This is the Kingdom of God 

Luke 10:8-11 Whenever you enter a town and they receive you, eat what is set before you. 9 Heal the sick in it and say to them, 'The kingdom of God has come near to you.' 10 But whenever you enter a town and they do not receive you, go into its streets and say, 11 'Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet we wipe off against you. Nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near.' ESV

Rom 14:17-18 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 18 Whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and approved by men. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Follow Jesus Christ in His earthly ministry for a few days and you were likely to hear the phrase of our title several, several times.  Go to listen to the disciple’s ministering in the early Apostolic church and it would be a common saying as well.  It was a focus of what Jesus came to do and what He came to introduce and produce.  This subject and phrase that I speak of is, “the Kingdom of God.”  

· Jesus told the crowds at the Sermon on the Mount, “seek ye first the kingdom of God …”

· Jesus told them, “repent, the kingdom of God is at hand.”  

· “What can we compare the kingdom of God to…” was a common way Jesus began His parables and teaching sessions.

· “Let the children come to me and do not hinder them for to such belongs the kingdom of God.”  

· “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”

· “I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God in other towns also…”

· “Blessed are you who are poor for yours is the kingdom of God.”

· “Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than John.”

· “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God.”

· “He sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal.”

· “But as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.”

· “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.”

· “Unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”

· “Unless one is born of water and of spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.”

Jesus told His disciples when He sent them out:

Luke 10:8-11 Whenever you enter a town and they receive you, eat what is set before you. 9 Heal the sick in it and say to them, 'The kingdom of God has come near to you.' 10 But whenever you enter a town and they do not receive you, go into its streets and say, 11 'Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet we wipe off against you. Nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near.' ESV

Notice that they were first born into and sought the kingdom of God but then when they had entered the kingdom of God, then the kingdom of God had entered into them because wherever they went near a place it was “the kingdom of God has come near.”  The disciples must have taken this to heart, because in the book of Acts we find this phrase again repeated over and over again.  

In Acts 8:12 we find that Philip went to Samaria and preached “good news about the kingdom of God.”  After Paul had been stoned and left for dead, he got up and we find:

Acts 14:21-22 When they had preached the gospel to that city and had made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch, 22 strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying that through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God. ESV

In Ephesus, we find in Acts 19:8 that Paul entered the synagogue boldly and “persuaded them concerning the kingdom of God.”  In fact the book of Acts ends with Paul in prison and these words:

Acts 28:30-31 He lived there two whole years at his own expense, and welcomed all who came to him, 31 proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance. ESV

From these sampling of scriptures some very important principles emerge and are easily seen.  You must be born again of the water and of the Spirit to enter into the kingdom of God.  We do whatever it takes to enter, even if that means going through many tribulations and trials.  Repentance is a part of living in the kingdom of God.  We are called as Jesus’ disciples to proclaim the kingdom of God to others so that they may have an opportunity to enter into it also.  And apparently from the many, many references – remember I just gave you some selected selections from the gospels and the book of Acts and haven’t even ventured into the Epistles and the rest of the New Testament – it is vitally important that you and I think of living for God and our life in Christ in terms of “the kingdom of God.”  

Think about that for a moment; I’m preaching about your overall view of what living for God is all about.  It is joining a kingdom.  It is becoming a kingdom.  It is carrying a kingdom to others.  Jesus Christ is king in this kingdom and the guidelines and principles are different in this kingdom than, say, a worldly kingdom.  We come to God indoctrinated with how the world thinks and how earthly kingdoms function and what is right or wrong based upon a public perception that is not part of God’s kingdom and then we are born again into God’s kingdom and we must realize that everything changes.  And because we are now apart of a new kingdom, we must allow the “transforming and renewing of our minds” to take place because we will be destroyed and utterly lost if we try to live in the kingdom of God by the rules of an earthly kingdom.  To put it in simpler terms, it is impossible to live for God by the same principles that you lived for yourself in the world.  It’s a whole new world; it’s a different universe.  Those who struggle at living for God can often find the root of their struggles in the fact that they are trying to live in God’s kingdom yet are making choices and decisions and directions based upon logic that was the norm in the world of sin.  You cannot live for God and live for the world.  You are in this world, but you must realize that when you are born again, you become apart of another kingdom.  What makes sense for people in the world doesn’t make sense for us and what works for them will not work for us.  And what their focus naturally is cannot be our focus, but our focus must be upon the ideals of the kingdom of God of which we are a part.  To a born-again, Spirit-filled, apostolic Christian, church is not something that you attend on Sunday morning and that is a small fraction of your life, but it is something that governs, overshadows, and encompasses every part of your existence on earth.  It is the center of your life because within it is Jesus Christ.  You have entered into a kingdom and He is the ruler and you are a part of something else now; you are a part of the kingdom of God!

