21st November 2010 SERMON: Born a child and yet a king   Allister Lane
Luke 23:33-43

Colossians 1:11-20
What a strange pairing of readings we have today. It may seem particularly strange for us to hear about Jesus’ crucifixion so close to the lead up to Christmas.
Today is known as ‘Christ the King Sunday.’ It is the culmination of the church year, before we start with the first Sunday of the church calendar next week with the beginning of the Advent season.

‘Christ the King Sunday’ is a relatively new addition to the church calendar; established in the 1920’s as a response to the perception of growing secularism. On this day, the church proclaims God’s reign in a world increasingly drawn away from an understanding of what this reign is.

And so today is an opportunity for us to consider this reign of God; the nature of the reign of God, and, as the church, reorient ourselves in Christ.

This week Prince William and his girlfriend Kate Middleton announced their engagement. Whatever level of importance we may (or may not see) in this announcement, it can hardly be regard as a significant constitutional matter – the main difference it will make for many of us is the change in the covers of the magazines at the supermarket checkout.
In reflecting on the roles of traditional African kings, Nelson Mandela observes in his latest book ‘Conversations With Myself’ how the roles of kings and queens around the world have changed in recent history. The absolute monarchies have given away their power to allow elected representatives of the people to govern. He notes that it is only those who became constitutional monarchs who have survived: (for example) Queen Elizabeth II of Britain, 
King Carlos of Spain, and Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands. Had these monarchs clung stubbornly to their absolute powers they would long have disappeared from the scene.

We might wonder how human royal power structures have influenced our understanding of God’s reign...
We read in the Old Testament of the Bible that Israel asking God for their own king (to become like other nations) tested the relationship, and perhaps we get a sense of how the human power structures do not match well the nature of God’s power.

Indeed, we ought to be very cautious in wanting to exalt God by attributing 
our own understandings of power. In our well-intentioned desire to praise and worship God, we can ascribe to God a reign of power that is quite inappropriate and unbiblical.
Both of the readings today remind us that God’s power is shown most clearly in Jesus’ crucifixion.
How difficult that is for many of us, who see the battered and bloodied body of a humiliated man as the complete opposite of power. 
How hard it can be for the truth of God to be our reality; the truth that God wields the power of love.

This power does not simply increase what we have and strengthen who we are. It strips us of all pretence, of all illusion of capability, self-sufficiency and self-justification. God’s power of love disarms us, not by force, but by love – we die to who we were and are transformed into new life in Christ.

How we struggle with this! How we want to take control, exert our power over situations – and then we project the power we imagine we have onto God, inventing images of God as a tyrannical and authoritarian deity. 

This week I was at a Presbytery meeting where a colleague presented the work of their recent study leave; a compelling self-help model called ‘The Doughnut of resilience’ which is an attempt to understand the innate resources we each have to deal with any challenges in life. 
Our human capacities can help us with some things but it’s precisely because of our limitations that Jesus has come to do what we cannot do. As Christians we ought to be clear where our hope and strength is located; for us, Jesus is at the centre, not a doughnut hole!

So we are confronted by the cross as the liberation of God,

the salvation for the world,

the reign of reconciliation,

the power of love.

The Gospel confronts us with another image of God’s power.

At Christmas time, if we are able to see past the dazzle of tinsel, we might be struck by the image of God as a baby lying in straw. 
The God who created the universe born a helpless baby, dependant on an inexperienced human couple.
Let no one be fooled by appearances... The reading from Colossians identifies who this baby really is: “[he is] the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him.” (vv15-16)

I have stolen a line from the hymn we sang first this morning for the title of this sermon: ‘Born a child and yet a king.’ For this puts so succinctly the paradox of God’s power: ‘Born a child and yet a king.’
This king reigns in such a way that shares all the full glory of God with us, and with our world.
The reading of Colossians makes it clear that while the life, death and resurrection of Jesus (the Incarnation) is the decisive outworking of God’s love for humanity, Jesus has reigned since the beginning.

And in the power of love on the cross God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, and yet Jesus is  “the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together.” (vv15-17)

The reign of Christ the King is comprehensive.
And so when we take in the beauty of creation we give praise that it was the king’s idea. It was his idea, his workmanship. It is beautiful and sweet because he made it like that. When the lavish and generous beauty of the world makes you catch your breath, remember that it is like that because of Jesus.

What about the pain and ugliness of creation; the evil manifest in death itself?

Whilst some philosophies and worldviews attempt to normalise pain by integrating it into the fabric of the cosmos, we are reminded that this pain was not the original intention.
And the living God has now acted to heal the world of the wickedness and corruption which have so radically distorted it.
And God has done so through the same one through whom it was made in the first place. As the world was made through Jesus in the first place, it is the same Jesus through whom the world has been redeemed. 
He is the firstborn of all creation, and the firstborn from the dead.

And importantly Jesus is uniquely different from the angels of the Christmas story. For whilst the angels act as God’s messengers, announcing the purposes of God; in Jesus God come to us as one of us – “He is the image of the invisible God.” (v15)
As well as revealing for us who God is, Jesus is the blueprint for the genuine humanness. 
As the head of the body, the church; as the first to rise again from the dead; as the one through whose cruel death God has dealt with our sins and brought us peace and reconciliation; and, above all, as the one through whom the new creation has now begun; in all these ways, Jesus is himself the one 'in whom' we are called to discover what true humanness means in practice. 
We have so often settled for second best in our human lives. 
Jesus summons us to experience the genuine article.

· So today ‘Christ the King Sunday’ let us be reassured that God’s power is far greater than all we know in our own human structures and capacities. In Jesus God’s power is made alive for us in the gift of reconciliation and new life – born a child and yet a king.

· As well as being reassured, let us be challenged today. For Christ the King calls us to join in his ministry of reconciliation. We are to discover true humanness for ourselves and for our world as we cooperate with the reign of Christ – born a child and yet a king. Born to reign in us forever.
May we always look to the cross as the promise of God’s power of love – both given for us and given through us.     Amen.
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