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CHRIST THE KING SERMON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

We’ve got two main characters on stage this morning: Jesus of Nazareth (itinerant rabbi), and Pontius Pilate, Roman point man (and authority) of Judea. The contrast between these two men could not have been more dramatic.

Pilate was appointed by Rome to this outpost of the Empire. He had behind him the greatest power on earth, enormous wealth, far-reaching government, amazing engineering skills, and holding it all together, unparalleled military might. Herod was called ‘king,’ but he was a mere puppet, put in place to keep the locals content. Pilate & Co. ruled the roost on behalf of the Emperor.

Jesus, on the other hand, was one of many traveling religious teachers, attempting to be faithful to God while eeking out an existence based mostly on the kindness of those he taught.

He hailed from Nazareth, a tiny no-account village of cave dwellers up north in Galilee. Son of a carpenter, mostly self-taught Scripture-wise, Jesus seemed to have a way with words, some claimed even a healing touch. But, by and large, the religious establishment wasn’t buying it. In fact, they found Jesus so unsettling—dangerous even—that they trumped up the charges which brought him there to Pilate.

“He claims to be king!” they declared, although nothing in any of the gospels records such a claim. But “he claims to be king” ought to get the attention of the authorities, and it does!

So Pilate demands, “Are you the King of the Jews?” In the other gospels, Jesus replies “You say so,” but John has a bit more finesse. “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” In John, Jesus becomes the interrogator, putting mighty Pilate on the defense. He blusters, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and chief priests have handed you over to me.” His comment reflects the opening of John’s gospel, remember: “He came to his own people, but his own did not receive him.”

Then Pilate asks, “What have you done?” Again, Jesus turns the table, telling him not what he’s done, but rather who he is. “My kingdom is not from this world.” That preposition is important: “not from this world.” Jesus isn’t vying for Pilate’s position or Herod’s. His authority needs no election for verification or military for defense. As so often happens in John’s dialogues, what begins on earth is taken to a level far above. (With Nicodemus, he went from birth to being re-born from above. With the woman at the well, it was from her bucket to the water of eternal life.) Here it is from Pilate’s praetorium—his sentencing room—to authority that comes from God alone.

So, there they stand: Pontius Pilate, impeccably dressed, gilded and perfumed, and Rabbi Jesus, probably barefoot in his one-and-only dust-laden robe…the might of the world and the Son of God! Jesus says, “You say that I am a king. For this I came into the world: to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.” (The implication being that Pilate is not among them!)

Although he tries to wash his hands of the situation, Pilate ends up in the Creeds of the Church responsible for Jesus’ death. In a few hours, the “criminal” would be executed, and it would seem as if mighty Rome—once again—triumphed by silencing the rebel.

Within 40 years, Rome would also destroy the great temple in Jerusalem, taking much of the religious practice with it. And, within a couple of centuries, the might of Rome itself would become a memory, as the so-called ‘barbarians’ of Northern Europe invaded and took over.

Every king and nation on earth has flexed their muscles, paraded their pomp, and eventually faded away. It is the nature of this world that nothing—not kingdom, Reich, or republic—is forever. “Christ the King Sunday” was established after the horror of WW I, as a way of bearing witness to that most fundamental truth: that while empires rise and fall, the reign of Christ Jesus endures forever.

So what does it all mean for us citizens of the wealthiest, most powerful nation on earth to call Jesus “King” and “Lord”? What does it mean for us to pledge allegiance to the flag of this country at public gatherings and also to renew our baptismal vows to the Lord of Life here each week? Both of those actions are connected to the most compelling question of all as Jesus asks his disciples: “Who do you say that I am?”

Is he a good luck charm? Ace-in-the-hole? Last resort? Sunday morning dalliance? Or, is he the one who claims allegiance of heart, soul, mind and strength?

The answers to those questions are clearly between each of us and God, but understand that the implications have an impact much farther reaching. While Jesus’ authority does not come from the world, he most certainly intends to exercise it in the world! I’ve said it before, that Jesus didn’t die just to get us to heaven, but, more, to bring heaven’s rule to earth. And, until he finally makes all things new, he engages us who belong to him in the process.

I love Luther’s reminder of this in his explanations of the Lord’s Prayer in the Small Catechism (page 1163 of the ELW). For the petitions “Your kingdom come; your will be done” Luther writes, “God’s kingdom will come and his will done on their own, without our prayer, but we ask in these petitions that it may also come to us and be done in and among us.”

Jesus’ birth among us and his death for us were accomplished to bless the world. Christ’s resurrection and ascension took place so that his ‘gentle rule,’ as the prayer of the day puts it, may work in us and through us.

Perhaps I’m just becoming a curmudgeon, but as time goes on, I am more and more dismayed by the topics that occupy so much of our time, effort and resources, both as church and as nation. Some act as if the world is coming to an end because the ELCA has affirmed gays as church leaders. Some claim that the United States was woefully compromised by the president’s bow before another head of state.

Surely we have more important things to be about! Jesus corrects obsession with trivialities by giving a compelling description of what will take place when the world really comes to an end. And I think he means it to affect the here and now—the passion and devotion of world leaders and church leaders, citizens and church members in every land.

He promises and warns: “When the Son of Man comes in his glory and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. All nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate them as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” And the criterion of his judgment will have nothing to do with the accumulation of wealth or power or influence, but rather with the use of it all: for the sake of the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the sick, the imprisoned. Those who served these needy ones, served Jesus. He says it! Those who didn’t, denied him.

Do you see how extraordinary this is?! The judgment of the whole world before Christ the King hinges on his identity with those who lack the basic necessities of life. That needs to speak loud and clear to the citizens, leaders, and, yes, church members of this great, wealthy and powerful nation.

Food and water, clothing and shelter, health care and nurture are the things that matter to God in Christ, because they are so critical to those he created, died for and loves. If Christ is King, it cannot be in name only, merely on our lips, written the texts of hymns, or depicted in stained glass windows. Those things will matter little to the world or ultimately to God.

Rather, if Christ is King and Jesus is Lord for us, his gentle rule will be made known in the use of our time, talent and treasure, in the policies and politics of church, city and country. If Christ is king, it will be apparent to all that we who belong to him are indeed listening…that his kingdom comes and his will is done through us.

So, we’ve got these two characters standing before us today…and every day: Pilate, with the power of force; and Jesus, with the power of love. Who gets your bow?

Amen.
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