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Matthew 6:25-34

Building the Kingdom

I appreciate the opportunity to be here this evening.  I enjoyed the chance to hear Bert last night, which was my first opportunity to hear him preach.  I liked his introduction with the Tom T. Hall song; if, however, I start singing someone please stop me. Hopefully, I will be able to be here tomorrow evening to hear Michael.


Carl is very important to so many of us pastors.  He has been an encourager and a mentor to us and has been an invaluable friend to me.

I want to read one of the great passages of Scripture – Matthew 6:25-34.  I want us to examine verse 34 specifically but we’ll read the entire passage.

This evening, I want us to talk about the idea of Building the Kingdom.  As we read through the gospels, we find that the kingdom of God is at the very core of the teaching of Jesus.  We are invited by Jesus to help build the kingdom of God, how can we do that?
1.  Grow a greater sense of community.


It’s amazing to me that Carl is approaching ten years here and has the longest tenure in the history of the church – and he’s the interim pastor.  And that’s after his thirty-plus years in Campbellsburg.  Michael is almost at 25 years in Eminence.  This is so far beyond an average pastoral tenure of only two to three years, which is sinfully brief.

I think it’s a scandal that pastoral tenure is so short.  What are we saying to our culture as we preach about commitment and faithfulness and then our pastors move on after just a few short years?  I fault both pastors and churches for this problem.  Pastors know there is a career ladder that exists in ministry much the same as any profession.  And there are issues of supporting a family; there are financial realities to life.  But the Scriptures are clear about the calling of God when it comes to these matters.  God did not talk to Moses about securing an adequate compensation package.  He didn’t speak to Abraham about retirement benefits.  Jesus didn’t tell Peter, Andrew, James and John to lease out their fishing business for a good price while they were following him; he didn’t tell Matthew to get a good sale price on his tax-collecting business.  These are the hard realities of answering a call.

But neither should churches underestimate what it means for a family to come into a community, oftentimes hundreds of miles away from any family.  They need to understand that ministers have families who need their time and attention, especially when they have young children.

The reality is it is simply too easy for a church and for a pastor to move on to the next person or the next place.  The Scripture tells us the church is the body of Christ and his body should not be so easily pulled apart.  We are getting to the point where we merely reflect our society’s propensity toward short-term relationships and the failure to enter into long relationships.  It has become too easy to leave either church or pastor as a way of avoiding the hard work of growing together into a sense of oneness.  

And further, what does it say that so few are willing to come to rural areas?  Why are so few willing to enjoy any kind of tenure in a small town or rural area?  I attended a meeting a few years ago and the leader of the meeting, during a break, told one of the participants I’ll never pastor another rural church.  The person he was speaking to was in hearty agreement with him.  I didn’t say anything, and I regret that I did not challenge them, especially as one is a leader in our state convention.


Most of Jesus’ ministry took place in rural areas.  He spent time in Jerusalem, but it was in the small towns and rural areas that he spent most of his ministry.  Today, many pastors understand that a large, urban or suburban church provides a platform that is far broader and more visible from which they can launch a more well-known public ministry.  But we are called to be faithful to where we are called, and I fear that many can no longer allow themselves to hear the call to rural ministry.

We also build community by appreciating and accepting our uniqueness rather than moving toward the consolidation of religious life.  There is an offensive sameness to churches that is growing in our culture.  So many churches believe they need the same things every other church has if they are to compete for members.  Churches are becoming much like communities where they are located – just as Shelbyville and LaGrange have the same things every other community has the same is increasingly true of churches.  Where is the uniqueness, where is the unique vision for each particular community?


Many of you remember when schools consolidated.  My home county consolidated in 1969 and I still remember how contentious it was.  Consolidation changed communities very drastically.  Consolidation has since moved on to business; now we have all the big box stores that have decimated Main Streets and small town businesses.  Consolidation has also moved on to churches.  Not too many years ago a megachurch was a church with 1,000 people in attendance.  That doesn’t even get you in the door any longer of being considered a megachurch.  The consolidation of churches into fewer and fewer megachurches has left behind many smaller churches who now struggle to keep their doors open.  Consolidation of churches, which has led to the destruction of communities, is now leading to the destruction of community churches. 