When we convert others, we are not just trying to win them to a momentary experience or a church membership roll, we are trying to win them to a way of life.  That is Biblical; that is Apostolic.  A person who is living for the kingdom of God will show differences in how they think, act, and live.  We are not so much interested in a church membership roll as we are them finding their role in the church and in God’s kingdom.  Look at somebody and say, “I’m a part of the kingdom of God.”  This makes us different.  This outlook causes us to be different and it is important.  Say it again, “I’m a part of the kingdom of God.”  

_______________________________________________________________________

It would make sense, then, since we are apart of the kingdom of God and since we should proclaim the kingdom of God, it makes sense that we should know what the kingdom of God is about.  What is it about?  I read you our text because I believe that Paul’s statement here in the book of Romans is the best definition of the kingdom of God in concise form.  Paul has been discussing the issue that was a hot issue then of whether or not Christians should eat meat purchases in the marketplace that they knew had been offered to idols.  In those days idolatry was so widespread and there was so much animal sacrifice throughout the Roman Empire that the temples would take the meat and sell it in the market for people to eat.  Some Christians who had been delivered from idolatry had a problem with eating this meat, knowing what it had been killed for, but others, like Paul, had no problem chowing down on a steak that had started out as a sacrifice for a false God.  Paul would eat it and begin by giving thanks to Jesus Christ for that juicy rib eye!  That is the context of our text where Paul says:

Rom 14:17-18 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 18 Whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and approved by men. ESV

The kingdom of God is not about whether or not to eat meat to idols or other food and drink issues, but the kingdom of God is – say it with me – “of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  Say it again and let it get into your spirit and mind:  “the kingdom of God is “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  These three things together comprise the focus of what it means to be in the kingdom of God.  These three things together comprise what it takes to grasp hold of and live in the kingdom of God.  These three things should be our focus and should be found in each of us if we are truly in the kingdom of God.  Being born again is how you enter the kingdom of God and enables you to “see the kingdom of God.”  But those who embrace the kingdom of God will have “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit!”  They will be and demonstrate “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” and they will take to others “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  So get the first part of the kingdom of God today:

Righteousness in the Holy Spirit

The word “righteousness” used to be spelled in old English, “rightwiseness” which refers exactly to its meaning.  It means having the quality of being right or just.  It refers to obedience to what God has commanded, wise decisions taking in account the will of God, and is synonymous with trustworthy and faithful.  The simplest way to think of it is that righteousness is living right.  

The first attribute of the kingdom of God is that of righteousness in the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit comes to help reprove us of sin.  It comes to work with the Word of God to identify things in our lives that need to change to match God’s prescribed code of ethics and nature.  The Holy Spirit comes to help reveal the will of God in day-to-day life and in our dreams and comes to speak to us so that we can change to match what God wants for us.  It is important to remember Jesus’ words of “unless a man is born again, he cannot even see the kingdom of God.”  Without the help of the indwelling Holy Spirit, a person will find it impossible to live up to God’s standards, but with the Holy Spirit, you can live righteously!  The Holy Spirit is not just a one-time, goose bumps inducing momentary experience.  It is a great experience, but that is just the initial receiving of the Holy Spirit.  It’s not a “receive it one time and that’s that.”  But the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God moving within our lives and minds that – if we will let it – will produce righteousness in our life.  

Remember that you must enter into the kingdom of God and then let the kingdom of God become a part of you.  The being born again is entering into the kingdom of God, unfortunately some people are born into the kingdom only to exit as quickly as they can because although they receive the Holy Spirit, they do not allow the Holy Spirit and the Word of God to change their life so that their actions and thoughts and lifestyle line up with what the Word of God says is right.  Some people are born again of the Spirit and can begin to see the kingdom of God, but when they begin to see what God wants from them, they turn and say, “No thanks.”  That is an improper response – remember we must be willing to press into the kingdom of God and that when we go somewhere it ought to be able to be said that the kingdom of God has come near to where we are near.  But that is only so if we allow the Holy Spirit to change us and transform us so that we live right every day of the week.  This is the kingdom of God:  it is righteousness in the Holy Spirit!  

