
REGENTS OF OUR GOD AND KING 

 

  "Today we cannot claim to know the end and goal of history.  Therefore the question of meaning 
in history has become meaningless." 

                                Rudolf Bultmanni 

  "Now the situation of the Christian in the world is a revolutionary situation.  His share in the 
preservation of the world is to be an inexhaustible revolutionary force in the midst of the world." 

                                Jacques Ellulii  

 Now we must turn to the intriguing and usually neglected first-half of the phrase "royal 
priesthood."  The kingdom of God is the master thought of Jesus (used over one hundred times in 
the Gospels in comparison with only three references to the church).  The kingdom ministry of all 
believers expresses the exteriority of every member ministry--how the people of God express the 
redeeming and life-giving will and influence of God not just in the church but in the whole of 
creation. 

 In his commentary on First Peter, Alan Stibbs notes that (1) this phrase is a direct quote of 
Exodus 19:6; (2) both the Hebrew and he Greek communicate the idea of a kingdom and not 
merely a priesthood; (3) the only other New Testament occurrence of basileion is not simply an 
adjective meaning "royal" but a noun meaning "a palace" or "king's court"; (4) while it is possible 
that the phrase might mean that the Christian community is a royal house it is more likely that 
Christians are called to reign with Christ and share his sovereignty and kingship, especially in the 
light of Zechariah 6:13--where the Branch "will sit and rule on his throne.  And he will be a priest 
on his throne"--and Revelation 5:10--"you have made them (the believers from every tribe, people 
and nation) to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God."iii  The idea that believers are royalty 
opens up one of the most neglected areas of New Testament discipleship. 

1. UNDERSTANDING THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

 It is not an overstatement to say that the kingdom was the master thought of Jesus.  It is 
used over one hundred times in the Gospels in comparison with only three references to the 
church.  The kingdom was the subject of his first sermon: "The time has come.  The kingdom of 
God is near.  Repent and believe the good news" (Mark 1:15).  It was also the subject of his last 
sermon on earth when the disciples asked, "Lord are you going at this time to restore the kingdom 
to Israel?" (Acts 1:6). 

1.1 What the Kingdom Is 

 It is not a realm, a territory, but the rule of God as King (Luke 19:12,15; Rev 11:15; 1 Cor 
15:24).  More accurately the kingdom is the rule of the sovereign (God's expressing his will and 
powerful presence) plus the response of the subjects (as they yield the sway of the sovereign.  
Rule without response is less than the kingdom.  In this matter the Queen of England provides a 



graphic negative model of how many Christians inadvertedly regard the King.  Queen Elizabeth 
reigns but she does not rule.  And many so-called Christians defer to the position of God as 
supreme ruler, but in actuality do not respond as subjects.  The kingdom involves both rule and 
response. 

 But the emphasis in gospels and letters is not on "the kingdom" but "the kingdom of God" 
(or in the more Jewish gospel of Matthew, "the kingdom of heaven").  Richard T. France carefully 
shows that both the Hebrew/Aramaic malkut(a) and the Greek basileia refer to the act of being a 
king rather than to a concrete place, such as a realm.  Various alternative phrases have been 
crafted to communicate this: "God in strength," "God's actual exertion of royal force" (B.D. 
Chilton), "the saving sovereignty" (Beasley-Murray), and "the divine government" (R.T. France).iv  
France concludes,  

 As God the king exercises his authority in his world, and people respond to it, there 
the 'kingdom of God' will be experienced in many ways.  There can be no one place, 
time, event or community which is 'the kingdom of God', any more than 'the will of 
God' can be tied down to any specific situation or event. 'The kingdom of God' is 
God in saving action, God taking control in his world, or to use our title, 'divine 
government'.v 

 With penetrating insight Christians through the centuries have considered Jesus to be the 
autobasileia--the kingdom in his own person.  Jesus did more than teach about the kingdom.  He 
embodies both the rule of God in bringing liberation, peace and hope, and the response of the 
people which, throughout the history of Israel was fitful and half-hearted but in Jesus is total.  So 
we can gratefully affirm that with Jesus the kingdom has come.  "But if I drive out demons by the 
finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come to you" (Luke 11:20).  This kingdom is  moral, not 
nationalistic (John 18:36), spiritual, not material (Rom 14:17).  It is God's work not man's. 