One of the reasons behind this change is the growing sense of a transactional relationship more and more people have with churches.  As long as I receive something, I will attend.  Just as we now look to the big box stores to provide us the best deal at the lowest cost, the same dynamic is infiltrating churches.  Now it’s I want the best deal for my family at the lowest cost to me personally.  But the best deal for our families is not found in forsaking our communities for the biggest, the latest and the greatest in churches; it’s in teaching our children the reality of a sacred bond that exists between ourselves and our church.  It’s modeling the truth that we are the people of God, called into relationship with one another in a bond that transcends time and extends into eternity.  It is a bond that is far too easily set aside today, and churches are poorer because of it. 
2.  We must understand the difference between earthly kingdoms and the kingdom of God.

This is always a dangerous area in which to speak, so I hope I will be understood properly.  I have strong political opinions, and I assume you do as well.  When I talk to someone about politics, I find that I am considered a very insightful so long as I agree with the other person; when they disagree with me suddenly I become just another idiot.


In John 18:36, as Jesus stands before Pilate, he says my kingdom is not of this world.  If my kingdom were of this world, then my servants would be fighting, that I might not be delivered up to the Jews; but as it is, my kingdom is not of this realm.

Those words seem to be lost in this day and age of culture wars and religious special interest groups.  When Jesus says his kingdom is not of this realm he doesn’t just mean it’s not of the earth; he is also saying his kingdom doesn’t operate the same way as an earthly kingdom, but that seems to have been forgotten today. 

Jesus was not trying to make a better version of an earthly kingdom.  When the church becomes about politics, very often it is the wrong kind of politics – it’s politics of an earthly kingdom and not a heavenly kingdom.  Jesus was calling us to something different – it is a different way of living and seeing the world.  It’s a politics that is neither left, right or center; it is a politics that recognizes if you do things in the same old way you get the same old results. 

What we have today are ministers and churches defining the Christian position in increasingly partisan ways.  And that partisanship has caused people to become skeptical about churches and ministers becoming involved in politics because they sense we are not being kingdom minded enough.  

There are so many who want to define the Christian position in their partisan ways that they overlook the truth that the Christian position is simply love; love that is not just an attitude, but a way of doing life and doing politics as well.  And the difficulty is that politics does not mix very well with love.  If you practice love in politics you will be used and you will be viewed suspiciously and you will also probably lose.

And I think that is exactly the intent of Jesus, because God’s will cannot be accomplished by making a better version of what we already have.  No political system that has ever existed or now exists – including our own – can put aside its self-interest long enough to totally reflect the kingdom agenda and love of Jesus.  The kingdom of God is not advanced by making a better version of a political system or government and it is not God’s intent to improve what we have, but rather it is his intent to introduce something that is radically different from anything we have ever experienced or seen.  It is to bring the kingdom of God to replace the kingdom of men.  In the words of Huston Smith, what would the world look like if God were the king?  It would certainly look very different from what we have today.


And Jesus commands us to be his agents to help that kingdom to come, and that means we have to think, believe and act very differently.  

3.  Have but one master of our souls.

In Matthew 6:24 Jesus says no one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will hold to one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God and mammon.

I think it would be nice if our lives were about the choice between only two masters.  If the choice were only between God and mammon, though it would be a tough choice, it would be better than the multitude of masters that now compete for our hearts, minds and souls.


Here is my fear – we are giving ourselves away in little pieces, and what we are missing is that each little piece we give away only requires more of us.  When we start down the road of giving away pieces of who we are, of our time, of our hearts and minds, the world will not be content to receive just the small pieces – the world will demand everything of us – our hearts, our minds and our souls.  It starts with a little bit of time, which becomes more time, and even though it may be good – and sometimes important things – that compete for our attention, there is a point where we say here is a sacred time and place that we will protect.

It’s an odd historical irony to me that what the Roman Empire sought to do – and could not do – we are in danger of doing ourselves.  The Roman Empire persecuted the early church in an effort to destroy it; but the persecution only made it stronger.  Now, with no persecution in our society, the goal of ancient Rome is gaining a foothold.  But it’s not persecution that endangers the church; it is in giving ourselves away, a little bit at a time.


Many in our culture believe we live in such a great time because we have so many options, so many choices and so many opportunities.  The reality, though, is that all of those choices and opportunities are carving our hearts, minds and souls into smaller and smaller pieces.  Instead of choosing between two masters, we are now falling captive to a multitude of masters, but each one as demanding in their ownership of us.
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