When the modern Pentecostal movement was born in Topeka, Kansas and then spread to Texas and then to Los Angeles, California in the famous Azuza Street Revival, God began to respond to the people who were seeking Him with great signs and wonders and prophecies.  It is well documented that towards the end of that great revival there was a prophecy that went forth and was written down so that we might know it today.  That prophecy was:

In the last days three things will befall the Great Pentecostal Movement: 

1.      An overemphasis on power rather than righteousness; 

2.      An overemphasis on praise to a God they no longer pray to;

3.      An overemphasis on the gifts of the Spirit, rather than the Lordship of Christ.

We have lived to see that prophecy fulfilled and we must guard that we ourselves do not fulfill it!  In the words of one old preacher who remembers what it was like sixty years ago to be persecuted for having the Holy Ghost, “everybody nowadays is Pentecostal; everybody speaks in tongues and is Spirit filled.”  He’s speaking a little bit tongue in cheek, but the point is true:  there are many Spirit-filled people in the world today from all denominations and backgrounds.  You can find Catholic-Pentecostals, believe it or not.  They are in New Orleans:  they have modern praise and worship and raise their hands and speak in tongues and then do mass and rosaries!  And the problem is that too many people see the Holy Spirit as some added gift of God to their religious beliefs, rather than being the main entrée!  And so there is a plethora of people in the world who have received the genuine gift of the Holy Spirit and yet have rejected any conviction or need to change their lifestyle to the Word of God.  They can speak in tongues on Sunday and sleep around on Monday afternoon.  They can praise emphatically during service and go get drunk afterwards.  As the prophecy says, there are a lot of people who overemphasize the power rather than righteousness:  they talk of miracles and great preaching and anointed singing and great moves of the Holy Spirit and yet seem to miss that all of this is to produce something called holiness and righteousness in their everyday life.  You know it’s true and you only have to turn on your television to the charismatic channel to see it in action:  preach nothing but “God does miracles and is powerful” and preach it well enough and ignore certain other parts of the Bible and you can draw a crowd.  But begin to preach “repent, for the kingdom of God is at hand” and the crowd dwindles a bit and only the sincere respond.  Begin to preach about righteousness – right living, right responses, and right decisions and suddenly it seems that the fan mail decreases.  God is great and He is powerful, but never forget that all that He has done for us is to produce righteousness within us and right living.  If we do not change to live according to the Word of God, then we have lost hold on being part of the kingdom of God and have not really grasped and become a part of the kingdom of God, because the kingdom of God is “righteousness in the Holy Spirit!”  

______________________________________________________________________  

I want to be a part of the kingdom of God and have the kingdom of God in me!  Therefore I must seek righteousness as much as miracles and blessings!  And I also must have:

Peace in the Holy Spirit

We are told that Christ’s gospel is the “gospel of peace.”  The term “peace” is an important one and appears in all of the New Testament books except for 1 John.  It means to be in harmony with others or with God.  It means to cease fighting and to be free from things that dominate you.  In the Hebrew, the traditional greeting shalom means peace in the normal sense but also carries deeper and more full connotations of well being in every facet of life.     

This is the kingdom of God:  righteousness and peace in the Holy Spirit!  There is a reason why God works on us and changes us and identifies areas that need to be different in our lives when we come into His kingdom and that is that He wishes for us to be blessed and to have peace in every area of our lives!  Sin and doing things unlike God’s ways ultimately hurt us because they lead to turmoil and confusion and a lack of peace and harmony.  And the Holy Spirit works biggest to littlest so it begins with the areas where we are out of synch with God’s Word.  The Holy Spirit begins with righteousness in order that we might be at peace with God in our relationship with Him.  When a person is born again of the water and of the Spirit, they have been forgiven and had their sins washed away and stand at that moment in right standing with God as if they had never done wrong.  Unfortunately, they have years of learned behavior and false ideals and habits that must change if they are to maintain that right standing with God.  That’s why He gives us His Spirit:  to produce righteousness and that righteousness of living right will cause us to be able to live our lives at peace with God Almighty.  What good is it that somebody would be forgiven and in right standing with God and given a fresh lease on life if they return to doing everything again that they were just cleansed of.  And that is what people do who repent and are baptized and receive the Holy Sprit and then go back to living as they’ve always lived.  To enter into the kingdom of God and to have the kingdom of God within us, we’ve got to allow the Holy Spirit to produce righteousness so that we can live in peace with God and maintain a right relationship with Him!

