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Preface

The Kingdom Agenda is my fourteenth book. I also consider it my magnum opus. Not simply because it is larger than my previous works nor because it necessarily outweighs the truths I’ve attempted to communicate in the past.

Rather, this book uniquely expresses my comprehensive world-view and philosophy of life and ministry. It is a worldview that I believe is solidly based on the authority of Scripture, and yet one I hope is communicated in a way that relates to the everyday realities of life.

This is fundamentally a book about the kingdom of God and His agenda for our lives. It is my conviction that the message of the kingdom is sorely lacking today. This is not because people don’t speak of the kingdom but because far too much of their speech is in esoteric, theological “code words” that seem unrelated to the realities of life in the here and now.

The absence of a comprehensive agenda for life has led to deterioration in our world of cosmic proportions. People live segmented, compartmentalized lives because they lack a kingdom worldview. Families disintegrate because they exist for their own fulfillment rather than for the kingdom.

Churches are having a limited impact on society because they fail to understand that the goal of the church is not the church itself but the kingdom. This myopic perspective keeps the church divided, ingrown, and unable to transform the cultural landscape in any significant way.

And because this is so, society at large has nowhere to turn to find solid solutions to the perplexing challenges that confront us today—troubling problems such as crime, racism, poverty, and a myriad of other ills.

It is time for Christians to set forth a kingdom agenda! We need to set forth an agenda that is a comprehensive demonstration of the way our Creator intended every area of life to be lived. An agenda big enough to include both individuals and societal structures, clear enough to be understood and appropriated by the average person on the street, yet flexible enough to allow for the considerable differences among peoples and societies.

This book is my humble attempt as a covenantal and progressive dispensationalist to contribute to this exercise. I believe that Christianity offers not only a clear message for eternity but also a message that is workable in time. I believe it provides food for the soul but also a solid foundation for civilization.

I believe that a kingdom agenda provides another option, another way to see and live life in this world. It transcends the politics of men and offers the solutions of heaven. Such an agenda can hold its own against any of the humanistic worldviews of our day.

While I am certain that many will challenge some of my assumptions, I welcome those challenges because they will make me a sharper thinker and a more strategic biblicist. The Christian message, when communicated from a comprehensive, kingdom perspective, provides an agenda that can stand next to and above all other attempts to define the meaning of life, whether it be the individual, the family, the church, or the community.

A kingdom agenda based on God’s Word, rather than a secular agenda based on man’s word, is the best way to make all of life work as our Creator intended.

Everyone has an idea and a viewpoint, but I believe God has spoken and He has not stuttered. There are two answers to every question: God’s answer and everyone else’s. And everyone else is wrong! Thus it behooves us to bring our lives under God’s rule and passionately pursue the kingdom agenda.


INTRODUCTION

A World Off Target

One day a man was on his way to spend the day with a good friend who lived on a farm.

When the man reached the farm, he turned onto the long, winding road that led to the farmhouse. On the way, he had to pass by the barn. But as he drove by the barn, he stopped and got out because he saw something that both amazed and stupefied him.

Drawn on the side of the barn were twenty targets. Each target had a hole right through the center of its bull’s-eye. There were no other holes anywhere on the barn. Whoever had been using the barn for target practice was definitely a crack shot.

The visitor couldn’t believe it. He got back in his car, drove up to his friend’s farmhouse, and said, “John, before we do anything else, I’ve just got to ask you. Who in the world did the shooting on the side of your barn?”

John said, “Oh, that was me.”

His friend replied, “I can’t believe anybody can shoot that well! We’re talking about twenty targets with twenty dead-center bull’s-eye shots. You mean to tell me you did that?”

John said, “Made every shot.”

“Where in the world did you learn to shoot like that?” John’s friend asked.

“It was easy. I shot first; then I drew a target around the bullet hole.”

LEARNING TO PAINT BULL’S-EYES

That humorous story illustrates the situation our society is facing today. We do everything we can to give the impression that our lives are on target when in reality all we have done is learn to paint well!

We have sought to camouflage our emptiness and failure with materialism, the scramble for success and significance, and other pursuits. Some people even try to fill their emptiness through religious activities such as church membership. They have learned how to look, talk, and act like Christians, but all of these things, in and of themselves, are simply “paint jobs” that try to obscure the fact that we are a culture and a people tragically off target. We only have to look at the indicators to see that far too many individuals, families, and churches are missing the mark. And the results are seen in a society that is living by an agenda of madness.

PERSONAL CHAOS

All we have to do is look at the indicators that tell us we are missing the target. Judging by the meteoric rise in popular psychology books, clinics, and programs, it would seem that personal lack of meaning and fulfillment is at an all-time high. If I were not in the ministry, I would become a psychologist so I could charge people two hundred dollars an hour to tell them why they need to come back next week!

But let me give you the real deal on this. The fact is that if you’re a messed-up person and you have a family, you are going to contribute to a messed-up family, and if your family goes to church, then your messed-up family will contribute to a messed-up church.

And if you’re a messed-up person contributing to a messed-up family contributing to a messed-up church, and your church is in a neighborhood, then your messed-up church will lead to a messed-up neighborhood.

And if you’re a messed-up person contributing to a messed-up family contributing to a messed-up church leading to a messed-up neighborhood, and your neighborhood resides in a city, then your messed-up neighborhood will result in a messed-up city.

Now if you’re a messed-up person contributing to a messed-up family contributing to a messed-up church leading to a messed-up neighborhood resulting in a messed-up city, and your city resides in a county, then your messed-up city will cause a messed-up county.

And if you’re a messed-up person contributing to a messed-up family contributing to a messed-up church leading to a messed-up neighborhood resulting in a messed-up city residing in a messed-up county, and your county is part of a state, then your county will help create a messed-up state.

But that’s not all. If you’re a messed-up person contributing to a messed-up family contributing to a messed-up church leading to a messed-up neighborhood resulting in a messed-up city residing in a messed-up county helping to create a messed-up state, and your state is part of a country, then your messed-up state helps produce a messed-up nation.

Now if you’re a messed-up person contributing to a messed-up family contributing to a messed-up church leading to a messed-up neighborhood resulting in a messed-up city helping to create a messed-up state that helps produce a messed-up nation, and your nation is part of the world, your messed-up country will leave us with a messed-up world!

So if we want a better world composed of better countries, inhabited by better states, made up of better counties, composed of better cities, inhabited by better neighborhoods, illuminated by better churches, made up of better families, we need to become better people. It all starts with personal responsibility!

FAMILY CHAOS

This breakdown at the personal level has had devastating effects on the American family. After more than thirty years of failed social programs, the once-stable American family is rapidly deteriorating. Couples live as if they were wed by the secretary of war rather than by the justice of the peace! We are still hearing the figure of a 50 percent failure rate for new marriages. Materialism has become more important than maintaining marriages, and personal happiness has taken priority over family unity.

In the inner city, the disintegration of the family is even greater. More than six out of ten black children are born to unwed mothers. Two-parent families are now the exception in the inner city. The social implications of these statistics are nothing short of staggering.

The devaluation of women through the curse of pornography and the glorification of violence on television and in the movies have fueled family breakdown. In such an environment, it is no wonder that gangs flourish in our cities—and yes, they have moved to the suburbs too. There is no longer any such thing as fleeing the problem.

One reason gangs are popular is that they are substitute families. In a gang, young people can find the acceptance and sense of self-worth and accountability they aren’t getting at home. Sadly, the gang provides that self-esteem in the context of horrible violence and crime.

CHURCH CHAOS

All of these indicators clearly show how far our American culture has wandered from its moral moorings. And what about the church? What kind of influence has the church been able to assert in the midst of this personal and family breakdown? A rapidly declining influence.

Today the church and what it represents are all too often ridiculed, criticized, rejected outright, or simply ignored in the public square. And this is happening at the same time as acceptance for humanistic and non-Christian religious worldviews is growing, a concern we will address in this book.

The non-Christian society at large has failed to take the person and Word of God seriously. And the church has been ineffective in its efforts to impact our culture for Christ at the deepest levels.

Thus the church has contributed to the spiritual decline of American culture by failing to produce kingdom people who are accomplishing Christ’s kingdom agenda and by failing to manifest and illustrate clearly the solutions of the kingdom for the critical issues of our day. We have done an admirable job of cursing the darkness. But we have done a poor job of spreading the light.

While we have talked about being the family of God, we have been a family in crisis, unable to provide spiritual leadership to our fledgling culture. Rather than being the church in the world, we have allowed the world and its agenda to invade the church and help shape our thinking and our actions. The result has been what I call a drive-through “McChristian” spirituality.

This has led to weak Christians leading weak families bringing about weak churches resulting in a weak nation. I believe the church’s greatest need today is not for sinners to accept our worldview but for us to accept our worldview—our agenda—and make it the modus operandi of our daily lives.

It is not until the church reclaims its rightful position in society that the culture will have something to follow. By the power and grace of God, we can be instruments in His hands to salvage our culture. If we don’t, I don’t see anyone else around able to do the job.

SOCIETAL CHAOS

Virtually every institution in our culture is revealing how far off target we have become.

The criminal justice system cannot begin to handle the increase in crime that keeps the general urban population living behind barred windows and doors while gangs, criminals, and drug dealers control the streets. Prisons can’t be built fast enough to house the number of criminals the system seeks to incarcerate.

Neither has increased education stemmed the tide of moral decay now engulfing us. Metal detectors are now common at many high schools, and in some cities students must pass breath tests to be admitted to their school proms. All of this demonstrates graphically what happens when a society tries to teach information without ethics.

The popularity of television and radio talk shows is another indicator of how far we have missed the target of a holistic, well-balanced spiritual life. The babble by the hour that these shows offer, with their hosts parading all manner of maladjusted people before the public in the name of information and entertainment, reveals how misguided our society has become.

Not only is it shameful that these people hold up their sins to public exposure; it is equally shameful that a confused public is entertained by such nonsense. What used to be disgusting and embarrassing is now titillating.

A multitude of books, seminars, workshops, and symposia have not enabled us to bridge the racial, class, and cultural divides that separate us. Our technological advances have far outpaced our sense of community. We can send a robotic probe to examine the surface of Mars, but we cannot manage our relationships.

Add to these issues the growing awareness that government is unable to fix the problems of poverty and social decay, and it quickly becomes apparent that all the king’s horses and all the king’s men cannot spend enough money or create enough programs to put the Humpty Dumpty of our culture together again. As we will see later in this book, at the heart of our societal chaos and breakdown is a clash of worldviews, those presuppositions that determine how we look at and interpret life.

The worldview of humanism puts man at the center of the universe so that he attempts to define man and his relationships solely from naturalistic presuppositions. Theism, on the other hand, puts God in His rightful place at the center of the universe as life’s highest Authority, by whom everything else must be measured. Both of these worldviews are religious in nature since both require faith—faith in man or faith in God. Both views also produce a set of principles and standards—an agenda—to be used in determining how life is to be lived. The direction of a society is decided by which worldview prevails. It should be obvious, judging by the way our society makes decisions, which worldview prevails. It should be obvious, judging by the direction our society is heading, that we need another agenda!

When people talk about what’s wrong with the world, the problem is the government, the media, my boss, my parents, my children—anyone or anything but me. The refusal of people to take personal responsibility for their actions has become a national epidemic. Everyone is playing the blame game.

SPIRITUAL AIDS

So the question is, What really is wrong with us as individuals, as families, as the church, and as a society? I believe that when you put all our problems on the examining table and shine the light of God’s Word on them, it becomes painfully clear that what is happening to us is a lot like the beginning of the disease called AIDS. We are suffering from a case of spiritual AIDS.

As we know, AIDS is a breakdown in the body’s immune system. As the HIV virus attacks and incapacitates the immune system, the body is rendered vulnerable to a host of other diseases. A cold can become pneumonia. An otherwise minor infection can become life-threatening. In fact, an AIDS sufferer usually does not die of the disease itself but of AIDS-related complications.

What is true of the AIDS virus is true on every level of our society. Our spiritual immune system has been badly damaged, with the result that cultural colds have become societal pneumonia, and minor cultural infections have now become life-threatening. And none of the medications being applied is correcting the problem. At best, they may simply suppress some of the symptoms temporarily.