1.2 Where the Kingdom is 

 The kingdom is in the hearts of humankind as a new creation (Mark 10:15; Luke 17:21; 
Matt 12:28).  Indeed to become a Christian is quite simple equivalent to entering the kingdom of 
God (John 3:3).  There are not first and second class Christians: first, for those who observe the 
kingdom teaching of Jesus and enter by the narrow way, and second, for those who are merely 
members of the church.  So the church is a pole of response to the regal claims of God in Jesus, like 
the iron filings that line up with the pull of a magnet.  The church represents an "outcropping" of 
the kingdom in the same way that outcroppings of strata in a highway cut through a hill reveals 
outcropped strata that extends in a hidden way beneath the soil.  In the same way the church is 
not exactly the same as the kingdom.  The rule of God and the response of his creation (both 
animate and inanimate, both nonhuman and human) is more extensive than is visible in the 
church.  But the church exists as an agent of the kingdom, as a people dedicated to serving the 
King and witnessing by word and deed to the rule of God in Jesus (Matt 5:13-16).  But the kingdom 
is ambiguous: it is here and not yet here! 

1.3 When the Kingdom Comes  



 The New Testament declares that the kingdom is now, not a future ideal (Luke 4:17ff; 
10:23ff; Matt 12:28; 21:31; 23:13). The exorcisms accomplished by Jesus (Mark 1:23-27, 32-34, 39; 
3:11, 15, 22) are signs of the irruption of the kingdom of God into the spurious rule of Satan.vi  At 
the same time the kingdom is not yet, awaiting a final consummation (Matt 25:31ff; Mark 14:25; 
Matt 8:11; Matt 24; Mark 13).  Jesus has been enthroned as the heavenly king but he has not yet 
returned to bring his kingdom to complete consummation.vii  Living with the tension of this "here 
and now" and "not yet fully here and coming" is indispensable to the royal priesthood.  We must 
never serve as though the kingdom were a dream of utopia in some distant day.  But neither must 
we serve as though all there is to the kingdom can be realized in our present experience of the 
Christian life.  We live in the overlap of the ages--the old and the new.  Until Christ comes again we 
will experience the reality of both ages, but we must choose to live in the light of new age, the 
wedge of God's rule driven into this age as we wait for, and "speed" the consummation of the 
kingdom when Christ will introduce a new heaven and a new earth.   

 Oscar Cullmann used the two days from the Second World Way, D Day (the day when the 
battle turned in favour of the Allies) and V Day (the day of final victory.  With Christ's coming, his 
death and resurrection, D Day has happened.  The kingdom has come.  With Christ's second 
coming V Day will happen.  In the meantime, between D Day and V Day, we are called to live with 
the radical demands of being a kingdom people and we cannot relegate the kingdom teaching of 
Jesus to some future day of millennial bliss.  Jesus concluded the Sermon on the Mount with these 
sobering words, "Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice 
is like a wise man who built his house on the rock" (Matt 7:24). 

1.4 What the Kingdom Demands 

 The kingdom demands a total response in faith (Luke 16:16; Matt 1:12; Matt 10:34-39; 
13:44-45; 16:24) and a radical lifestyle (Matt 6:33; Mark 10:23-25).  Some, thinking that the 
kingdom has not really come, reduce the work of believers exclusively to personal evangelism.  In 
so doing they miss much of the presence of the kingdom.  Evangelism is the centre but not the 
circumference of kingdom mission.  Others, believing the kingdom has fully come, try to realize all 
social, political, aesthetic and relational dimensions of the kingdom now, failing to come to grips 
with fallen human nature and the intransigency of the structures that form the invisible 
background for the believer's life and work in the world.  The truth is that the kingdom has come 
and yet is still coming.  Living with kingdom consciousness therefore requires radical obedience 
and faith, since we cannot yet see the city to which we are moving. 

1.5 Being the Kingdom People 

 While the emphasis of Jesus in his teaching and actions was on a divine government which 
would not by achieved by human effort, God's people (laos) participates in this divine irruption 
and becomes his primary agency on earth for the purposes of his kingdom.  Once again, the laos is 
not kingdom as realm but kingdom as rule--God's active governance of the world through his own 
people.   