This is the kingdom of God:  righteousness and peace in the Holy Spirit!  It doesn’t just stop with peace between God and us but then the Holy Spirit begins to work to change our actions towards others to bring right living so that we can have peace with one another.  God first begins working on our relationship with Him and then begins to work on our relationship with others.  A person can be living right with God and yet need much work on their relationship with others and this is what the kingdom of God is all about!  Paul taught that slaves when converted should be able to win their masters by their changed behavior and employees should be able to win their bosses and wives their lost husbands by their righteousness.  Notice how different this is from what some Christians think of righteousness.  True righteousness causes you to be at peace with other people and isn’t rude or “in your face” or condescending.  There will always be people who are bothered by people who separate themselves and choose to live right, but someone who allows the Holy Spirit to have its full work will be characterized by being at peace with others more often than not!  

This is the kingdom of God:  let the Word of God and the Holy Spirit change the way you respond to your spouse and your children and your parents!  Let the Holy Spirit transform your natural responses to troubles and trials.  Let it bring about a different you and thus change your life situations because you are different!  How different this is than what people sometimes grasp; how different God moves than what we sometimes realize – most often when you are praying for God to change something in your life situational wise, the answer is that God wants to change that situation by changing you.  But we sometimes don’t want that.  “God change them and make them see that …”  And when you begin to pray that, God begins to humble you and work on you and you start going through things where your patience is tried.  And you are like, “God why is this happening to me?” and the answer is that God is trying to answer your prayer to change them but He’s trying to do it by changing you.  The situations that we are most frustrated in life tend to be the situations that really we have had an active hand in causing and don’t or won’t realize it.  99% of people issues that we cry out to God for help for, the answer is for us to change.  

I remember a few years ago my father-in-law desperately seeking the Lord as a young pastor about some church situations that were really bugging him and he went off to a conference in a part of the country where nobody would know who he was and he sought the Lord and he was shocked when the answer came back from God, “the problem is you; you need to change.”  “If you will let me change you, I can change them.”  So it most often is in our lives.  File this under easy to preach but hard to live, but the situations that I wish were most different could be different the fastest if I’d let God change me as He wishes.  You want a different spouse?  Don’t divorce the one you’ve got and go marry someone else because what will happen is that you will marry somebody else and eventually turn them into the same person your previous spouse was.  Anybody know the truth of what I’m saying?  You want a different spouse?  Change them by changing you!  

Don’t believe me?  Consider the example of God and us.  When God wanted to change the world’s response to Him, what did He do?  He transformed Himself and came to earth in the form of flesh and died on a Calvary and showed us His great love in a way that we had never seen before.  And the result was changed lives!  You want things to be different?  Love with an unselfish love and it will be very likely that they will change.  This is the kingdom of God:  righteousness and peace in the Holy Spirit!  And when you begin to allow God to work on you even in areas that are not necessarily labeled as “sins” and you keep allowing the Holy Spirit to work within your life even on the smallest things to keep making a “better you” then the result will be not only righteousness but well being and blessing in every facet of your life!  This is the kingdom of God:  righteousness and peace in the Holy Spirit!  

______________________________________________________________________

Let us not sell ourselves short because this kingdom of God business is very important!  Let us finish, though:  to have the kingdom of God we’ve got to have righteousness and peace, but we also must have:

Joy in the Holy Spirit

The Holy Spirit works to produce righteousness and that right living brings peace in our relationships with God and with others and the end result should be joy.  Oh, what a neglected part of the kingdom of God this is!  A person who is living right and allowing the Holy Spirit to work on them and bring peace and yet does it with a miserable attitude or a frown or scowl on their face has missed the boat.  This is the kingdom of God:  righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit!