Call-in counseling is not filling our personal sense of emptiness. Workshops, conferences, and even presidential calls for renewed harmony are not solving our crime problem. More condoms and sex education are not solving our moral problem. And more activism is not solving our social problems. What in the world is wrong with this world?

I believe that the heart of our problem is captured and summarized in these verses from 2 Chronicles 15, a passage talking about ancient Israel:


And for many days Israel was without the true God and without a teaching priest and without law … And in those times there was no peace to him who went out or to him who came in, for many disturbances afflicted all the inhabitants of the lands. And nation was crushed by nation, and city by city, for God troubled them with every kind of distress. (vv. 3,5–6)



Scan these few verses, and you will see a picture of great spiritual and social chaos, the breakdown of a society. What was wrong? Three crucial things were missing in Israel’s national life, and I believe they are missing today in American life too.

The first thing missing was “the true God.”

Now the chronicler was not saying that the Israelites had become atheists or no longer believed in God. He wasn’t saying that attendance at the temple was down. The sacrificial fires at the temple were still smoking. But Israel had lost a correct view of God, and the nation was no longer accomplishing His agenda.

The Israelites wanted a convenient God, one they could control. But if you have a God you can control, then you’re god instead of Him. Any god you can boss around isn’t the true God. The true God does not adjust to you. You adjust to Him.

The Israelites didn’t want the true God messing around in their national life, reminding them that He had an agenda greater than their personal interests and desires. Our culture doesn’t want a God like that either.

The world wants a nice little prayer before public meetings, but its people don’t want to hear about the true God. And I’m afraid that sometimes the church isn’t very interested in the true God either, because we have our own agenda.

But any time we do that we are helping to reinforce our culture’s false view of God as a harmless deity who doesn’t have anything significant to say about the educational, scientific, entertainment, civic, political, familial, legal, or racial issues of the day.

The second problem in Israel was a loss of teaching priests.

Again, the text doesn’t say there were no priests. But the priests had stopped teaching the truth. They had traded enlightenment for entertainment. Worship had degenerated into a social club. The church was no longer the epicenter of all life and conscience of the culture, calling people to take God seriously.

I’m not saying we cannot or should not enjoy worship. There’s nothing wrong with celebrating God and expressing our emotions in worship. But emotion is never to replace truth.

Israel was suffering from an absence of spiritual leaders who took seriously the authority of Scripture for all of life.

Have you ever wondered how we can have all these churches on all these corners with all these preachers and all these choirs and all these deacons and all these ministries—and still have all this mess? There’s a dead monkey on the line somewhere!

Someone will say, “Well, I didn’t like that sermon.” Wrong response. The issue is whether it was true, not whether it was popular. Politicians need to be popular. Preachers need to tell the truth.

The issue of truth is all-important, as we will see in the pages that follow. Our society is schizophrenic because people want certainty in the important, everyday stuff, but nobody wants to admit that there is such a thing as a reliable body of truth; so relativism rules.

This lack of truth has led to a “conscienceless” society, in which people can sin big-time and feel no emotional or spiritual pain. God created pain, whether physical or spiritual, to tell us something is wrong and to keep us from going as far as we could go.

But when people do not have truth, they do not have anything to give them pain when they make wrong decisions. They become “seared in their own conscience as with a branding iron” (1 Timothy 4:2). They become anesthetized, losing their sense of right and wrong. In such a society every person becomes a law unto himself or herself, so chaos rules.

The process starts early these days. It used to be that most people’s consciences didn’t get anesthetized until college, where the professor in Philosophy 101 was at best an agnostic, or even worse, an atheist. So he would announce, “There are no absolutes.”

But now kids in middle school and high school are learning that one person’s answers and ideas are just as good as anyone else’s, as we will see in a later chapter.

But in a world where everybody’s answers are right, nobody’s answers wind up being right. When a society loses truth, it loses meaning, because people are never really sure about anything.

So that’s the mess we are in as a culture. But where do we go to find truth? There’s only one standard of truth, the changeless Word of the one true God.

The third missing ingredient in Israel was God’s law.

When a culture has a false view of God built on bad information, God begins to remove the restraint of His law, and evil begins to grow unbridled. What you and I are witnessing today in the rapid deterioration of our culture is the reality that God is removing more and more of His restraint.

Even sinners who respect God won’t do certain things. But once God is removed from or marginalized in a culture, then the standard for a society is gone and God becomes one’s worst enemy and worst nightmare. That’s what had happened in Israel.

When the rule of God’s law is missing, chaos replaces community. You cannot have order and structure in society without God. Men become enslaved by the very freedom they seek.

We have ungodly people in our culture who don’t want any divine standard to which they must be held accountable. But when God leaves a society, hope goes with Him.

See, as long as you have God, you always have hope. He’s the one thing you can bank on. If God is still in the picture, and as long as His agenda is on the table, it’s not over until it’s over.

Even if circumstances collapse, God will keep you. As long as God is front and center in a culture, there’s hope. But when He is removed, just like people and their taxes leave the city and go to the suburbs, God goes to the spiritual suburbs, and the city’s cultures deteriorate.

Actually, there is a law at work in our culture—the law of unrighteousness. It’s become so strong that it almost seems as natural as the law of gravity.

Now if you’re going to buck the law of gravity, you’d better have a law more powerful than gravity going for you. Well, the law of gravity can be “bucked” by the law of aerodynamics in flight.

In the same way, the law of unrighteousness can be bucked by the law of God if the church will power up the engine of God and start soaring. If we don’t, this plane called American culture is going down—and we’ll crash with it because we’re on board.

THE REAL PROBLEM

The stunning thing about the situation in 2 Chronicles 15 is that God was the cause of Israel’s distress, not the sinners in that culture or the Devil.

Now when God is your problem, then only God is your solution. If God is ticked off, it doesn’t matter whom you elect or what programs you initiate. Until His anger is assuaged, you won’t be able to fix what’s wrong or spend enough money to buy your way out of your dilemma.

This is the heart of our problems today. Too many individuals, families, churches, and communities want to keep God on the fringes of our lives. There He can be accessible if we have a need, but we can keep Him far enough away from the center of our lives that He doesn’t start messing with our agendas.

As long as we keep God at a distance He will not take over the control center of our world, and thus unrighteousness will rule. He will be close enough for invocations and benedictions but not part of the debate in between.

The net result of all this is that we are seeing the “devolution” of mankind. The more we marginalize God, the worse things get. This is what Paul said in Romans 1:18 when he wrote, “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men.” Then in verses 19–31, Paul traced the downward spiral of a culture that excludes God.

TIME FOR AN ALTERNATIVE

What then must we do to reverse this downward spiral of our lives at all four of these levels? It is time for an alternative, a new agenda, that transcends human politics, secular social movements, and religious traditions. I would like to suggest an alternative, using a familiar analogy from my days as chaplain of the Dallas Cowboys football team.

One pass play involved a fly pattern run by Drew Pearson, a great Cowboy of that era. The idea was simple. Drew would run as fast as possible down the sideline, looking for a long pass from Roger Staubach in the hopes of scoring a touchdown.

However, sometimes the defense would blitz, rushing the quarter-back before he had time to set up, look downfield, and throw the long pass. So on this play, Tony Dorsett was to peel, or waggle, off to the side and become Roger’s safety valve or alternative receiver.

If the defense blitzed and Roger didn’t have time to throw the long pass, he would toss a soft, short pass over to Tony as he peeled off on the side.

My friend, God has called for us to score a touchdown. He wants us to live life in the most meaningful, dynamic, and significant way possible. He has a play, an agenda, that will enable individuals, families, the church, and society to function properly if we will just follow that play.

But we keep allowing blitzing linebackers of humanism and defensive backs of secularism to penetrate our backfield, seeking to disrupt and detour the agenda God has set for us.

In the pages that follow, I have sought to “peel off to the side and offer an alternative,” a biblically based kingdom agenda. I will attempt to demonstrate that God’s Holy Book, the Bible, has provided us with a clear authority and a comprehensive, dynamic approach to all of life. I want to show you this through the four areas that God has given us to order all of life: personal, family, church, and community.

I believe that when these areas are lived out in proper relationship to God and to each other, He will enable us to live life as it was meant to be lived. The kingdom agenda—what a way to live!


PART ONE

THE KINGDOM
AGENDA IN BIBLICAL
PERSPECTIVE


CHAPTER ONE

The Concept of a Kingdom Agenda

Everybody, it seems, has an agenda today. People have plans, programs, things they want to accomplish, and specific ways they want to accomplish them.

God has an agenda, too; something He wants to accomplish in His way. The Bible calls this agenda God’s kingdom. I like to think of the kingdom of God as the alternative, because that word says there is another way, another idea on the floor. As God’s people, we are not limited by the choices this world offers us. God has an alternative plan for us—His kingdom.

Throughout the Bible, the kingdom of God is His rule, His plan, His program. God’s kingdom is all-embracing. It covers everything in the universe. In fact, we can define God’s kingdom as His comprehensive rule over all creation. It is the rule of God (theocracy) and not the rule of man (homocracy) that is paramount.

Now if God’s kingdom is comprehensive, so is His kingdom agenda. The kingdom agenda, then, may be defined as the visible demonstration of the comprehensive rule of God over every area of life.

That has some serious implications for us. The reason so many of us believers are struggling is that we want God to bless our plans rather than our fulfilling His agenda. We want God to OK our plans rather than our fulfilling His plans. We want God to bring us glory rather than our bringing Him glory.

But it doesn’t work that way. God has only one plan, one alternative, and it’s His kingdom agenda. We need to find out what that is so we can make sure we’re working on God’s plan, not ours.

The Greek word the Bible uses for kingdom is basileia, which means basically a “rule” or “authority.” Included in this definition is the idea of power. So when we talk about a kingdom, we’re talking first about a king, a ruler, someone who calls the shots.

Now if there’s a ruler, there also have to be “rulees,” or kingdom subjects. And a kingdom also includes a realm; that is, a sphere over which the king rules. Finally, if you’re going to have a ruler, rulees, and a realm, you also need kingdom regulations, guidelines that govern the relationship between the ruler and the subjects. These are necessary so the rulees will know whether they are doing what the ruler wants done.

God’s kingdom includes all of these elements. He is the absolute Ruler of His domain, which encompasses all of creation. And His authority is total. Everything God rules, He runs—even when it doesn’t look like He’s running it. Even when life looks like it’s out of control, God is running its “out-of-controlness.”

God’s kingdom also has its “rulees.” Colossians 1:13 says that everybody who has trusted the Lord Jesus Christ as Savior has been transferred from the kingdom of darkness to the kingdom of light. If you are a believer in Jesus Christ, your allegiance has been changed. You no longer follow Satan but Christ.

And just in case there’s any doubt, let me say right now that there are no in-between kingdoms, no gray areas here. There are only two realms in creation: the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan. We are subjects of one or the other.

GOD’S KINGDOM AGENDA IS NOT …

The problem we have in the church today is that people misdefine God’s kingdom. Some people secularize and politicize the kingdom, which means they think the solutions to our problems are going to fly into town on Air Force One.

These people believe that political involvement or social action will by themselves bring in the kingdom. Historically, this has been a liberal way of thinking.

But today, evangelicals have also entered the political arena. There’s nothing wrong with that, but we need to remember that God’s kingdom is not political. As I often say, God is neither Democrat nor Republican, and He doesn’t ride the backs of donkeys or elephants.

At the other extreme are those Christians who overspiritualize the kingdom. In contrast to their politically active brothers and sisters, these are the folks who are so heavenly minded they’re no earthly good. They live with their heads in the clouds, and the kingdom of God never moves beyond the esoteric stage with them. They’re not able to put feet to the spiritual reality of the kingdom.

God’s kingdom alternative is much bigger than the political and social realm; neither is it limited to the walls of the church. We need to clarify the kingdom as a foundation for everything we are going to talk about in this book.

This is crucial because when you were saved, the kingdom of God was set up in your heart so that it might reach to and direct the circumference of your life.