 Once again we can refer to an hourglass to present visually the connection of the Old and 
New Covenants.  At the top if the rule of Adam and Eve as priests and kings of creation.  They were 



given "dominion" or "regency" (Gen 1:26) which is the derivative rule of people who represent and 
participate in the rule of a monarch.  They were never intended to be autonomous rulers.  But king 
and queen they were.  Indeed, the description in Genesis 2:2 of the situation of creation  when 
"there was no man to work the ground" indicates that the world was not made for humankind, but 
humankind was made for the world, "to work it and take care of it" (2:15).  Every human being has 
what we earlier called these three full-time jobs as regents of the King: communion, community-
building and co-creativity.  As the family of promise became, in the history of salvation, the people 
of promise, it was expected that just as the whole people would be priests, in the same way they 
would be kings, or more accurately regents--visible representatives of an invisible (though not 
absent) monarch.  Obviously as time went on, even the tribal confederacy bonded by their 
common loyalty and regency to Yahweh was not sufficient, and the people demanded a king "like 
all the nations" (1 Sam 8:5).  Whether the monarchy was originally God's idea or a concession to 
human weakness--the scripture is somewhat ambiguous on this matter--God wove his purpose 
into the monarchy and envisioned sending his own Son as the true king in the line of David.  So the 
hourglass narrows once again as the kingdom and the monarchy become embodied in the person 
standing before Pilate and being asked, "You are a king, then!" (John 18:36).   

 Taking the gospel accounts of the trial together it is clear that Jesus is both affirming that 
he is the true king of Israel (embodying both the rule and the response) but not in the way that 
Jewish people expected the king to be.  His answer could be roughly translated, "Yes I am a king 
but not in the way you and the Jewish leaders are thinking of the king of Israel."  Just as Jesus said, 
"one greater than the temple is here" (Matt 12:6), so Jesus in effect said that one greater than the 
Jewish king was here.  His supreme kingly act was his work of redemption on the cross where his 
obedience to death and the sovereign rule of God expressed in this full and final sacrifice, meant 
the tearing down of the pretentious powers of politics, culture and religion (as represented in the 
polyglot title on the cross), overcoming the power of satan and sin, and liberating the human race 
for healing and salvation.  The kingdom has come.  And believers are invited not only to enter the 
kingdom (to become citizens and subjects) but to share the rule of Christ the king now 
(substantially) and eventually in a complete way (Matt 20:21-23).  The hourglass widens to include 
the people of the kingdom.  

 To repeat, church leaders are not rulers like the kings and elders of the Old Testament.  
Prophets, priests and kings find their fulfilment in Jesus, not in church leaders.  In Jesus all the 
people share the kingly rule and kingdom response of Jesus.  No believer has this authority within 
himself or herself.  It is derivative like the priesthood of all the believers.  Some of our African 
friends in a rapidly growing church understand this better than we do.  I asked one pastor whether 
in his country they cast out demons.  He said, "No, we never do.  Jesus does!" 

I asked whether he prayed to get the demon to name himself and he said, "No, why would we do 
that, when Jesus knows all about the person?"  "Do you pray for hours?"  "No, two of us go in the 
name of Jesus.  We pray.  We leave and then we return the next day to see what Jesus has done!"  
So sublime, and so true! 

2. EXPERIENCING AND SERVING THE KINGDOM OF GOD  



2.1 Now--The Presence of the Kingdom of God  

The Christian vocation involves extending the rule of God in and outside the church--bringing in 
the Kingdom and not just bringing in the church!  A few summary remarks are in order to 
summarize what the kingdom of God means to Christians today: 

 2.1.1  Christians together should expect Jesus to continue his kingdom ministry through 
them, liberating people in bondage, preaching good news and bringing peace.   

Christians announce the rule of God when they proclaim the Gospel and share their faith.  In so 
doing, they bring forgiveness, deliverance, healing and hope.  Once again, the "royal" part of the 
priesthood is not mainly an individual dignity but a corporate one.  Christ does not dwell fully in 
the individual believer but rather fills the people of God corporately with himself.  So the kingdom 
ministry of Jesus is a corporate ministry continued through his people communally.  God's varied 
grace (1 Peter 4:10) can be expressed to the world only as a community, just as white light can 
only be expressed when are the colours of the spectrum are harmonized. 

 2.1.2  Christians are not helpless before the principalities and powers which dog their steps 
in this world.  The powers have been stripped of their illusionary power by the cross of Christ.   

Christ "disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over 
them by the cross" (Col 2:15).  They are what Cullmann called "chained beasts, kicking themselves 
to death."  When the gospel is preached, strongholds are torn down and satan's demons go 
screaming for cover.  When Christians don the armour of Christ, they are not only protected but 
empowered for kingdom offensive. 