To fully grasp this, first understand that there is a difference between happiness and joy.  Happiness depends upon the circumstances being just right.  There will be only a few days and moments of happiness in this life because we live in an imperfect world.  But joy is an attribute of God and is an emotion independent of situations.  Joy is a prevailing attitude that is upbeat and faith filled despite the circumstances not being just right.  In fact if a person has a Godly joy, they can be upbeat even in the worst of circumstances – remember this scripture?  Be reminded:

James 1:2-4 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. ESV

If having joy and be truly upbeat in attitude is dependent upon situations being perfect then it would have been an impossible command that James gave us under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and it would be impossible to “count it all joy… when we meet trials” but God will never command us something that is impossible!  Part of the kingdom of God is allowing the Spirit to change us – to change us to live right, yes; to change us to be at peace, yes, but also to change us and transform us so that we can live in true joy and that we can smile and be upbeat no matter what the situation we find ourselves in!  This is the kingdom of God:  righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  

I know that we all have different personalities and different biological makeup’s, but I believe that Spirit-filled Christians ought to live right, be friendly and peaceable and be the most optimistic and positive and uplifting people on the planet.  As the not-so-old saying goes, “you are either a balcony person or a basement person and people either leave your presence lifted up or weighed down.”  Which are you?  Which should you be seeing that you are a part of the kingdom of God?  This is the kingdom of God:  righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  

Ask yourself this:  is God a balcony person or a basement person?  I know that such a question is simplistic, but let us view it in human terms and compare apples to apples – when Jesus Christ, God in flesh, walked this earth was He a balcony person or a basement person?  I find from the Gospels that He was a huge balcony person.  He could eat with a tax collector and have that tax collector reaching for the heights of heaven and living for a higher purpose than Rome after the meal.  He could take a blind man and elevate him to a more fulfilled life.  He tore down only those who lifted themselves up in self-righteousness and pride and He was the greatest friend that any man could have ever had.  He took fishermen and people low on the totem pole of life and elevated them and gave them a reason to rejoice.  When He entered into the city of Jerusalem the final time at the end of His ministry that triumphal entry was a spontaneous expulsion of praise and rejoicing by those whom His ministry had changed!  Children loved to be around Him and those who served Him just felt natural rejoicing and eating and laughing.  Remember the impressed Queen of Sheba who went to see Solomon?  She was most impressed by the joy and smiles of those who worked for Solomon and served him. Surely the “greater than Solomon” Jesus Christ ought to have people serving Him who are genuinely filled with joy! 

Jesus Christ had a couple of signature phrases that He always said to people.  It wasn’t “howyadoin” or “Good Morning.”  One signature phrase was “Fear not!”  He repeated that one often and in some pretty serious circumstances.  The other most common phrase was in the Greek, tharseo.  Some of the modern translations render it different ways as they interpret the situation and so might give it as “be of good courage” or something.  But the phrase literally means “cheer up!”  When they let down the paralyzed man down from the roof, Jesus looked at him and said, “cheer up, your sins are forgiven.  Take up your bed and walk!”  When he walked across the water to His fearful disciples, He first said “Fear Not” and then “Cheer up!”  At the Last Supper, Jesus told His disciples that they would be persecuted greatly but to “cheer up, for I have overcome the world!”  When the Pharisees got all offended that Jesus’ disciples didn’t fast, He replied, “they can’t fast now, they’re in a wedding party!”  When He was asked what the kingdom of God was like, He replied that it was like a man who discovers a treasure in a field and then “with joy” goes and sells everything that he has to purchase that field.  Do you get it?  A sacrifice without joy is a great and horrible thing to give, but if it is given “with joy” and “for joy” it doesn’t seem like a sacrifice at all!  

Such is the secret of our text and this is the kingdom of God:  “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  You know how to last living for God?  Live for God with joy!  You know how to always respond correctly to God’s dealing with areas of your life that need to change?  Receive the Word and direction of God with joy.  You know how to truly change your relationships and to have great peace in your life?  Approach it with a great joy that comes from having found a God who is a great treasure!  And to give up all that we have in order to possess the kingdom of God is nothing to us if we do it with joy!  

How do I get this joy?  It is “joy in the Holy Spirit.”  It is a work of allowing the Holy Spirit to flow freely in your life.  Take care that the second line of that great prophecy is not fulfilled in your life also, where you praise a God to whom you really don’t pray.  Take your concerns to Him in prayer and unload on Him and let Him relieve your burdens.  And then let the Holy Spirit produce true joy no matter what the circumstance! 

Let us be known by our genuine righteousness and right living!  Let us be a people who are known for allowing the Holy Spirit to change them until they are peaceable people.  And let us be known as people who live life with undeniable and unquenchable joy that is genuine.  For this is the kingdom of God!  