Having Jesus in your heart will get you to heaven. But having Jesus in your heart won’t get heaven down into history. The Jesus in your heart must also be the Jesus who rules in the kingdom of which you are a part. So in this chapter I want us to see four basic truths about God’s kingdom.

GOD’S KINGDOM AGENDA ORIGINATES FROM HIS REALM

First of all, we need to see that God’s kingdom originates from His realm, which is spiritual.

Now when I say that, I’m not denying what we said above, that the whole universe constitutes the realm of God’s kingdom. What I’m talking about is the origin of God’s kingdom. It is from above, not from the earth.

Of Another Realm

We can see this in John 18:28–40, where Jesus appears before the Roman governor Pilate. The Jews want Jesus put to death, but they don’t have the authority to carry out capital punishment. Only Rome can do that, so the Jews have to bring Jesus to Pilate to get his approval.

The Jews know exactly what accusation it will take to get Jesus executed by Rome. If He claims to be a king, He will be committing treason against Caesar (see John 19:12). So the charge against Jesus is that He made Himself out to be a king.

Now, if you call yourself a king, that implies you have a kingdom somewhere. So the first question Pilate asked Jesus was, “Are You the King of the Jews?” (John 18:33).

Notice Jesus’ answer in verse 36: “My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting, that I might not be delivered up to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm.”

Now don’t misread that. Jesus was not saying His kingdom is not in this world. He was saying His kingdom is not of this world. His kingdom does not originate from earth but from heaven. It is not derived from history but from a wholly different realm. Jesus’ servants weren’t up in military arms about His arrest because He was not trying to overthrow the Romans militarily.

When you have a kingdom agenda, it affects what you do and how you do it. Jesus was explaining to Pilate, “If My kingdom were of this world, My servants would be out there with their swords cutting off more than ears. They would be going to war. If My kingdom were man-made, I would not be going to the cross without a fight.”

If you want to carry out God’s alternative agenda, you have to do so His way rather than everybody else’s way. To have a kingdom agenda affects your methodology. It means that you do what you do in a way that God approves of. His kingdom is worked out and applied on earth but from a divine frame of reference.

Too many believers are trying to have a happy marriage the human way. Too many are trying to find a fulfilled life using human methods. But you can’t adopt man’s methods to accomplish God’s goals. That’s not adopting a kingdom agenda. Jesus told Pilate, in essence, “My method reflects My source.”

A Body of Truth

In verse 37 Jesus said something else very significant: “Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice.” A kingdom agenda assumes the existence of a body of truth. This puts us in conflict with our culture, because we live in a world where a commitment to truth no longer exists. People want convenience, not an absolute standard that says what is right and wrong, good and bad.

If you’re going to be on God’s agenda, you must believe in truth: an absolute, governing standard that is transcultural, transracial, and trans-situational. For believers, of course, this standard is the Word of God.

Our problem is that we have too many opinions and not enough truth. Even among Christians, absolute truth isn’t always the governing standard. We say, “Well, this is how I feel,” “This is what I think,” “This is what my mama taught me.” There’s nothing necessarily wrong with thoughts or feelings, but they are not the deciding factors in discovering truth.

In the place of absolute truth we have substituted relativism, pragmatism, existentialism, pantheism, and many other “isms” that will become “was-isms” when confronted with God’s absolute truth.

Jesus was saying in John 18:37, “If you understand My kingdom, you would know the truth.” The only lasting solutions to life are biblical solutions, because only biblical solutions are derived from a heavenly source and can address the cause-effect relationship.

Cause and Effect

Here’s what I mean by cause and effect when it comes to the kingdom. Everything visible and physical is always controlled or derived from that which is invisible and spiritual. So if you want to fix the visible and physical problems, you’ve got to address the spiritual and invisible issues first.

Why? Because if you don’t address the spiritual and invisible, then you will not have a divine reference point from which to solve the visible and physical mess. What you can see, hear, touch, taste, and smell must first be addressed from God’s viewpoint before you can make any difference on the human level.

Satan wants to get us to skip the divine aspect because he knows we’ll never solve our visible and physical problems until we address them from the divine realm. We need to understand that heaven rules earth. What happens up there determines what goes on down here. So if you’re not in contact with heaven, don’t be surprised if you’re in a mess down here on earth.

One of the greatest kings in history, Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, learned this truth the hard way. Old Nebby had a dream that disturbed him, so he asked the prophet Daniel to interpret for him.

Daniel told the king he would lose his kingdom and be driven into insanity until he learned that “it is Heaven that rules” (Daniel 4:26). Then we are told that what Daniel prophesied came to pass (see v. 28).

The Right Perspective

God’s kingdom is lived from the perspective of heaven, not earth. That’s why Jesus said, “Seek first His kingdom and His righteousness; and all these things shall be added to you” (Matthew 6:33). The pagans may run after the physical, visible stuff (see v. 32), but we are called to prioritize God’s kingdom.

See, if we lose sight of the kingdom, God’s realm gets lost and we start going after the physical things. When that happens, we’re going to be skewed in our judgment.

Jesus said earlier in Matthew 6 that if you are not clear on the kingdom—the things of God—then you are spiritually blind (see vv. 22–23). And if you’re spiritually blind, then your feet won’t know which way to go. Spiritual blindness affects not only your eyes but all your life.

I will never forget one particular morning when I got soap in my eye in the shower. My eye started burning, so I began to rub it with my hand. The problem was, I had soap on my hands. So not only did I not get the soap out of my eye, I managed to get more soap in my eye—and soap in the other eye. Then I had two burning eyes!

I couldn’t see, so I reached for the towel to fix this mess. But because I couldn’t see, I hit my head on the soap dish sticking out of the wall. When I did that, I knocked the soap off the dish onto the shower floor. You can probably guess what happened next.

As I groped around for the towel in my blindness, I stepped on the bar of soap and went flying, hurting my back. There I was, flailing around in the shower with a headache and a backache and burning eyes, all because something blinded me.

Let me tell you, when you are spiritually blind you’ll wind up with a headache and a backache and a “life ache,” because the spiritual realm affects everything else in life. God’s kingdom operates from the realm of heaven. The only way you will be able to see life with 20/20 vision is when you look at life from a kingdom perspective.

GOD’S KINGDOM AGENDA REFLECTS HIS SOVEREIGNTY

Here’s a second truth about God’s kingdom I want us to consider. When you adopt God’s kingdom agenda, you come under His sovereign rule. Sovereignty refers to God’s supremacy over all of His creation—visible and invisible. His rules are universal, absolute, and comprehensive. God, therefore, is accountable to no one.

Sovereignty is a word many people don’t like. But it’s the only way God does business. In Psalm 103:19, David wrote, “The Lord has established His throne in the heavens; and His sovereignty rules over all.” In other words, God is not operating by your permission.

Look at Psalm 115:3: “Our God is in the heavens; He does whatever He pleases.” Lots of people don’t want to hear that. Too bad. David also said, “Thy kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and Thy dominion endures throughout all generations” (Psalm 145:13).

The claim of absolute sovereignty is the claim of deity, and God alone has the right to such a claim. All other such claims are idolatrous.

Living by the Rules

There are certain rules you will have to follow if you come into my house. If you smoke, you will have to put it out before you come in, because the rule is no smoking in my house. If you swear, you’ll have to use some mouthwash before you come into my house, because in my house we don’t allow profanity.

If someone were to come into my house and say, “Evans, I hate this furniture. The colors on the walls are all wrong. I think they’re horrible,” well, so what? That person’s opinion is irrelevant, because last time I checked he or she didn’t pay for the furniture or the paint on the walls.

It’s OK for someone to have an opinion about my house, but that opinion doesn’t carry much weight with me for one simple reason: It’s my house, not his.

So when you come to my house, you have two choices. You can either stay and adjust to my furniture and my color scheme, or you can leave. And I’m sure I would have the same two choices if I came to your house.

God says, “This world is My house, operating by My rules.” That means unless you and I want to go out and create our own universe, we must adjust to the rules of God’s house or suffer the consequences of our rebellion. To acknowledge God’s sovereignty is to acknowledge His jurisdiction over every sphere of life, and to acknowledge His jurisdiction is to acknowledge the validity of His legislation in and over every area of life.

But like stubborn teenagers, we say to God, “Not only am I going to stay in Your house, God, I’m going to bring in my own rules. I’m going to complain about the furniture in Your house, but I’m still going to come to church and tell You to feed me, clothe me, and bless me. I want Your goodness in Your house, but excuse me if I give You a hard time.”

A Discount God

It took a recent trip to a discount department store to help me see all of this in a new light.

My wife, Lois, asked me to pick up a few things for her. You need to know that shopping and standing in checkout lines are not among my favorite things to do. And as things worked out, this particular day was not a good day for me to go shopping. The weather was nice, so everyone in Dallas apparently decided to go to this store. There were people everywhere. The checkout lines were all the way down the aisles.

So I got my stuff and went to the express checkout line, but it was even longer than the other lines. I was stuck, but as I stood there something dawned on me. The store I was in is famous for its discount prices. People come there and stand in long lines because they can purchase items for less than the full price.

It occurred to me, that’s what a lot of people do on Sunday. They come to church looking for a “discount God.” They want God on sale. They come saying, “God, I want You and Your kingdom, but I want it at a discount. Give me a sale price on Your kingdom; I want it at a discount. I want a little of this and a little of that but not the whole package. So give me 30 percent off the ticketed price.”

People don’t want a God who is sovereign, a God who says, “This is the package. When you get Me, you get My kingdom. And when you get My kingdom, you get My rules.” There are no discounts in God’s kingdom. He is sovereign. He rules over all. Psalm 24 teaches that so clearly:


The earth is the Lord’s, and all it contains,
The world, and those who dwell in it.
For He has founded it upon the seas,
And established it upon the rivers.
Who may ascend into the hill of the Lord?
And who may stand in His holy place?
He who has clean hands and a pure heart,
Who has not lifted up his soul to falsehood,
And has not sworn deceitfully.
He shall receive a blessing from the Lord. (vv.1–5a)



Verses 1–2 make it clear that everything on planet Earth belongs to God. Now, if everything belongs to God, how much belongs to us? Nothing. We may use the things of earth, but we don’t own them.

That’s good, because God’s sovereignty means He is responsible if something breaks down. If you try to own your life, when something goes wrong you get to fix it. But if God owns your life, when something goes wrong He fixes it. I’d rather be under God’s ownership any day!

Living in God’s kingdom brings blessings, but you don’t get the blessings of the King if you’re not willing to live for His kingdom. You don’t get to enjoy the blessings of the King if the King cannot have you. You don’t get the King who owns everything if you keep demanding a spiritual discount.

Until we become kingdom people with a kingdom agenda, we will miss much of the blessing God has for us. To show up at church on Sunday when God doesn’t own our Monday through Saturday is a waste of time.

It is a false dualism to say, “Lord, You can have Sunday, but don’t bother me on Monday, because I have to go back to the real world.” No, no. On Sunday you’re in the presence of the God who made everything. He says, “Take Me with you. Don’t leave Me in the pew.”

Sovereignty and Our Choices

God’s sovereignty also means that He either causes all that happens, or He permits all that happens. But whether He causes it or permits it, when everything is finished it will come out the way He wants it to come out.

This helps to answer the question, Why is so much out of whack and out of control in our world? God’s sovereignty doesn’t mean there won’t be any problems. It doesn’t mean Satan won’t rebel, or that people won’t say no to His will. Sovereignty says this is God’s house, and when it’s all said and done, it’s going to come out His way.

For us, the question is not whether God is sovereign. This issue is how we relate to His sovereignty. He can execute His kingdom agenda with or without us. I want to go with Him joyfully as He unfolds His plan rather than stand in His way and have Him have to go through me or over me.

But either way, God is going to get where He’s going. God’s kingdom agenda cannot be thwarted. Now that’s good news for those of us who are committed to Him and His kingdom, because there’s a promise involved here for us. That promise is found in a very familiar verse, Romans 8:28: “We know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.”

