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SERMON FOR CHRIST THE KING  - 20 NOVEMBER 2016 
 

Texts: Jer 23: 1-6 
Col 1: 11-20 

Luke 23: 33-43 
 

Have you ever met a real King?  There are still quite a few reigning – Norway, Sweden, Denmark 
and Belgium all have monarchs – and there are kings also in, among others,  Bhutan, Cambodia, 
Saudi Arabia and Jordan. I have been presented to our own Queen. But today’s kings are mostly 
constitutional monarchs and their power is pretty limited. It was not so in Jesus’ day – remember 
Herod could command the slaughter of hundreds of babies, and his son Herod Antipas could have 
John the Baptist’s head cut off because a dancing girl asked for it. In New Testament days, a King 
was an absolute monarch – more like a  Sultan or emir today, and no-one could counter his 
power. Today, the last Sunday of the Church’s old year, we celebrate Christ as King, a King of 
absolute power – King over the universe; King over death, sin, and all the powers of darkness; 
King over demons and destructive forces, over temptations and fears… Christ reigns, to bring in 
his kingdom of justice and peace, joy and love. 
 
In our Jeremiah reading God judges and condemns earthly Kings who do not care for the people. 
He will punish them, and choose a righteous King, a descendant of David (therefore like David), a 
wise and just ruler and under him there will be safety and peace and prosperity. And his name? 
“The Lord is our righteousness” – in many translations, “our salvation”. What does the name 
Jesus, or Yeshua mean? It means Saviour  - as the angel said to Joseph (Matt 1.21) “He will save 
his people from their sins”. 
 
So our God is righteous and hates injustice; is powerful and will punish wrong; he will save his 
people.. We would like a King in God’s image, please. 
 
And so it will be – but Jeremiah could not foresee how God would bring that salvation to his 
people – that it would come through God himself as a man enduring suffering, persecution, 
injustice and finally judicial murder. He could not foresee, as many in Jesus’ own time (and since) 
could not accept, that God emptied himself to become no more than a slave and die a criminal’s 
death in order to reconcile humanity with Himself. And the deep truth is that it is in the suffering, 
and the self-sacrifice, that God’s glory is shown – for when we say “glory” we mean the true 
nature of God. In the earliest religious pictures showing Christ on the cross, he reigns. From the 
art of the 10th to 12th centuries we see images of Christ standing upright on the cross, his arms 
outstretched to bless. Here is no suffering Christ as Mel Gibson imagined him, bowed beneath the 
whip lashes, falling beneath his cross. Here God in Christ reigns from the cross, powerful, serene, 
in control of everything that happens. The inscription which Luke records as written over the 
cross – “This is Jesus the King of the Jews” is doubly ironic. Pilate intended it to say to the Jews 
“This is the ignominious end of anyone who sets himself up as King against the Roman 
authorities” – even perhaps – “this is what we Romans think of  those who lead the Jews” – which 
is why the chief priests wanted it changed to “He said I am the King….” But for us readers, the 
irony is on Pilate – because this really was the King, and not of the Jews only but of all nations 
and peoples under God.  
 
And in Luke’s account of the Crucifixion we see how Jesus reigns from the cross – he is 
somehow in control of the process all the way through. As the nails are hammered in, Jesus is not 
screaming – he is praying forgiveness for the soldiers and those responsible. In John’s gospel we 
learn that in the midst of his agony, he still attended to the needs of his mother, and committed her 
to John’s care (rather than to Jesus’ own brothers, unbelieving at this stage). When the penitent 
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thief asks to be remembered in Jesus’ Kingdom, Jesus assures him very directly “Today you will 
be with me in Paradise” – ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven, by the authority of the King of 
Paradise himself. King of this world and the next, and of the whole creation, indeed the whole 
universe. 
 
Paul in Colossians gives us a beautiful meditation on how we can understand Christ as King.  
First he mentions Christ’s glorious power, which can make us strong – we can trust in his power 
to give us the patience and endurance we need.  And we are to give thanks with joy, because God 
has kept a share, an inheritance for us in the Kingdom of Light. Then Paul reminds us that we 
have been brought safely into the Kingdom of his beloved Son – by the actions of the King 
himself, who has set us free and secured for us God’s forgiveness. Matter for thanks indeed! 
 
And then we have this beautiful and powerful passage which feels like poetry – perhaps an 
ancient hymn. In two stanzas Paul celebrates Christ as firstborn Son, and Lord of all things in 
heaven and earth. Between them is the central statement, that Christ is the head of his body, the 
Church; that means he is the source of the body’s life. Paul meditates on the different meanings of 
the word “head”. Jesus is the firstborn – the head of the family. He was there at the beginning – 
the fountainhead of all being. He is head over all, because all things were  created for him. And 
most significant, in the central place - he is the head of the body, his body, the Church. He is our 
source, our light, the fire in our heart and the wind in our sails. 
 
Also the poem moves from past to future. In the first stanza Jesus is celebrated as the moving 
force in creation, through whom all things were made. In the second stanza Jesus is risen from the 
dead and making peace though his blood, to reconcile all creation to God – looking forward to the 
fullness of the Kingdom over which he will rule. 
 
So much richness in a short passage!. But can we see what all this means for us? 
 
First Jesus is the likeness, the image, the icon of God. What God is like, Christ is like, and “in 
God is no unChristlikeness at all”. Jesus shows us what God is like, even though we can never see 
the invisible God. And we see that God – Jesus – is utter self-giving love. He pours himself out 
for us, he goes to the limit for us, he lays down his life for us.  Our reading started with a glad cry, 
“with joy give thanks to the Father”  - what else can we do, but give thanks! And study Jesus 
closely so that we too may grow into his image and likeness. 
 
Secondly, Jesus holds together the old world and the new – the first creation and the new world. 
The old world is not worthless or totally evil and corrupt (as some religions teach) – it was made 
by God, through Christ and it is intrinsically good. But it needs redeeming, renewing, healing – 
and that is what Jesus by the cross has done. He is both firstborn of all creation, and firstborn 
from the dead. In our environment day we were reminded that at the end God will make new, 
renewed, heaven and earth, not scrapping the old but restoring it to its fullness of beauty and 
fulfilment. And Jesus, who has lived with us in our present corrupt and pain-filled world will 
make that renewal possible. 
 
And thirdly, Jesus is human, and he shows us what the fulfilment of human potential looks like. 
Through the reconciliation he brought, we can begin to live in the kind of relationship, with the  
created order and with one another as well as with him, which God intended for us from the 
beginning. And we can best learn to do that in the company of other believers – in his body, the 
church, of which he is the head. So today we think of Christ the King, reigning from the Cross, 
reigning now in our hearts, reigning hereafter as the Lamb upon the throne, saving us from our 
sins, welcoming us into Paradise. Praise and glory to him for ever! 