 Luther was eloquent on this subject: 

 First, as to kingship, every Christian is by faith so exalted above all things that by a spiritual 
power he is lord of all things without exception, so that nothing can do him any harm 
whatever, nay, all things are made subject to him and compelled to serve him to his 
salvation. . . (Rom. 8:28, 1 Cor. 3:22ff).  Not as if every Christian were set over all things, to 
possess and control them by physical power--a madness with which some churchmen are 
afflicted--for such power belongs to kings, princes and men and earth . . . . The power of 
which we speak is spiritual; it rules in the midst of enemies, and is mighty in the midst of 
oppression, which means nothing else than that strength is made perfect in weakness, and 
that in all things I can find profit unto salvation, so that the cross and death itself are 
compelled to serve me and to work together with me for my salvation . . . Lo, this is the 
inestimable power and liberty of Christians.viii 

 2.1.3  As a kingdom people Christians should thrive on ministry outside the church as well 
as inside, developing kingdom consciousness, turning their workplaces into arenas where the 
presence of the kingdom should make a difference in policies and relationships.   

Christians who embrace the royal priesthood must repent of their bigotry that God is working only 
inside the church.  The church is merely the outcropping of the kingdom, and sometimes not a 
good one at that. 



 2.1.4  As the agent for the kingdomix the church should take the big view and step behind 
the evangelism/social action debate to grasp God's cosmic plan of uniting all things (education, 
politics, aesthetics, creational stewardship, etc) in Jesus Christ (Eph 1:10; 1:20-23; 3:10).x   

The purpose of the church is not to 'bring in' the church, but to 'bring in' the kingdom of God. 

 2.1.4  P. J. Hoedemacher said that "the church is the suffering form of the kingdom of 
God."xi  Regarding the church as the agent for the kingdom means that in one sense the church is 
dispensable.  The body of Christ is not the body beautiful, to be preened and pampered, but the 
body to be given in service of the King.   

While parachurch organizations have heard this call local churches, by and large, continue their 
"maintenance" mentality.  But the church true to its kingdom calling is always living by dying to 
itself. 

 2.1.5  The people of God as a royal priesthood can never be contained within an institution.  
It is essentially, as Howard Snyder says, "a charismatic community and God's pilgrim people, his 
kingdom of priests."xii 

Commenting on Psalm 110:3 Luther expounded the priestly office and adornment of the 
priesthood of all believers in terms of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  

Well, what is this "holy adornment," these priestly garments which adorn the Christians so that 
they become His holy priesthood?  Nothing else that the beautiful, divine, and various gifts 
of the Holy Spirit, as St. Paul (Eph 4:11,12) and St. Peter (1 Peter 4:10) say, which were 
given to Christendom to advance the knowledge and the praise of God, a function which is 
carried out pre-eminently by the ministry of the preaching of the Gospel . . . .xiii 

So the church is organized as the human body is, around life.  It is primarily an organism and only 
secondarily an organization.    

 2.1.6  Finally, as Howard Snyder says in Community of the King, kingdom consciousness 
requires living a life of radical discipleship.   

 The present expression of the Kingdom demands crucifixion ethics not triumphal ethics.  
The church today must not live as if the Kingdom were already fully established; it is called 
to live the paradox of the King who ended up on a cross.  Therefore, a new consciousness 
of the Kingdom today means a new awareness of the demands of discipleship.xiv  

2.2 Not Yet, but Coming--The Certain Coming of the Kingdom 

 Being God's people in the world involves living with practical heavenlymindedness.  
Eschatology is, as Jurgen Moltmann says, the most pastoral of all disciplines.  Biblical eschatology 
shows us that we are set not at the dismal end of the human story but at the dawning of a new 
age.  Yet, waiting for the second coming of Christ and the full consummation of the Kingdom is not 
a passive pasture but dynamic as we shape our lives in the light of our ultimate homeland, living by 
hope, and not just faith and love! 



 The role of eschatology (end times thinking) on the lay vocation can have many positive 
fruits.   

(1) It will help us view time as a gift to be received rather than a resource to be managed; (2) it will 
shows us that work done in this world is not resultless but may in some way beyond our 
imagination, contribute to a world without end; (3) it will inspire us to holy living since we are 
preparing ourselves for a great rendezvous with the Lord himself; (4) it will inspire us to share the 
good news of Jesus since the delay in his coming is simply to give people maximum opportunity to 
turn to God, and to give his children maximum opportunity to share what they know; (5) it will 
inspire us to responsible stewardship of the earth as our future is not to be in a "spiritual" heaven, 
but in a new heaven and a new earth; (6) it will inspire us to see our daily work as a meaningful 
contribution to the kingdom of God which will outlast this world; (7) it will liberate us from a 
messianic complex (or inappropriate egoism) since the future is ultimately in God's hands and he 
will being his kingdom to consummation his own way at his own time; (8) it will give proportion to 
our life in this world--we do not have to find complete fulfilment in this life or to have every 
possible experience; (9) it enables us to live hopefully with personal injuries and injustices over 
which we have no power, knowing that God will judge in the end and make all things right; and 
(10) it will equip us to live practically in this world with a healthy desire for heaven.  C.S. Lewis is 
quoted as saying that if we find that nothing in this world ultimately satisfies us, it is a powerful 
argument that we were made for a better world and a better life. 