Paul is talking about committed Christians, those who are living for God’s kingdom. If you are living on a kingdom agenda, your life may seem like a wreck, but Paul said that believers know something important.

The Greek word here for “know” is oida, which means intuitive knowledge. It means we know even when it doesn’t look like we know. We know when it doesn’t feel like we know. We know when everything says we don’t know.

What do we know? We know that God causes all things to work together for our good. You say things are falling apart. People are putting you down. You got laid off from your job. The doctors say they don’t know if you’re going to make it.

God can cause all of these things to work together because He is sovereign. We can know intuitively, despite circumstances, that God is in control, working things together that look out of control. He orchestrates everything so that His divine purpose is worked out.

Sometimes I walk into the kitchen to see what Lois is cooking. She may be putting together a meal that does not look to me like it’s going anywhere. It’s a little of this and a little of that and a little of the other. I’ll say, “What are you making?”

Lois will answer, “Wait and see.”

And if I have the patience to wait while she puts the master’s touch to that meal, when it comes to the table all I can say is, “Mm, mm good!”

That’s how God works. He can take a little of this and a little of that and a little of the other stuff that doesn’t look tasty, mix it up by His sovereignty, stir in a little omnipresence, add a little omnipotence, stir in a little grace, throw in a little goodness, mix in a little mercy, and stir it all together. When it comes out of the oven, all you can say is, “This is good.”

But the only ones who can say that are those who love God and are committed to His purpose. You’ve got to be on His plan, not on your plan. You’ve got to be following His agenda, not your agenda. It’s not, “Lord, this is what I want,” but, “Lord, what do You want?” That’s a kingdom agenda.

GOD’S KINGDOM AGENDA OPERATES FOR HIS GLORY

A third fact I want you to understand about a kingdom agenda is that it operates for God’s glory.

Romans 11:36 says, “For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.” Of course, amen means “so be it.” There it is. That’s it. God’s glory is the bottom line in His kingdom.

For His Pleasure

Paul said everything is from God. He is the First Cause, the source. Then Paul said through Him everything is. God is also the effective cause of everything in creation. And everything is to Him. He is the final cause. It all returns to Him to bring Him glory forever.

It is crucial that we understand that God created the universe for His pleasure and His glory (see Revelation 4:11). That includes us (see Isaiah 43:7). God did not make the world first and foremost for us but for Himself. Everything is created to bring God glory.

Glory is a sweet word. It comes from a Greek word that means “to be heavy” or “to have weight.” When we say, “This dude is heavy,” we’re giving significance to him. We’re adding weight to his person. That’s what glory is.

To understand this concept, you must understand the difference between intrinsic glory and ascribed glory. Most of us are only familiar with ascribed glory. This is the glory we assign to people because of who they are, what they do, or how much they make.

For example, when we put a black robe on a man or woman, we call that person “Your Honor” because we ascribe glory to the role of judge. When someone pulls up in a limousine, we stop to see who it is, because we assume anyone riding in a limousine has to be significant.

That’s ascribed or assigned glory, meaning that if you take away the black robe or the limo, the people involved lose their glory. Human beings can only have ascribed glory.

Not so with God. People can ascribe glory to God, but even if we refuse to glorify Him He hasn’t lost anything, because God has intrinsic glory.

The sun does not have to try to be hot. Even on a cloudy day, the sun is hot. The sun doesn’t have to try to be bright. Even when it’s dark outside, the other half of the world is seeing the brightness of the sun.

What heat and brightness are to the sun, glory is to God. It’s part of who He is. You can go into your house and pull all your blinds, but you haven’t diminished the sun one bit. No matter what you and I do, we can’t mess with the glory of God. Everything in His kingdom is designed to bring Him glory. And this is how it should be since there is nothing and no one greater than God for Him to give glory to. Thus, if God is to give glory to someone, He is limited to Himself since there is none greater than He to receive glory.

Holding It Together

Now let me show you a tremendous implication of this for those of us who will adopt a kingdom agenda. In Colossians 1:15–17, Paul wrote:


And [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.
For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth,
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—
all things have been created by Him and for Him. And He is before all
things, and in Him all things hold together.



This is deep. Let me tell you, if you adopt God’s kingdom agenda, Christ will bring together the things in your life that are falling apart. He will either fix the situation, fix you in the situation, or fix you in spite of the situation.

Jesus Christ can do that because He is the One who holds all things together. But you must decide to live for His glory. You must say, “Lord, my goal today is to make You significant. I want to ascribe to You the glory that already belongs to You. I want to radiate, reflect, demonstrate, magnify, and illustrate Your glory.” That’s a kingdom agenda.

Most of our insurance policies call a natural disaster an “act of God.” If a storm blows your roof off, that’s an act of God. But we don’t give Him glory when He keeps the roof on. It’s an act of God if it rains and floods the crops, but we ought to give Him glory that we eat every day. Lots of people run to church when something goes wrong. But people on a kingdom agenda come into God’s presence to give Him glory no matter what.

GOD’S KINGDOM AGENDA OPERATES ACCORDING TO HIS WILL

We’ve come to the fourth and final truth I want us to consider concerning God’s kingdom agenda. It is this: A kingdom agenda operates in accordance with God’s will.

“Thy kingdom come,” the Lord’s Prayer says. “Thy will be done.” You cannot have the kingdom if you’re not willing to submit to the King’s will.

God-in-the-Box

One of the first toys I remember playing with was that little jack-in-the-box clown that pops up to the tune “Pop Goes the Weasel.” That’s how many people try to treat God—a clown in a box who pops up whenever we want Him to appear and do our bidding.

“Bless me now, Lord. I’m turning the handle. Come on, pop up.” Then we stuff Him back down in the box and close the top when we don’t see Him anymore. God-in-the-box. Don’t pop up yet because I haven’t played Your tune.

But a kingdom person says, “Not my will, but Thy will be done.” Jesus said in Matthew 13:11 that the kingdom is a mystery to those who aren’t willing to hear and see and understand what God is doing. Jesus would not reveal His Father’s will to people who were not willing to obey it.

God’s Kingdom Will

Let me show you why God has you and me in His kingdom. In Daniel 7:13–14, the prophet wrote:


I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds
of heaven one like a Son of Man was coming, and He came
up to the Ancient of Days and was presented before Him.
And to Him was given dominion, glory and a kingdom, that all the
peoples, nations, and men of every language might serve Him. His
dominion is an everlasting dominion which will not pass away; and
His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed.



You were brought into God’s kingdom to serve Him, to do His will, and to confiscate from Satan that which belongs to God.

The prophet Isaiah also learned that the kingdom of God operates according to His will. In probably the most famous passage in the book of Isaiah, the prophet said, “In the year of King Uzziah’s death, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, lofty and exalted” (6:1).

Isaiah had just experienced a tragedy. The king who had brought Israel a long way back toward God had just died. So what’s the point? After all, Isaiah knew the Lord before King Uzziah died.

The point is that Isaiah didn’t really see the Lord until Uzziah died. He needed to learn that although a king was dead, the King was fine.

Sometimes it takes a tragedy or other negative circumstances for us to see God. Now we may know Him in terms of being our Savior. But a lot of us won’t really say, “God, I want to see You; I want to experience You,” until our “King Uzziah” dies. That’s often why God allows tragedy to come into our lives.

He’s not just interested in getting us to heaven. He wants us to see Him here on earth. Sometimes God is most clearly seen in the midst of bad situations. When we’re in a crisis, it’s not enough to say, “Lord, why am I in this mess?” We need to be praying, “Lord, help me to see You the way those three Hebrew boys saw You in the midst of the fiery furnace” (see Daniel 3).

What did Isaiah see? He saw a God who is holy to the third power. “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord of hosts, the whole earth is full of His glory” (Isaiah 6:3). The prophet saw a God who rules over all the affairs of life.

What did Isaiah do when he saw God? He cried out, “Woe is me, for I am ruined!” (v. 5). The word ruined means “coming unstitched.” Isaiah felt like he was falling apart, unraveling before a holy God. “I am a man of unclean lips,” Isaiah continued.

But Isaiah experienced grace. He saw one of the seraphim come to him with a hot coal from the altar, and he touched Isaiah’s lips with this announcement, “Your sin is forgiven” (vv. 6–7). The lips are the most sensitive part of the human face. The angel touched Isaiah’s lips with a hot coal, which meant there was pain. Isaiah needed to get his life cleansed, but when he did, he discovered God’s will for him.

That’s the point. “Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us?’ Then I said, ‘Here am I. Send me!’” (v. 8). There it is. Isaiah got to know the will of God, and he got the power to do the will of God when he saw God. The prophet got plugged into God’s kingdom agenda when he responded to God’s will.

BECOMING A KINGDOM PERSON

Do you want to be a kingdom person? Do you want to discover God’s alternative, His agenda, for your life? He’s waiting to reveal it to you. But you must make the decision. If you want to know which way to go, just ask. If you don’t know the way, come to the One who knows the way. Seek God by restructuring your thoughts, words, and deeds to conform to the standards of His righteousness.

I can’t tell you what following God’s kingdom agenda will mean for you. I just know that whatever it is, you must be willing to do His will. You must be able to pray, “Thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen” (Matthew 6:13). It is God’s program, God’s agenda, that we want.

If that means being single, we’re ready to do that for His sake. If that means staying in this marriage even though right now we’re not happy in it, we’re ready to do that. If that means staying on this job we don’t like, we’re ready. If that means we don’t reach all our goals, that’s OK as long as we can say, as Paul did, “I have finished the course” (2 Timothy 4:7).

We used to have two dogs at our house. They belonged to my son, but when he wasn’t home, I had to take care of them. These dogs had a good life, as dog lives go. Those bad boys came out and found food just sitting on their plates. They got fresh water every day. They had a warm spot to sleep. My son sent me to a special store to buy special food for those dogs.

One day I was trying to get one of the dogs to move while I fed it, and the dog growled at me. I looked at the brother and thought, You’re a fool. I’m here feeding and watering you at no cost to you. I don’t want to do it, don’t need to do it, don’t feel like doing it. And you’re growling at me?

That dog didn’t understand that he ate by grace. He drank by grace. He had a place to sleep by grace. The only thing that dog should have said to me when I came out was, “Thank you, bowwow,” because everything he had was by grace.

When you decide to live by a kingdom agenda, you no longer say, “This is my food, and You’d better give it to me, God. You’d better supply my drink. This is my house, and You’d better keep it covered and paid for. And You’d better keep clothes on my back.” You don’t say that. The only thing you say when you get up in the morning is, “Thank You, God, bowwow.”

Our desire should be to give God the glory and live for His will, because we’re on His agenda. In the chapters that follow, I want to challenge you to follow a kingdom agenda, to live life for the King and His kingdom. He’s the source. He’s in charge. He’s sovereign. When we do His will, we become His alternatives in a world that needs to see a better way to live.

And when we live for God, we can look back on each day and say, “Lord, I did Your will as best I knew it.” Then and only then will we begin to live. Are you ready to discover God’s alternative? Let’s get after it! (See this author’s comprehensive teaching on the doctrine of God in Our God Is Awesome, Moody Publishers.)


CHAPTER TWO

The Necessity of a Kingdom Agenda

In part 1 we are looking at God’s kingdom agenda from a biblical perspective before we begin applying it to the various areas of our lives. We need to get the foundation laid before we begin raising the walls.

The title of this chapter may seem puzzling. But it will soon become clear why I use the word necessity in this case. In a word, a kingdom agenda is a necessity because another kingdom has been set up that rivals God’s kingdom. A rebellion has been perpetrated against God’s rule. Let’s talk about that, and then I want to consider mankind’s role in this drama.

The Bible clearly teaches a rebellion took place in heaven. The “star of the morning” (Isaiah 14:12), the beautiful and powerful angel once known as Lucifer, raised his head and his hand in an attempt to take God’s throne from Him (see vv. 13–14).

Lucifer was defeated and kicked out of heaven. Now he is Satan, “the prince of the power of the air” (Ephesians 2:2). For a short time, God has permitted Satan to become the ruler of a rival kingdom, the world of unsaved humanity and the demons of hell.

