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Daniel 7:9-10, 13-14 

Psalm 93 

Revelation 1:4b-8 

John 18:33-37 

 

Text: “My kingdom is not from this world” John 18:36 

Theme: citizenship entails responsibilities in God’s kingdom and in a democracy 

Subject: How do we in the US live creatively in the tension “between the realities of this world 

and the promise of that ultimate reality of God’s present-and-coming kingdom”?  

 

“The history of the present king [of GB] is a history of unremitting injuries [and usurpations] 

repeated with the aim of establishing an absolute tyranny over these states. To prove this let facts 

be submitted to a candid world for the truth of which we pledge a faith yet unsullied by 

falsehood.  

• He has refused to assent to laws [the most wholesome and] necessary for the public good; 

• He has kept among us [in times of peace] standing armies without consent of our 

legislature; 

• He has affected to render the military independent of and superior to the civil authorities. 

(Thomas Jefferson, Writings. Library of America, 1984. pp 19-21) 

 

While these words could be spoken of our current president, they were written about another 

George—King George of Great Britain—and are from Thomas Jefferson’s draft of the 

Declaration of Independence. 

 

As a student of government administration and public policy, I get nervous with talk of kings and 

kingdoms. The lack of accountability in the exercise of absolute power means subjects in such a 

kingdom have little recourse to redress unjust or inequitable actions of a monarch. The arbitrary 

abuses of power by King George affirm the problem of the rule of man substituting for the rule 

of law. However, God’s kingdom is guided by neither the rule of man nor the rule of law as they 

apply to earthly kingdoms and this points to two dangers in interpreting today’s texts: 

1. our current understanding of monarchies and democracies is not the same as that of the 

original audience, and, 

2. our earthly understanding of forms of governance is not the same as God’s. 

 

“Are you the King of the Jews?” Pilate asks. 

“Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” Jesus asks back. 

 

“What have you done?” 

“My Kingdom is not of this world.” 

 

The setting for today’s Gospel account is Jesus’ trial as a political agitator. Jesus answers Pilate’s 

questions with more questions or provides cryptic answers to rather direct questions—are you a 

king or are you not a king? 

 

The lack of clarity however lies not with Jesus’ answers, but with Pilate’s questions: The 

Sanhedrin, or chief priests, want a scapegoat to protect their own power and political standing 
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with the Roman government. Consequently, Pilate is not concerned with questions of guilt or 

innocence, or issues of truth. Jesus even suggests that Pilate might merely be a pawn in the 

Sanhedrin’s power play: “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” 

 

Pilate is concerned with an earthly political conflict; Jesus is concerned with testifying to the 

Truth, the Light, of God’s Kingdom; the author of today’s Gospel is concerned with theological 

insight and uses the religious and political images to reveal eternal truths about the nature of 

God’s kingdom and of the responsibilities of subjects in that kingdom—Jesus may be the 

accused in this earthly trial but is the judge at our own moment of reckoning. 

 

 “My kingdom is not from this world” (John 36a) —Here, Jesus reveals not the location, but the 

origin, of his kingdom, of his authority. This distinction between location and origin—lost in 

some translations—underscores the reality that his kingdom is not otherworldly, but can exist 

here in our hearts and in our communities. The kingdom is here, but not here; is now, but not yet. 

 

“If my kingdom were from world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being 

handed over to the Jews” (John 36b)—the word translated as “followers” is also the term used 

elsewhere in John’s Gospel to describe the temple police. Jesus is ironically contrasting his 

“officers” and the temple officers. Subjects under Jesus’ reign, unlike subjects under Pilate’s 

rule, are not secured by force, but by our response to the gift of grace—a response made manifest 

in our hearts and in our communities (NIB p. 817). 

 

“For this I was born and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth” (John 38). This is 

the only explicit reference to the birth of Jesus in John’s Gospel but it asserts Jesus mission in the 

world—to testify to the ultimate reality that self-giving love unites all in God’s kingdom.  

 

As we begin the season of Advent—waiting for the birth of that child into this world—let us try 

to live creatively in the tension “between the realities of this world and the promise of that 

ultimate reality of God’s present-and-coming kingdom already manifest is Jesus Christ” (Boring 

and Craddock p. 350). 

 

When we pray, as our savior Christ has taught us, we ask to live in that tension. We petition God 

that “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” We assert our belief 

that the kingdom is indeed present-and-coming, that God’s will be done in this earthly world as 

well as in heaven, that God’s kingdom is here, but not here. As Christians we are called to be 

people of hope and of patience and this is made especially clear during Advent, the season of 

waiting.  

 

How do we in the US live creatively in the tension “between the realities of this world and the 

promise of that ultimate reality of God’s present-and-coming kingdom”? One way to do this is to 

be clear about the differences between the rights and responsibilities of citizens in a modern 

democracy and the rights and responsibilities of subjects in God’s kingdom. 

 

Our founding fathers—and the ever-under-appreciated Abigail Adams—understood this tension 

when they, in the same sentence within the First Amendment, prohibited the establishment of a 

state religion and prohibited the passing of any laws that might interfere with religious freedom 
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(Carter p. 58). Their aim was separation, not elimination, of religion from government, as some 

political and religious conservatives argue. 

 

In his recent book, Our Endangered Values: America’s Moral Crisis, Jimmy Carter, a devout 

Baptist, explains how the influence of religious conservatives in government has distorted both 

our call as a wealthy democracy in a world stricken by poverty and tyranny and our call as 

people of God’s Kingdom, people of hope and patience, people called to testify to the truth 

through word and deed, not false piety. 

 

Carter notes that the “goals of a person or a denomination or a country are remarkably the same:  

• a desire for peace; 

• a need for humility, for examining one’s faults and turning away from them;  

• a commitment to human rights in the broadest sense of the words, based on a moral 

society concerned with alleviation of suffering because of deprivation or hatred or 

physical affliction;  

• and a willingness, even an eagerness, to share one’s ideals, one’s faith with others, to 

translate love in a person to justice” (pp. 59-60). 

 

The goals of a person and of a country are similar and Jesus sets the example for how, as 

persons, we seek that goal. We are called to follow Jesus example’ of self-uniting love, “to 

translate love in a person to justice.”  The Bible is not a political science textbook as some 

religious conservatives would have us believe. 

 

As we conclude the season of Pentecost and begin the Advent season, we are particularly aware 

that God’s kingdom is present-and-coming; is now, but not yet. When we testify to the ultimate 

reality that self-giving love unites all in God’s kingdom, we bring that kingdom closer to this 

broken world.  

 

In this way, a monarchy with Jesus as king is similar to a democracy in an important way. In a 

democracy, the authority of the government depends on the assent of the governed not the threat 

of force by a ruler. Similarly, our assent, our acceptance of God’s gift of grace, our willingness 

to follow Christ’s example, is necessary if we are to close the gap between God’s kingdom and 

this broken world. 

 

Jesus may be the accused in this earthly trial of John’s Gospel, but He is the judge at our own 

moment of reckoning. That moment of reckoning does not occur in some far off and future 

otherworldly place but occurs as often as we petition God to “give us this day, our daily bread.” 

 

How do we use our daily bread, God’s constant offer of grace and peace? Let us journey through 

Advent with Jesus and demonstrate our willingness, even an eagerness, to follow Christ’s 

example of self-uniting love, “to translate love in a person to justice in this world and thereby 

bring God’s kingdom just a little bit closer. Amen. 

 