 Only heavenly-mindedness can save us from living in the past (in our attempt to find hope 
in what used to be), or from living in the future (anticipating the next thing we will do in our 
attempt to create meaning in the future because we have not found it in the present.  So, 
ironically, heavenlymindedness equips us to live fully in the present because the present is secured 
in the future.  The Kingdom is not yet and now.  Lesslie Newbigin comments on this with great 
depth: 

We can commit ourselves without reserve to all the secular work our shared humanity 
requires of us, knowing that nothing we do in itself is good enough to form part of 
that city's building, knowing that everything--from our most secret prayers to our 
most public political acts--is part of that sin-stained human nature that must go 
down into the valley of death and judgement, and yet knowing that as we offer it 
up to the Father in the name of Christ and in the power of the Spirit, it is safe with 
him and--purged in fire--it will find its place in the holy city at the end.xv  

 

 Three metaphors (two of them directly given by the Bible) describe the Christian as a 
kingdom person and the people of God as agents for the kingly rule of Christ: 

(1) Salt -- preserving, protecting and bringing the taste out. 

(2) Light -- illuminating, drawing out the meaning of life and pointing the way to God and his 
kingdom 



(3) Spy (while this last metaphor is not directly suggested by scripture, the 12 spies going into 
Canaan (Josh 2:1; Heb 11:31) provide a fascinating analogy for living in one world while spying out 
the next, being a citizen of one kingdom and sharing fully in its life while being subject to another 
kingdom and another King.  The idea of the Christian as a spy was first suggested to me by Jacques 
Ellul: 

 (The Christian) is the citizen of another Kingdom, and it is thence that he derives his 
way of thinking, judging and feeling.  His heart and his thought are elsewhere.  He is 
the subject of another State, he is the ambassador of this State upon earth; that is 
to say, he ought to present the demands of his Master, he establishes a relation 
between the two, but he cannot take the side of this world.  He stands up for the 
interests of his Master, as an ambassador champions the interests of his country.  
From another point of view (and here the relation is quite different), he may also 
be sent out as a spy.  In fact that is the situation of the christian: to work in secret, 
at the heart of the world, for his Lord; to prepare for his Lord's victory from within; 
to create a nucleus in this world, and to discover its secrets, in order that the 
Kingdom of God may break forth in splendour.xvi (Ellul also explores the Christian 
community as a prophet -- p.50). 

 3. Kingly Priests and Priestly Kings 

 Our examination of both the royal and the priestly metaphors of lay ministry have led to 
two crucial discoveries.  First, in the new community formed around the resurrected Christ, no one 
can be a solitary priest or even a solitary king.  Lay ministry is people ministry.  But the second is 
equally significant: no one has priestly or regal ministry in himself or herself.  It is derived from our 
real relationship together in Christ.  Only together in Christ can believers touch the world for God 
as priests and through servant leadership and kingdom power demonstrate that Christ is the 
autobasileia.  Priesthood and royalty belong together.  Priesthood without kingship could easily 
degenerate into a new sacerdotalism, albeit a communal one.  And Christianity would be 
considered a superior religion.  Kingship without priesthood could easily degenerate into do-
goodism without the touch of God, world-transformation without spiritual transfiguration.  
Together, the royal priesthood is able to praise God in acted words directed Godward in worship, 
and incarnational mission directed to the world to declare glory among the nations.  Like common 
salt which is composed of two deadly poisons--sodium and chlorine--which taken together are life-
giving, so the laos of God must be both priestly and kingly. 

Together they salt the earth.  With great eloquence Luther pleads for the recovery of the royal 
priesthood, and for the faith without which it can never be realized. 

 Who then can comprehend the lofty dignity of the Christian?  Through his kingly power he 
rules over all things, death life and sin, and through his priestly glory is all-powerful with 
God, because God does the things he asks and desires. . . (Ps. 145:19).  To this glory a man 
attains, surely not by any works of his, but by faith alone."xvii 
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