So Satan has his own kingdom, and we can see and feel its effect everywhere. I want to make four observations about Satan’s kingdom so that we can see the necessity of making God’s kingdom agenda our priority.

SATAN’S KINGDOM IS MARKED BY REBELLION

Whenever you see rebellion to legitimate authority, you are seeing Satan at work. The thing that characterizes him and his kingdom is rebellion against divine authority.

Satan’s exalted place among the angels in heaven and his rebellion against God are clearly spelled out in Scripture. He was the “anointed cherub who covers” (Ezekiel 28:14), occupying a special place around the throne of God. This probably had to do with overseeing the worship and service of God by the millions of angels God created. Lucifer was God’s “chief lieutenant.”

But one day, Satan looked into the mirror and said, “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?” He got what we would call the “big head,” a “theo ego,” or a “God complex.” He became dissatisfied with his position. He looked at God’s throne and thought, Maybe there’s room for two. Isaiah explains Lucifer’s thinking: “How you have fallen from heaven, O star of the morning, son of the dawn! You have been cut down to the earth, you who have weakened the nations! But you said in your heart, ‘I will …’” (14:12–13a).

Now we come to the five times Satan explained his haughtiness by boasting, “I will.” Maybe that’s why the Bible says pride is first on God’s “hate list” (see Proverbs 6:16–17). God hates pride because it is the fundamental attitude of the kingdom that rivals His. Let’s look at these five I wills.

“I Will Ascend to Heaven.”

In Isaiah 14:13, Satan said, “I will ascend to heaven.” Now Satan was not talking about being a tourist. He already had access to God’s throne. We know that because in Isaiah 6 we see the angels worshiping God in the heavenly temple in His presence. In fact, Satan had access to God after his fall (see Job 1:6; 2:1).

So Satan could go into heaven anytime he wanted. Getting there was not what he had on his mind in Isaiah 14. He was talking about an invasion, a direct attack designed to unseat God from His throne.

Now you can see why every time you try to run your own life, be your own boss, and act like you are your own god, you are saying, “Satan, I agree with you. Get God out of here!”

Whenever God looks on human independence—which is living as if He doesn’t exist—it reminds Him of the rebellion in heaven that took place in eternity past. And He hates it. Here’s why we need to live on a kingdom agenda.

“I Will Raise My Throne.”

Satan’s second boast in Isaiah 14:13 was also a whopper: “I will raise my throne above the stars of God.” He wanted to push God off His throne and take His place.

This one is interesting because Satan had his eye on rising above “the stars of God.” We’ve already said Satan’s own name was “star of the morning” (v. 12). The stars of God are His angels (see Job 38:7). Satan wanted to usurp God’s authority over the angelic creation.

In other words, Satan was saying, “I’m tired of this. Every day I’ve got to lead all these millions of angels in worshiping God. Every day I’ve got to make sure they are obeying God. I’ve got to check the rolls to make sure they are at their stations on time. I’d rather have them worship and honor me.”

Are you getting the picture so far that Satan did not have small plans for his rebellion? This is not some evil-looking little guy with horns, a pitchfork, and a red jumpsuit, trying to find something to do. He wanted all of God’s angels to follow him.

Revelation 12:4 indicates that Satan was partially successful. One-third of the angels joined his coup d’état. One-third said to Satan, “We like your agenda. We are going to follow you.” These angels are now called demons.

“I Will Sit on the Mount of Assembly.”

The word mountain is used in the Bible as a symbol of authority or rule (see Isaiah 2:2 and Daniel 2:35). So by this boast, Satan was saying he wanted to control the affairs of the universe. He did not want to be handed a program. He wanted to write his own program.

In the Lord’s Prayer, we say, “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done” (Matthew 6:10). Satan is saying, “My plan.” The angels made their choice between those options. We have to make that choice again and again as we decide whose agenda we will follow.

“I Will Ascend.”

Satan’s fourth boast is found in the first half of Isaiah 14:14: “I will ascend above the heights of the clouds.” In the Bible, clouds are used to reflect the glory of God. Often when God revealed Himself, it was in a cloud (see Exodus 13:21; 40:34).

What Satan wanted here was to receive greater glory than God. Glory means to put someone on display. Satan wants us to put him on display, to show him off.

Unfortunately, many times we do a bang-up job of that. Whenever we rebel against God, we bring glory to Satan and support his desire to displace God. Satan wanted the glory that belongs to God alone.

“I Will Make Myself Like the Most High.”

Now we come to the bottom line. Satan saved his biggest brag for last. This is crazy thinking.

It is impossible for Satan to be like God because he has none of God’s attributes. God is eternal; Satan is a created being. God is omnipresent; Satan can only be in one place at a time. God is omniscient; Satan does not know the future unless it is revealed to him.

Since Satan could never be like God, what could he have had in mind in his fifth “I will”? There’s only one thing he could have had that God has. If Satan had been successful in pulling off his coup, he would have had no authority outside of himself to whom he would have to answer.

See, the one thing Satan hated about God was that God never has to answer to anyone. God never has to say, “May I? Can I? Should I?” God never has to make a request, because God is totally autonomous. He has self-contained authority.

Satan had to get permission to act, and he no longer wanted to have to get permission. He wanted to be his own authority. That is precisely why, when people do not obey legitimate authority over them, they act in rebellion against God.

Before we go on, let me drop something on you that we’ll deal with later in the book. One reason so many Christians miss out on the blessings of God in their lives is that they are rebelling against God’s ordained authority.

The Bible uses the word obey a lot. God is into obedience for His children. So whether it’s in the home, the church, or the community, we are called to obey those whom God has set over us. We will explore these issues later on.

So here was Satan, overcome by pride, initiating a rebellion to try to unseat God from His throne.

SATAN’S KINGDOM IS SPIRITUAL

This is a second characteristic of Satan’s kingdom: It is spiritual, just as God’s kingdom is spiritual. So it shouldn’t surprise us that these two kingdoms clash in the spiritual realm.

You don’t have to be a Christian for long to learn that the Christian life is a battleground, not a playground. The reason this is true is that we are in conflict with a spiritual foe. Paul gives us the classic description of the battle:


Finally, be strong in the Lord, and in the strength of His might. Put on
the full armor of God, that you may be able to stand firm against the
schemes of the devil. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood,
but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this
darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.
(Ephesians 6:10–12)



The Real Enemy

Our real problem is not “flesh-and-blood” people. They are only the vehicles Satan works through to carry out his agenda. So unless you are living on God’s kingdom agenda, getting mad at other people won’t solve your problem. All Satan has to do is find the right person, and you will get all messed up again.

That’s why just getting a new wife or a new husband won’t necessarily solve your problem. If Satan gets hold of your new spouse, you are going to react the same old way and move on to someone new. We have to understand that the real battle is spiritual, because that’s the realm in which Satan operates. Now don’t get me wrong. I am not saying that the physical isn’t real or that a person or circumstance controlled by Satan shouldn’t be dealt with. It’s just that addressing these things will only work if you are also addressing the cause behind the problem.

We can’t be strong in our own power to fight Satan. The Bible never tells us just to be strong. Paul said, “Be strong in the Lord.” We need that because Satan has all manner of evil spiritual forces lined up against us. This is why it is absolutely crucial that we live life in the Spirit by prioritizing the spiritual aspects of life if we are going to experience victory in all aspects of our lives (see Ephesians 5:18; Galatians 5:16).

Heavenly Places

These forces are in “heavenly places” (Ephesians 6:12). This expression is used several times in the book of Ephesians (see 1:3; 2:6; 3:10). The phrase “heavenly places” does not refer to heaven. It describes a sphere of authority where God and Satan do battle for our allegiance and obedience and where spiritual decisions are made.

There is a lot happening in this realm. So if you don’t know how to function in heavenly places, you are going to be messed up in your earthly places. See, many of us believers are trying to “live heavenly” without living in the heavenly places.

The best way to illustrate this is to think about Capitol Hill in Washington, D. C., where the laws that govern our country are written.

There are two warring factions on the Hill: Democrats and Republicans. The two parties have different philosophies and different agendas, and each side wants to win each issue. So the laws that are passed to govern us are often based on which party wins the day on Capitol Hill.

Something similar happens in heavenly places. God and Satan are at war to see who will establish the rules that govern earth. The nature of Satan’s kingdom makes it imperative that we learn to think spiritually. Why? Because if you are not thinking spiritually, you won’t be in tune with what is happening in the heavenly realms. You won’t recognize Satan’s agenda when you see it, so you won’t be able to say no to it.

Living in the heavenly places means identifying with a spiritual worldview and participating in a divine frame of reference. We need to learn to put the spiritual ahead of the physical, because our real battle is against a kingdom that seeks to influence and dominate us spiritually.

Satan knows that if he can get us hooked into his way of thinking spiritually, the physical will follow.

THE CHARACTER OF SATAN’S KINGDOM IS DECEPTION

Anyone who hangs around church knows what doctrine is. It’s a system of teaching designed to instruct you. Bible doctrine is the teaching of what the Word of God says. When we learn Bible doctrine, we are engaging in the study of God’s system of truth.

Did you know that Satan has a system of doctrine too? Paul said in 1 Timothy 4:1, “The Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons.”

Knowing what we know of Satan, it isn’t surprising that his system of doctrine is designed to mislead us. After all, his kingdom is built on lies and deceit. We are seeing a lot of his “doctrine” in our world today. Many people don’t recognize it because demonic doctrines don’t always come across as demonic.

For example, people will say, “Out of concern for our children, we must hand out condoms.” What they really mean is, “Let’s help our kids become more immoral.” But they are not going to say that. That’s how Satan is. He doesn’t want the truth to come out. He wants to deceive and trick.

Satan works hard to come up with doctrines that deceive. And he has some pretty good helpers here on earth, people known as false teachers who seek to deceive others by teaching Satan’s lies as God’s truth. Paul said in 1 Timothy 4:2 that they are “seared in their own conscience as with a branding iron.”

That means they have no feeling about what they are doing. There are plenty of people in our society who can commit all kinds of sin without showing any feeling. But Paul is not talking about wicked people in general. He’s talking about people who are mishandling the Word of God while passing themselves off as Christian preachers and teachers.

There are all kinds of people out there operating in the name of God and His Word, telling folks how to make a lot of money in God’s name and other things that the Bible does not teach.

The problem is people believe these heresies. People are following doctrines of demons, thinking they are acting in the name of God. You have to know the Word of God to know the difference. Satan’s kingdom is built on deception because he is the “granddaddy” of all liars (see John 8:44).

THE EFFECT OF SATAN’S KINGDOM IS DEATH

Satan’s kingdom is a kingdom of spiritual death. The subjects of Satan’s kingdom are walking dead people. Paul describes these people this way:


And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly
walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the
power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of
disobedience. Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh,
indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature
children of wrath, even as the rest. (Ephesians 2:1–3)



Paul said that people who are outside of God are spiritually dead. That is, they are unable to respond to spiritual stimuli. Corpses don’t listen to conversations in funeral homes. They have no appetite for food, and they feel no pain. They cannot function at all.

In the same way, people without God cannot function spiritually. The only difference between “good” sinners and “bad” sinners is the state of their decay and decomposition. The bum on skid row and the non-Christian uptown are equally dead. One is dressed better, but both are dead without the life of God.

Satan’s kingdom not only produces the environment of spiritually dead people. It produces disobedient people (see Ephesians 2:2). When men and women begin operating on Satan’s kingdom agenda, they set out on a course that brings them in direct conflict with the kingdom of God. That’s what Satan delights in, of course, because he is not only the granddaddy of all liars, he is the original “son of disobedience.”

The tragedy of people who are serving Satan’s agenda is that they are under the judgment of God. They are living on borrowed time, and hell is their destiny. This is all the reason we need to reach out and snatch people from Satan’s grasp. They are destined for eternal death without Christ.

Have you ever come out to your kitchen at night and seen a roach? Tell the truth and shame the devil! What is your first inclination when you see a roach? To step on it. You don’t stop to examine a roach to see whether he might be a good-looking insect who deserves to live. A roach is an unclean creature that deserves to die, period!

