The kingdom of God is here, hidden in the world yet powerfully effective like yeast. It may have started insignificantly and small like a mustard seed but it will one day come in all its fullness and power when Jesus our Lord returns. In the mean time our concern is seeking first the kingdom of God in our living and praying its coming in the world. If mission is to be truly Christian it must have at heart the values, the message and the lifestyle of the kingdom as Jesus preached and taught it.
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