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Week 1: The Kingdom is Near

Big Idea:  This is a series based on the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus outlined the theme of the Kingdom of God, the subject that dominated Jesus’ teaching. It is the crucial piece for understanding everything about his life, death, and resurrection. It is also the key that unlocks the meaning of the entire narrative of scripture, and how the Old and New Testaments fit together.

Prayer: “Father, help us to see with fresh eyes what Jesus was talking about when he taught about the Kingdom of God. Open our minds to understand it, and our hearts to receive it. Give us courage to repent of anything that is preventing us from fully entering in.” 

Scripture:  Matthew 4:12-25  (read in sections below) 
 
Introduction
When Jesus arrived on the planet, for nearly 1000 years the people of Israel had been waiting in hope for the Messiah to come and establish his kingdom. It was partly a longing for the Golden Age of King David, but even greater. The dream had endured through the period of the divided kingdom, Israel in the North, and Judah in the South. It had survived and strengthened through the Exile in Babylon. It continued to grow during the years of foreign domination following the Exile, right up to the time of Christ during the domination by the oppressive Roman Empire. That’s a thousand years of waiting, and longing, and hoping. The question on everyone’s mind was, “When will God come and rescue us from our oppressors and restore the kingdom to Israel?”

This was the religious, social, and political milieu into which Jesus stepped when he  began his ministry.  So, how did he respond to this very real, very loaded situation?

Over the next 8 weeks we’ll be seeking to learn from Jesus’ response, the questions he asked, and the truths he taught in the midst of the desolate and divided 1st century Jewish/Roman culture. In summary, The Good Life, is a life of following and learning from Christ - how to live then and now as we seek to become more like him.  

Main Teaching

First, Jesus announced the Kingdom.
Verse 17:  From that time on Jesus began to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”
Matthew makes it sound like that one sentence was the entire content of Jesus’ preaching. Mark makes it sound even more dramatic:

After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God.  “The time has come,” he said.  “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!”  (Mark 1:14-15)

Can we even begin to imagine the shock of those words? The long wait is over; the time has arrived! It’s here; it has begun!

It didn’t look like what the people were expecting: A military coup to overthrow the Roman occupation. A political kingdom centered in Israel. Perhaps that’s why Jesus says the first step is repentance. Not from sin, necessarily. Rather, from wrong thinking, which is really what the word means; rethink…everything!

Think about the major groups of people in 1st Century Israel:
1. The Pharisees  They were very conservative, theologically and politically. This was the law-and-order crowd (OT law). Think of them as The Moral Majority of the 1st Century. They were extremely self-righteous and judgmental toward others who were not living up to their standards. The Pharisees believed if everyone in Israel would just get in line and keep the Torah perfectly for one day the Messiah would come. And that explains their anger with Jesus for ignoring—or sometimes trampling on—their traditions.
2. The Sadducees  This group made up the majority of the Sanhedrin—the Jewish High Court. They were very wealthy, and only nominally religious. The Sadducees were willing to accommodate and placate the Roman occupation in order to maintain their positions of power. These were the politicians of the 1st Century—the Senators and Congressmen.
3. The Zealots  These were devout Jews who advocated the use of violence to resist and overthrow the Roman occupation. They were the Anarchists of the 1st Century. The center of their activity was in the unruly northern territory of Galilee—sort of the wild, wild west of Palestine. They were always causing trouble for the Romans, always instigating protests and uprisings, even attempting to assassinate anyone they suspected of being a Roman sympathizer. And the Romans always dealt with them the same way: rounded up the leaders and crucified them—by the hundreds and even thousands.
4. The Essenes  They believed the whole situation was hopeless; the whole country was going to hell in a handbasket. So their response was just to withdraw into the desert, where they could live holy lives in separated communities completely removed from the rest of society. The Essenes  believed that they were the true Israel, and when the Messiah came everyone else would be destroyed for their wickedness. These were sort of like the Amish of 1st Century.
5. The Common People  They were mostly poor, just trying to eek out an existence, not always by the most honorable means. They didn’t really fit in any of the other four groups, though they made up the vast majority of the population. They were not particularly religious, because they didn’t have the time or resources to observe all the Jewish rituals the way the proper religious folks thought they should. Note: These are the people who heard Jesus gladly. But to the other four groups, Jesus said, “Repent. Rethink your understanding of the Messiah and his Kingdom. If you don’t, you’re in danger of missing it completely, and bringing the full wrath of Rome down on your heads.”

Illustration:  Dallas Willard writes about the coming of electricity to rural Missouri in his childhood. Each house was hooked up. Then the day approached when a master switch would be thrown somewhere, and the “Kingdom of Electricity” would dawn. But, curiously, inevitably, there were some who would not “repent” of their kerosene lamps, their ice-boxes and…

END OF SAMPLE