Well, when God sees people functioning in the kingdom of Satan, they look like roaches to Him. Some are nice roaches. Some are roaches with perms. Some are Neiman-Marcus roaches. Some are K-Mart roaches.

But it doesn’t matter how nice they look. All people living outside of God’s kingdom are marked for death. We as believers can praise God that even though we were once destined for death as members of Satan’s kingdom, God saved us by His mercy (see Ephesians 2:4–5). Everything Satan touches turns rotten. Death is the inevitable product of his kingdom.

So that’s Satan’s kingdom. Since everything about the devil is unalterably opposed to God, you can see why it is necessary that God establish the agenda of His kingdom for His people.

MANKIND AS MANAGER OF GOD’S KINGDOM

Now let’s follow up our study of Satan’s rebellion by considering where we, as God’s people, come into the kingdom picture. God has appointed us as managers or stewards of His kingdom in this age. And someday we will rule with Him in the ultimate expression of His kingdom, the millennial reign of Jesus Christ on earth.

Created for God’s Glory

How did this come about? I want to demonstrate that mankind was created and appointed a place of service in God’s kingdom to demonstrate His glory. His power, and His ultimate triumph to all of creation.

Like all created beings, Satan was created to bring God glory. But Satan rebelled and abdicated his role, and God judged him. For His own reasons, God has given Satan enough “leash” to go about building a rival kingdom. And even though Satan is already thoroughly defeated and his kingdom is destined for destruction, he is working furiously to thwart God’s plan.

Now, God will always have His glory. And since Lucifer, His highest created being and “manager” of the heavenly kingdom, failed to glorify Him, God has entrusted the management of His kingdom to another part of His creation, mankind.

This is, in fact, the very reason God created mankind. Our creation was God’s response to the angelic rebellion. God purposed to demonstrate to the angelic realm what He can do with a creature lower than the angels (see Psalm 8:3–8) who yielded to Him, over against the higher creature that rebelled against Him (see Ephesians 3:10). This amazing plan preserved God’s glory.

Created to Rule

What I’m saying is that when Satan rebelled, God did something amazing. He created the human race to rule over His created order. We see this in Psalm 8:


When I consider Thy heavens, the work of Thy fingers, the moon and the
stars, which Thou hast ordained; what is man, that Thou dost take thought
of him? And the son of man, that Thou dost care for him? Yet Thou hast
made him a little lower than God, and dost crown him with glory and
majesty! Thou dost make him to rule over the works of Thy hands; Thou
hast put all things under his feet. (vv. 3–6)



This is why, when God created Adam and Eve, He said, “Let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth” (Genesis 1:26). Then God told our first parents to “subdue” the earth (v. 28).

That’s the same concept we just read about in Psalm 8. God created someone “a little lower” than Himself, and even lower than the angels (see Hebrew 2:7), who would have management responsibility in light of the angels’ failure.

When the book of Genesis opens, we see chaos that was set in motion by Satan’s rebellion (1:2). We know that Satan thought so much of himself he wanted to be like God. But God created someone who ranks beneath the angelic realm in order to demonstrate to the angels and to Satan and his demons God’s incredible power and glory.

In other words, it was impossible that God would not have a kingdom that would rule over and defeat the kingdom of Satan. And as I said above, when Jesus Christ sets up His millennial kingdom, it will be the final, triumphant declaration of God’s glory. Satan will then be chained up during that time to demonstrate his utter defeat and judgment (see Revelation 20:1–3).

God created you and me to harness a part of His creation. Every person was created with that divine intent. The tragedy is that mankind went after Satan, stopped trying to be a manager, and started trying to be an owner, thus parroting Satan’s sin.

ABDICATING OUR MANAGEMENT RESPONSIBILITY

Genesis 3 outlines the fall of mankind for us. While God created us to manage His creation and demonstrate His glory to the angelic realm, Satan sought to dismantle that commitment to God and transfer it to himself.

The question is often asked, “When Satan sinned, why didn’t God just destroy him and keep on trucking?” If God had just destroyed Satan, He would never have demonstrated to Satan His power, His wisdom, His glory, and all of His other divine attributes working together to accomplish His intended plan (see Ephesians 3:10).

So God created man and woman and gave them the right of ruler-ship, as we saw above (see Genesis 1:26–28). But Satan interfered with that plan:


Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field which the Lord
God had made. And he said to the woman, “Indeed, has God said, ‘You
shall not eat from any tree of the garden’?” And the woman said to the
serpent, “From the fruit of the trees of the garden we may eat; but from the
fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden, God has said, ‘You
shall not eat from it or touch it, lest you die.’” And the serpent said to the
woman, “You surely shall not die!” (Genesis 3:1—4)



Challenging the Owner

God had left clear instructions to His managers about how He wanted them to manage His creation. But Satan called into question the Owner’s right to set the rules and regulations of His creation. Satan has been doing it ever since, and managers of God’s kingdom have been falling by the wayside ever since.

Whenever we allow the Evil One to dictate how we are to function under the rule of God, we jeopardize our management position. That is precisely why many Christians never fully realize their calling or their purpose for living.

You were not designed to live a purposeless life. God has given you a responsible position to fill as manager in His kingdom. But if you don’t realize that role, you will never know your purpose for being born.

In the garden of Eden, Satan challenged God’s authority as the Ruler of His kingdom. His strategy is revealed in Genesis 3:5, where the serpent told Eve, “God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

Eve went for the lie, and Adam fell in with the rebellion too (see vv. 6–7).

Living Beyond Our Privileges

Satan tried to make Eve think that God was being jealous of His deity. But Satan knew no one could be like God. How did he know? Because he tried it himself and got booted out of heaven!

God created us for His glory. So whenever we try to take glory unto ourselves and live independently of God, we are living well beyond our management privileges.

When I was a student at Dallas Seminary, Lois and I used to house-sit for people in an exclusive section of Dallas. These houses were something else, a real contrast to my little 1968 Chevy Nova parked in “our” house’s circular, sophisticated driveway.

Our job was to watch over one house, keep things going, and keep it clean. In exchange we got to live like a king and queen. The home’s owners would stock the refrigerator and pay us for staying there while they went away on business or vacation.

I used to tell the guys at the seminary, “Look, come to my pad this afternoon.” I mean, I played with that thing!

But Lois was always careful to remind me, “Don’t touch this. Don’t touch that. Don’t go there.”

I would say, “Why?”

“Because this is not our house.”

Lois was saying that we had to be careful about what we did because the owners were only letting us use the house.

You are only here because God is letting you be here. You are only serving God because He allows you to serve. What Satan wants to do is make you think you can do all of this independently of God.

The Great Sin

That’s why the great sin isn’t adultery or homosexuality. The great sin of the Bible is to live independently of God, to try to live as if God does not exist. Satan wants you to become like him—not under God’s authority but in rebellion against God.

Let me put it another way. Satan wants you to stop thinking like a manager and start thinking like an owner. If you have ever rented somewhere and then owned a home, you know the difference between being a manager and an owner.

When you rent a home or an apartment, your landlord takes responsibility for most of the building’s upkeep because you don’t own it. But if you own the house, when the roof goes bad, you get to fix it. When the water heater goes out, you must buy a new one. There are responsibilities that come with ownership.

That’s also true in life. If you want to be the owner of your life and live as though God has no say over you, He is going to respond, “You want to own your life? OK, when it breaks down, you get to fix it.”

I don’t know about you, but I would prefer to be a “renter” under God’s ownership. That way if something breaks down, I can go to the Owner and say, “Lord, this is Your property, Your body, Your money. I have given everything over to You. I’m just the renter here, so I ask You to take care of things.”

When we abdicate our management role in God’s kingdom and start acting like the owner, we bring a lot of headaches on ourselves. His agenda does not include our ownership.

RECOVERING OUR MANAGEMENT RESPONSIBILITY

Psalm 8 shows us God’s intention for our role in His kingdom. But we have also seen that mankind abdicated his responsibility by yielding to Satan’s temptation and by mimicking Satan’s rebellion. As a result of Adam and Eve’s sin, they lost out on God’s intent for their work in His kingdom (see Genesis 3:8–24). They got booted out of Eden, much like Satan got booted out of heaven.

But even in the midst of His judgment, God let Adam and Eve know it would not always be like this. He gave them the promise of a Redeemer who would reverse the curse of sin (see Genesis 3:15). Jesus will also reverse the effects of Satan’s and mankind’s rebellion against God’s kingdom when He comes to rule in His kingdom.

Reversing the Curse

God is not going to leave things in their state of being cursed. Satan will never have the last word. As we said above, it is impossible for God’s plan to be thwarted. Psalm 8 was the plan for our management of God’s kingdom. In Hebrews 2, we find a restatement of that plan, showing that salvation is the means by which we recover our management status under God.

The author of Hebrews asks an important question in verse 3 of this text: “How shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation?” Now, he is not talking about losing your salvation. He is talking about neglecting the salvation you already have.

One reason we must not neglect our salvation, in terms of being all that God wants us to be, is found in Hebrews 2:5. God has subjected “the world to come” to us. This is the one-thousand-year reign of Christ on His earthly throne in the millennium.

It’s in this context that the writer of Hebrews records verses 6–8, a quotation from Psalm 8:4–6. These are key verses referring to our position as managers of God’s kingdom. Then Hebrews 2:9 refers to Jesus coming to earth to die for our sins and the glory He received at His resurrection.

New Managers

What Hebrews 2 is saying is phenomenal. The first Adam was created to manage God’s creation, but he blew it by yielding to Satan. But the Bible says that the earth, both in this present age and in the age to come, will be managed by humans, not angels.

So what God did was become a man in the person of Jesus Christ, whom the Bible calls the “last Adam” (1 Corinthians 15:45). As the new Adam, Christ is calling to Himself a new humanity, redeemed people we call Christians, who will manage His kingdom the way it was meant to be managed.

Now it’s true that we will only become perfect managers in the future kingdom age. But it is also true that when Jesus saved us, He recovered for us the kingdom management position we forfeited in Adam.

What It Means

So what does all of this mean for you today? It means that when God saved you, He gave you a new life based on what He wants you to be and where He wants you to go.

You may say, “Wait a minute, Tony. You can’t tell me the dead-end job I’m in now, stuck with a boss I can’t stand, is God’s idea of me being a manager in His kingdom. This doesn’t feel like a kingdom agenda to me.”

Obviously, I can’t comment on every specific job or family situation. Sometimes we get off track by taking charge of our lives, acting like owners instead of managers. But it’s also possible that God has you where you are on His way to taking you where He wants you to be. If we are faithful where we are, God is free to take us to the next step.

Wherever we are on the road, the goal is for us to be able to say what Paul said at the end of his life: “I have finished the course” (2 Timothy 4:7).

Your Future Appointment

In Hebrews 2:8, the writer said, “But now we do not yet see all things subjected to him.” We still live in a sinful world, so everything is not going to be managed properly.

But in the kingdom to come, Jesus Christ is going to make sure everything is subjected to Him. And you will be appointed a place based on your faithfulness now. Then a lot of people who are now on top will be sweeping streets in the kingdom, because Jesus said the last shall be first and the first last.

So if God has you sweeping streets now, do it for His glory. When the tables get turned, you may wind up as an executive in His kingdom!

FINDING OUR FULFILLMENT IN KINGDOM MANAGEMENT

In Ephesians 6:5–9, Paul gives us the key to finding true fulfillment as we carry out our kingdom responsibilities:


Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters according to the flesh, with
fear and trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, as to Christ; not by way of
eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God
from the heart. With good will render service, as to the Lord, and not to
men, knowing that whatever good thing each one does, this he will receive
back from the Lord, whether slave or free. And masters, do the same things
to them, and give up threatening, knowing that both their Master and yours
is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him.



If you are miserable in your work, it could be because you are working for the wrong person. What Paul said here is very important. He’s telling us to go to work for the Lord on Monday morning, not just for the boss. The reason so many believers are miserable is that they are working for the wrong person.

Paul said, “Stop working for your boss, and start working for the Lord.” A Christian looks at employment from a totally different perspective than the world does.

