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A Homily preached by       “Kingdom of God vs. Kingdom of the World”
The Rev’d Jo Popham         First Sunday in Lent

    March 13, 2011
Matthew 4:1-11

Jesus went into the wilderness to pray, he went to be with God. He fasted. He fasted to

be see God more clearly. Those who fast say that they experience clarity. They

experience things more deeply. Yes, Jesus did go to the desert to the wilderness to find

God. But God was not lost. He went to pray and prepare to live into his ministry, to show

God’s love to this world. We too can go on retreat, can take ourselves away from the

world’s distractions to find God. But, as one of my girls said, we have to come home

from church camp, we have to come back from retreat, we have to come home from

Entheos, refreshed, yes, but we have to come home to live in the world.

Satan tempted, tested Jesus after his 40 days on retreat. Yes, he was hungry, but not

hungry enough to deny his Messianic mission. Jesus could have ruled the world. Jesus

could have accepted the status quo of the rebellious state of the world, he could have

accepted that selfishness had triumphed over selflessness in the world, he could have

accepted that practical atheism prevails. But Jesus quoted from God’s law from Scripture,

from Deuteronomy. He refused to use his power selfishly for himself. Jesus preferred

God’s word to the material things of the world. Jesus did not resort to miracles to save

himself from the temptations of Satan. No, his relationship to God was more important

than himself. Jesus loved God more than himself, more than anything in the world, more

than Satan or we could offer.

Matthew’s gospel is about the conflict between the kingdom of God and the kingdom

of the world. And Jesus is the representative of the kingdom of God. But more than that,

Jesus was and is the founder of a new humanity and the perfect lover of God. He was

temped to not love God with his whole being. But Jesus was and is the model of love.
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We too are tempted. We are tempted to reject God, to love the world more than God.

And we must choose. Jesus calls us to choose God – at the risk of our life and at the cost

of wealth. That is the challenge for us, isn’t it: to love God with all our hearts and soul

and might.  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, ... soul, and ... might;”
the “heart” being the seat of will, of moral choice; “soul” meaning life; and “might”
meaning possessions.

In a manner of speaking, we will be on retreat over the next 40 days. Throughout Lent

we will have the opportunity to be reminded of God’s love and the conflict between the

two kingdoms – God’s kingdom and the kingdom of the world. And we will be tempted

to live in this world. The question is not only whether we love God or the world, but

whether we can afford to wait until our 40 days of renewal is over. Those who perished in

Japan in the last several days from the 8.9 earthquake or from the rush of the Tsunami

may not have had the opportunity to learn about God’s love and may not have made the

choice to love God over worldly things. The earthquake was an equal opportunity force

of nature. The devastation hit the rich and the poor. I could say from experience that the

hurricanes and flooding in 2005 in Louisiana had the same leveling affect on all of

society, rich and poor and everyone in between. In his later teachings, Jesus, the great and

best lover of God, would show his preference for the poor. We surely know that it is

harder for the rich to love God with all their will and life and possessions, because they

have more to lose.

The year was 1832 in the teeming, squalid streets of Paris where the rift between the

rich and the poor had become unbearable. Many, rich and poor, had chosen the world,

and the world had failed them miserably. In Les Miserables Jean Valjean raised Fantine’s

child Cosette as his own. After one particular brutal battle of the French revolution where

many sing of God’s absence, Valjean saves the injured Marius from certain death to

return to the young man to his true love Cosette.

Valjean standing over Marius at the barricade begs, no prays:
God on high
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Hear my prayer
In my need

You have always been there

He is young
He's afraid

Let him rest
Heaven blessed.

Bring him home. Bring him home. Bring him home.

In the end Valjean thanks God that he does get to see his Cosette and Marius united in

marriage. “Thank God, thank God, I've lived to see this day” he sings.

FANTINE ghost sings:
Come with me

Where chains will never bind you
All your grief

At last, at last behind you.
Lord in Heaven,

Look down on him in mercy.

VALJEAN sings to God:
Forgive me all my trespasses
And take me to your glory.

FANTINE responds:
Take my hand

And lead me to salvation.
Take my love,

For love is everlasting.

Then together they end with:
And remember

The truth that once was spoken
To love another person

Is to see the face of God.

In the last month we have witnessed revolutions in Egypt and Libia, recently in the

Sudan, and in the more distant past in many countries around the world. We should not

see these world changing events just through the eyes of world leaders, through the

interests of any world power. Lest we forget, at the heart of every revolution there are

love stories: love of power, yes, but also love of freedom. God wants God’s people to be

free, my friends, free to love one another and free to love God. In the conflict between the

kingdom of God and the kingdom of this world, may we all continue to fight for that

freedom to prevail for all God’s peoples of the world.