You say, “Hold it. My boss pays my salary.” Not really (see v. 8). The real rewarder of your faithfulness is God Himself. When you say, “Lord, because I love You, I am going to do my work to honor You,” God can begin doing something special.

He can say, “When I see you honoring Me, I get into the honoring mode too. I will honor you for your faithfulness.” So the issue is, for whom do you work? Whom do you serve?

Ecclesiastes 2:24 says there’s nothing better for us than to enjoy our work. There’s nothing more miserable than being in a job, even a high-paying job, that you hate because it’s absolutely necessary that the heart is full. The Bible says this only happens when you are working for the Lord.

And as I said above, even when you are not where you want to be and you are not where God is ultimately taking you, faithfulness is still important. If you demonstrate faithfulness now, God will be able to take you somewhere.

Right now, I am doing exactly what I want to do, what I studied and prepared to do. But along the way, I learned some valuable lessons about enjoying God where I was. And I’m still learning, just like you are.

FINDING ULTIMATE FULFILLMENT IN THE KINGDOM

In Matthew 19, Jesus taught His disciples a crucial principle that we need to take note of as we close this chapter. You don’t lose when you follow Christ and His alternative, even though you may give up things along the way:


Then Peter answered and said to Him, “Behold, we have left everything
and followed You; what then will there be for us?” And Jesus said to
them, “Truly I say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the
regeneration when the Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne,
you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of
Israel. And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father
or mother or children or farms for My name’s sake, shall receive many
times as much, and shall inherit eternal life. But many who are
first will be last; and the last, first. (vv. 27–30)



Peter asked a good business question in verse 27 after Jesus had watched the rich young man go away sadly because he refused to give up his wealth. Peter was saying, “We have committed ourselves totally to You, Jesus. We have left our security and our relatives to follow You.”

Sometimes, following Christ means that you must give up earthly security. You must trade the known for the unknown. That’s what missionaries do when they go out and depend on people to support them.

But look at Jesus’ promise in verse 29. Now, I’m not suggesting that following Jesus is a good business deal. I’m saying that if you want fullness and fulfillment now, and in the future kingdom when Christ reigns on His throne (see v. 28), you can’t do any better than to follow Him now.

Do you know why it is taking Jesus so long to return? Because He has not yet completed populating His kingdom. That means there are still key positions available! There are still some prime openings in the company.

The question is, do you want one of those slots? Then be faithful to Christ’s kingdom agenda today, and He will honor you with a choice appointment in His future kingdom. (See this author’s work The Battle Is the Lord’s, Moody Publishers, for a comprehensive study on spiritual warfare and the angelic conflict.)


CHAPTER THREE

The Covenants of a Kingdom Agenda

We are laying a biblical foundation for God’s alternative, His kingdom agenda for His people. So far we have seen that the kingdom is God’s comprehensive rule over all of His creation. He is Ruler of His kingdom, the universe is His kingdom’s realm, and it operates by His rules.

Now I want to take the next step and talk about the way God governs His kingdom. Like it or not, all of us are under God’s kingdom rule.

Even non-Christians are under God’s rule. They are accountable to His sovereignty. They may not be in the kingdom in terms of their relationship to God, but they are under Him in terms of His position.

When it comes to the way God governs His kingdom, the word you need to grab hold of is covenant. God administers His kingdom through His covenants.

THE DEFINITION OF COVENANT

First of all, let me define a covenant. It is a legally binding relationship God has ordained to administer His kingdom. We could also say that a covenant is the biblical mechanism by which God runs His alternative program.

A Relationship of Persons

A covenant is far more than a contract. In a biblical covenant, you not only sign on the dotted line but you enter into intimate relationship with the other person or persons in the covenant.

In other words, covenants are predicated on a relationship. That’s not necessarily true in a contract. You can sign a contract to buy a home and have no personal relationship at all with the seller. You may not even know or like the seller.

You can sign a business deal because the deal makes sense but have no affiliation or relationship with the other party beyond the deal itself.

Not so in a covenant. That’s why, for example, marriage is called a covenant. Marriage is not only a binding agreement, but it binds the people involved in an intimate relationship.

A Relationship of Blessing

A covenant is also a relationship of blessing. Whenever God makes a covenant, His intent is to bless the parties involved. God makes a covenant for the good of those who covenant with Him. When you enter into a covenant with God, it is so that “you may prosper in all that you do” (Deuteronomy 29:9).

Now when Moses said you would prosper, he was not only talking about your bank account. He was talking about the full intentions of God for your life.

A Relationship of Blood

God takes His covenants very seriously, because they are the mechanism by which His kingdom functions. So whenever we see a covenant being inaugurated in the Bible, it is inaugurated by blood. Covenants were signed in blood.

Remember those old TV westerns where the Indians and the white men got ready to sign a peace treaty? Often it was sealed in blood. The two parties cut their palms then shook hands and became blood brothers. There was an exchange of blood that sealed the treaty and made it significant. It was no small thing.

So it is with God’s covenants. They are so serious, significant, and meaningful that they are inaugurated by blood. Take marriage as an example again. When a husband and wife come together on the first night, if the wife is a virgin she may bleed.

Now that is not just a physiological reality but a theological reality. The wife’s blood signifies the inauguration of the covenant. God has so created woman that when the marriage covenant is ratified, there can be the flowing of blood.

God’s covenants are serious, and even bloody, because they are meant to make a statement about a serious relationship that has been inaugurated under His rule. You and I are part of God’s kingdom, and we are there by covenant.

THE DISTINCTIVES OF COVENANT

Let’s move now from the definition of God’s covenant to the distinctives of His covenants. These are the things you need to understand if you’re going to live under God’s covenants the way He wants you to live. Genesis 1 gives us these distinctives.

Ordained by God

The first thing you need to understand about God’s government of His kingdom through His covenant is that covenants are God-ordained, as we said in the definition above. We can see this in Genesis 1:26–28.


Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our
likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the
sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing
that creeps on the earth.” And God created man in His own image, in the
image of God He created him; male and female He created them. And God
blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the
earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of
the sky, and over every living thing that moves on the earth.”



You’ve probably heard the phrase “Let Us make man in Our image” so often that it loses its impact. But this is a very serious phrase. Creation was God’s idea. He ordained it. That is important because the One who ordains something calls the shots. God was saying, “I’m in charge here.” We call this attribute of God His sovereignty.

Adam and Eve existed because God said so. They functioned in an environment that God created. God set up the whole system, even the air that Adam and Eve would breathe, the life that would enable them to rule over the rest of creation. Everything was authored by God.

If you are going to come under God’s rules, if you are going to serve in God’s government, if you are going to be blessed as part of God’s kingdom, then don’t ever forget who is in charge here. Sometimes at work, the boss has to remind people who is in charge. You work at the boss’s company under the boss’s authority, because his or her name is on the door.

Any father of teenaged children knows there are times when you have to say, “I am the head of this home.” What we do in our homes, God does in His creation.

Just ask King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. Nebby looked out over his balcony one day and said, “Look at this great Babylon I have built. I’m in charge here.”

You may know the story in Daniel 4:28–37. God turned Nebuchadnezzar into a madman. His nails began to grow and his hair sprouted wildly, and for seven years he lived like a beast in the field. But then he came back to his senses and stood on his balcony one more time. Only this time Nebuchadnezzar said, “Let everybody in Babylon know God is in charge here.”

So the question you must raise about being under God’s covenant and in God’s kingdom is this: Is He in charge? Or are you trying to live independently of His “in-charge-ness”? If you are, then you are in rebellion against His government through His covenant, and you are therefore an enemy of the King.

See, you are either a friend or an enemy of the King based on whether you pray “Thy will be done” or “My will be done.” God says, “I am in charge here.”

Hierarchical

A second distinctive of God’s covenants is that they are hierarchical. To put it another way, they are administered by His representatives. They operate by a chain of command. God mediates His covenants through people.

We just read in Genesis 1:26 that God said Adam and Eve were to rule over His creation. But that doesn’t mean God abdicated His throne and turned everything over to mankind. Our authority to rule is under God, not apart from Him. God didn’t say to Adam and Eve, “I made this for you. Rule it any way you want.”

One day, my granddaughter Kariss was playing with a doll I had given her. Evidently the doll had been bad, because Kariss had the doll by the leg and was slamming its head on the floor. I said, “Kariss, stop that. Don’t do that anymore.”

Her answer was, “Popee, it’s my doll.” In other words, Kariss was claiming autonomy. She was saying, “I have the right to destroy this doll you gave me.”

Not true. So I had to make my granddaughter understand something very crucial. Although I gave the doll to her, I did so with the understanding that it would be used for my intended purpose—which was for her to play with, not abuse.

How often we take the “doll” of God’s goodness and kindness and slam it around with the attitude, “This is my car, my house, my job, my ability, my money. Don’t tell me what to do, God.” But that attitude abuses the representative nature of our authority.

Adam was to rule but not independently of the King. He was not to become autonomous. We live in a world today where men and women want autonomy. They want the right to rule apart from the One who is in charge.

In 1 Corinthians 11:3, Paul lays out this principle of God’s hierarchical relationships in a much broader context: “I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ.”

No person who names the name of Jesus Christ can claim autonomy. No man may say, “Because I am a man, I can do whatever I want.” No, Christ is your head, your covering. You are answerable to Him.

Paul then said that the man is the head of “a woman.” Please notice the difference here. Christ is the head of “every man,” but a man is not the head of “every” woman. A man’s job is not to put all women in their place.

This passage goes on to talk about the covering that God has given a woman if she is married, which is her husband. This is very important and we will deal with it in detail in a later chapter when we talk about this woman’s role in the church.

My point here is that all of us are under authority. There is even a hierarchy in function within the equality of the Trinity, because Paul said, “God is the head of Christ.” That’s why, when Jesus was on earth, He was obedient to the Father and said He would only do the Father’s will. God works through a chain of command even within Himself in order to accomplish His plan and program in history.

Why is this so crucial? Because if you rebelliously break God’s chain, you automatically lose His blessing. God’s covenantal blessing flows through His authorized hierarchy. If you break off and do your own thing, become your own person, then you forfeit the blessings that God designed to flow down through His chain to you. You have rebelled against God’s order.

Let me show you an example of God’s hierarchical blessing. Paul wrote, “The unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing husband; for otherwise your children are unclean, but now they are holy” (1 Corinthians 7:14).

So powerful is God’s chain of command that even non-Christians who come under it experience its benefits. The unbelieving members of a family are blessed as the believing member comes under God’s rule and exercises his or her biblical authority. So even non-Christians get the benefits of the covenant if the Christians who are under it are in right relationship with Him.

Now you can see why Satan wants to mess up the roles God has assigned us. Satan went to Eve in the garden, not because she was morally or intellectually weaker, but to bypass and mess up Adam’s headship.

Eve acted independently of Adam, and Adam failed to exercise his leadership. So when Eve acted independently of her head she lost her covering, and Satan won.

This principle of representation is very strong because the Bible says in 1 Corinthians 15:22 that “in Adam all die” (see also Romans 5:12). Adam was our representative head, and when he fell, we all fell.

You may get upset and say, “I don’t want Adam to represent me.” Well, you may not have voted for the president in the last election, but he can still send your sons and daughters to war because he is your representative. You may not agree with everything your senators do, but they still represent you in Congress.

But praise God, you have another representative whose name is Adam too. He is the “last Adam” (1 Corinthians 15:45), Jesus Christ, who reversed the effects of the first Adam’s sin (see Romans 5:21). I have decided to come under Jesus’ representation so I can share in His blessing. That’s the principle of representation, which is at the heart of the hierarchical aspect of each of God’s covenants. That’s how God’s covenant flows.

Ethical

God’s covenants are also ethically established. This is their third distinctive. By ethical I mean that God’s covenants have specific guidelines, or rules, that govern them. Let’s go back to Genesis and the garden of Eden.


Then the Lord God took the man and put him into the garden of Eden to
cultivate it and keep it. And the Lord God commanded the man, saying,
“From any tree of the garden you may eat freely; but from the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat
from it you shall surely die.” (2:15–17)



God gave Adam a guideline to follow. God told him, “These are the rules of My kingdom. If you are going to reign here under Me, these are the rules you must obey. If you disobey My rules, you will suffer the consequences.”

God has built a cause-effect relationship into His covenant rules. If you follow His rules, you get His benefits. If you follow your way, you lose His benefits and come under His penalties. When you operate under God’s covenant rules, then whatever the covenant is supposed to supply you with, it will supply.

Again, this is why Satan wanted to deceive Adam and Eve. He knew if he could lead them to violate the covenant rules, they would lose the benefits and suffer God’s penalty.

So God’s covenant has ethical stipulations. God told Joshua, “Be careful to do according to all the law which Moses My servant commanded you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, so that you may have success wherever you go” (Joshua 1:7).

Joshua listened to what God told him, and he and his leaders did what God told them, and Israel gained the Promised Land. But in the very next book of the Bible, the book of Judges, the people failed to do what God said and suffered round after round of judgments.

What’s true nationally is true in our lives. When we rebel against the covenant’s regulations, we lose, because there is a cause-effect relationship. It has nothing to do with whether we like God’s rules. It’s not our kingdom.

People who want to operate by their own rules need to go out and create their own worlds. But as long as we are in God’s world, where God has set the rules, we must abide by His rules or we become rebels against His kingdom government. And God always deals with rebels.

Suppose you go to the top of the Empire State Building and announce, “I don’t like the rule of gravity. I’m not into gravity—never have been, never will be. Can’t stand the thought of ‘what goes up must come down.’ So today, I am going to rebel against the law of gravity. I am serving notice that this rule isn’t going to tell me what to do.”

So you stand on the top of the Empire State Building and do your Superman thing. You jump from the precipice and wave your fist in gravity’s face.

As they sweep you off the pavement, it will become undeniably clear that whether you buy into gravity is irrelevant. The rule is the rule, and you will pay the price for trying to break it.

Oaths

Here’s a fourth distinctive of God’s covenants. They have attached to them an oath, or pledge, that you must make.

Whenever God establishes a covenant, the people who are entering it with Him must promise to obey and keep the covenant’s stipulations. This pledge involves promises for obedience and penalties for disobedience. That’s why the Bible says again and again that those who keep God’s Word are the ones who are blessed (see James 1:25).

There’s an example of this aspect of covenant in Genesis 2:23–25, where God performed the first wedding ceremony between Adam and Eve. The parties promised to leave father and mother and become one flesh, which is still the basic oath in marriage today.

The oaths that accompany God’s covenants are often called sanctions, those provisions that make a law binding. The clearest example of this process of oath-taking is in Deuteronomy 27–30, when Moses had the people of Israel stand between two mountains.

One was the mountain of blessing, and the other was the mountain of cursing. Moses read the people the blessings for keeping God’s law and the curses for breaking it, and the people said amen to signify that they accepted and understood these terms. Then Moses said: “I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So choose life” (Deuteronomy 30:19).

We take many kinds of oaths today. Every morning in schools across the country, kids stand and say, “I pledge allegiance to the flag …” That is an oath of allegiance.

When a believer comes to the water to be baptized, he or she is making a pledge, a statement of commitment to follow Jesus Christ. Baptism is an outward symbol of an inner reality. God’s oaths often have symbols tied to them that are designed to reflect the intention of the oath.

The bottom line of a covenant oath is the same throughout Scripture. You are saying to God, “May good come upon me as I follow You, and may evil come upon me if I reject You.” There is no such thing in the Bible as the attitude that says, “I am going to do my own thing because I am forgiven” (see Romans 6:1–5).

Repercussions

Fifth and finally, God’s covenants have continuity, or long-term repercussions. What you do affects not only you. It affects those in contact with you and those who follow you. It has to do with inheritance.

Just ask Adam and Eve. Their sin spilled over into the next generation when Cain killed Abel, ultimately leading to worldwide judgment (see Genesis 6). Many people today are undergoing things that they didn’t have anything to do with personally. Mom and Dad had everything to do with the problem, and their kids are suffering the repercussions of it.

A baby who is born addicted to alcohol or suffering from drug withdrawal needs medical treatment from the moment he leaves his mother’s womb because someone else broke God’s law. Like all of God’s principles, this principle operates on the personal, family, church, and national level.

I’m convinced that the reason the blood of violence is flowing in our streets is that we are shedding innocent blood in America’s abortion mills. You cannot escape the repercussions of breaking God’s law and inheriting the built-in consequences.

One reason you and I must fight to stay in God’s will—and when we leave it, fight to jump back in as quickly as possible—is that life is not just about you and me. It includes many other people.

In the Ten Commandments, God said He would pass the iniquity on to “the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me” (Exodus 20:5). And you can be sure that it will be worse for the offspring of the wicked than it is for the parents. The evil and God’s judgment multiply more and more the further this thing goes.

So even if you don’t care for yourself, care for others because there are long-term consequences attached to the covenant. Reflecting the fifth commandment, Paul wrote, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. Honor your father and mother …, that it may be well with you, and that you may live long on the earth” (Ephesians 6:1–3).

This doesn’t mean all children who obey their parents will live to be ninety years old. It means they will live out their God-ordained days and experience His blessings as they live. We teach this truth to our children so that the continuity of God’s covenant blessings may be extended to each generation.

THE DESIGNATIONS OF COVENANT

We conclude this chapter by looking at the designations, or categories, of God’s covenants.

There are four basic covenants under which God’s kingdom alternative operates. We will review each of these four in a basic way here, and each of the remaining four sections of the book will focus on one of them in-depth.

The Personal Covenant

The first covenant we need to deal with is what I call personal covenant.

When you came to know Jesus Christ, you entered into a personal covenant with Him. You turned the government, the direction of your life, over to Him. One reason you should go to church is to find out what the Governor of your life has to say to you.

Because you have entered into a personal relationship with Christ, when you stand before Him at the judgment seat it won’t be a group meeting. “Each one” of us must give an account to the Lord (2 Corinthians 5:10).

Philippians 2:12 is a verse you need to read and memorize. We will deal with it in the next chapter, so let me just cite it here and move on. Paul said, “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling.” Why? Because you are personally responsible to God.

The implications of this are staggering. It means we need to stop blaming everybody else for our mess. Someone may say, “But you don’t know what my mama did. You don’t know how my daddy failed and messed me up.”

That’s true. I don’t know what your mama or daddy did. But the issue is, what are you going to do? We need to take personal responsibility for our lives. People want the government or the church to do it for them. But God is asking, “What about you?”

The Family Covenant

The second covenant in God’s kingdom is the family covenant, God’s foundation, the institutional building block for the rest of society. Malachi 2:14 calls marriage a covenant, and that covenant is expanded through the birth and rearing of children. The family was created to uniquely model God’s Trinitarian character in history and proliferate His image throughout the world (see Genesis 1:26–28).

Genesis 18:19 is a very enlightening verse in this regard. God entered into a covenant with Abraham in which He said that Abraham was to raise his family according to God’s commands so that God could bring blessing to Abraham and his offspring.

Deuteronomy 6:1–9 is that great passage in which God says He is the Lord, and we are to teach our children about Him. Parents have the responsibility to get God’s truth into the hearts and lives of their children, that His blessing might come to the children through their parents, as we discussed above.

God told Adam about the trees of the garden before He created Eve (see Genesis 2:16–17), so Adam’s job was to tell Eve what God had said. There was to be a transfer of information from the husband to the wife—then, when they became parents, to their children.

Women have a very important role to play in the family covenant. When God calls a woman a “helper” (Genesis 2:18), how is she supposed to help? She is supposed to help her husband fulfill God’s calling on their home—and dog him until he does!

Now I don’t mean a wife is to nag or badger her husband. What I’m talking about is seeing her husband’s strengths and weaknesses and encouraging his strengths while taking up the slack where he is weak.

I think of Moses and his wife, Zipporah, in Exodus 4:24–26, an unusual passage. God had told Moses that the sign of His covenant for the males of Israel would be circumcision. But Moses had failed to circumcise his own son, and the Bible says that God sought to put Moses to death for his rebellion against the covenant.

But Zipporah, seeing the wrath of God against her husband, took a knife and quickly circumcised their baby boy. She threw the foreskin at Moses’ feet in disgust because his failure had jeopardized their family.

Rather than fussing and cussing, Zipporah acted. And her actions caused God to back off of His intention to kill Moses. Even though the man failed, the woman took up the slack and the home was saved.

When a woman says, “My man isn’t everything he is supposed to be,” she needs to ask in addition, “Am I the helper God created me to be?” It may be through her that the family will be preserved.

We will get into all of these issues in much more detail later, so just note for now the importance of the family covenant. Satan is destroying families because he is out to destroy the future.

The Church Covenant

The third covenant in God’s kingdom agenda is the church covenant.

In 1 Corinthians 11:25, Paul said the church is a new covenant. It is the new arrangement by which God relates to His kingdom people. The job of the church is to manifest the ethics of the kingdom before a watching world. Paul said this in the context of the Communion service, in which we are to sit in judgment of ourselves so that God might not judge us (see 1 Corinthians 11:29–32).

We can’t have it both ways. Paul also said, “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; you cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons” (1 Corinthians 10:21).

If you are going to be in God’s kingdom where He rules, then you must sit at His table. Don’t try to have chairs at two different tables. Don’t give God Sunday and give somebody else Monday through Saturday. He is our full-time Master.

In the covenant of the church our job is to disciple the saints to live for the kingdom.

The Civil Covenant

The fourth covenant is one that reaches beyond the individual, the family, and the church to the broadest structures of society, from the federal government to the local school board.

Romans 13 sets out the parameters of this covenant. “Let every person be in subjection to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God” (v. 1).

Now this is interesting because the ruler when this passage was written was the Roman emperor Nero. God was saying, “Even pagan rulers only rule by My permission. And when I get tired of their paganness, I will remove them.”

Government is God’s appointed representative. Therefore, according to verse 2, if we resist the legitimate authority of government we are “oppos[ing] the ordinance of God.” We are not just fighting the government; we are fighting God.

Now, I need to point out that what God authorizes in Romans 13 is the concept of governing authority, not necessarily everything that a particular authority does. There must be a distinction.

People in a legitimate office can operate in illegitimate ways. We must oppose illegitimacy and evil no matter where they are found, but that does not negate God’s establishment of government. You don’t have to like the mayor or the president, but you must honor the offices of mayor and president.

The God-ordained purposes of government are to reward and promote good behavior and to restrain and punish evil behavior.


Rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil. Do you want to
have no fear of authority? Do what is good, and you will have praise from the
same; for it is a minister of God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, be
afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing. (vv. 3–4)



Now the government may not do its job very well, but God still gives government tremendous authority to carry out its assignment. Romans 13:4 is, in fact, referring to capital punishment. Capital punishments it a necessary function of society to harness the evil of men. It is not always administered justly, and we must fight against and correct the injustices. But the institution of capital punishment is necessary to punish evil and help instill the fear of authority. Evildoers must be afraid of the wrath of God through government.

When children stop being afraid of disobeying their parents, the home is in trouble. When members disrespect leadership, the church is in trouble. And when citizens don’t respect the law of the land, the land is in trouble.

This is why people in many cities have burglar bars on their windows and triple locks on their doors. People no longer respect authority; they have no fear of God or of punishment. Government is God’s plan to manage society. It is a legitimate covenant we have to recognize and submit ourselves to.

You can rebel against God’s covenant if you want to, and for a while you may seem to get away with it. But in the Bible there is a fixed law that says, “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, this he will also reap” (Galatians 6:7). To put it another way, what you put in the soil, you’re going to see again. If you plant corn, don’t look for squash. If you plant okra, don’t expect green beans.

The teenagers who rebel against their parents’ authority will have kids someday, and then watch out. The husband and wife who rebel against the covenant responsibilities God has set before them need not expect to hear from God on other issues in their lives. The law of the kingdom is that whatever we sow is going to come up again.

Since God governs His kingdom through His covenants, and since I am assuming that you want to experience His blessing in your life and in your family, we need to know how God’s kingdom agenda operates. That’s the subject we need to tackle next.
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