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SBB Sermon 20.11.16 
Jer. 23. 1-6; Col. 1. 11-20; Luke 23. 33-43 

 
 

INTRO: Authority problem? 
 

Do you have an “authority problem”? 
Do you struggle with the idea of someone who can tell you what to 
do? 
Maybe you were told that at school or at work some time?  
 
Do we like the idea of authority at all? I ask, because the question is 
raised by having a day in the church year called “Christ the King”.  
 
Christ the carpenter? Fine. 
Christ the story-teller? Yes. 
Christ the healer. Lovely. 
Christ the King? Hmmmm - less sure.  
 
Especially if people take this and say that governance is next to 
godliness, and God just happens to have put them in charge here: 
always a very handy belief if you happen to be a king. The book “On 
the Divine Right of Kings” was, curiously enough, not written by a 
coal miner or carer, but by King James I, who said: 
 
The state of monarchy is the supremest thing upon earth, for kings are God's 

lieutenants upon earth and sit upon God's throne.  

 
Do we buy into Christ the King, and the whole authority thing that 
goes with it?  
 
 

1. Authority gone wrong 
 

I’m not sure. 
 
You may now be thinking I might have an authority problem. I do. But 
I don’t think it’s a deep-seated psychological flaw in my character 
(but then I suppose I wouldn’t would I ... ?!) 
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But, no, I’ll own my authority problem, because it’s this:  
Authority as such: necessary. 
But authorities in the flesh: often rather rubbish.  
 
Who is the leader you admire most? A political leader, or a moral 
leader, an activist, maybe even a church leader? Who’s the leader 
you admire most, and why?  
 
I won’t ask who the leader you admire least is; we’d all have ideas. 
And my issue with calling Christ “King” is that we may then lump onto 
God some of the multiple failings of kings, bosses, managers, Prime 
Ministers and Presidents who get things wrong. 
 
 
2. Analogy 
 

Talking about God is tricky because we have to speak in pictures so 
much. If we call Christ “King”, then we’ll think see some kings in our 
minds, and imagine God is a bit like them. Now, if we see wise and 
careful rulers – great. But if the picture is Henry VIII, burning through 
wives at his own convenience, and beheading the ones he got really 
tired of. Or maybe of a king or two from Game of Thrones, most of 
whom I am hoping God really is not like.  
 
It’s much the same as calling God, “Father”: helpful if your dad was 
mainly good, kind, caring, supportive, gentle; pretty disastrous if he 
neglected you, beat you, or worse, or you never knew him.  
 
Picture language can help us understand God, but it’s a risky 
business, and especially so when the pictures involve power. Like 
many things, power can be used for good, or abused. And many don’t 
handle the power they have well, kindly or fairly. That’s why I have an 
authority problem. If you’ve ever been bullied at work, beaten at 
school or mistreated at home, you’ll share my reservations.  
 
And I’m not alone: many people who are turned off by Christianity 
and the church say one reason for this is about power. They see 
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Christianity as demanding that everyone be horribly submissive and 
meek, and then when some church leaders have abused the position 
of authority they have in the most terrible ways ... well, rejoicing in 
power language turns them right off.  
 
A few years ago, a trilogy of fantasy novels called His Dark Materials, 
aimed at teens, by the writer Philip Pullman, were hugely popular. 
The film, The Golden Compass, was based on the first one. In the 
books, the church is entirely evil. Serving a power called The 
Authority, capital A, it is into control, suppression, against 
spontaneity, and even wants to manage the desires of children by 
separating them from their souls – sort of.  
 
This is the picture Pullman has of the church and Christianity, which 
he encourages his young readers to have. I don’t share it, but I can 
see why he is so anti, and those reasons are a major barrier to faith 
for many. 
 
And, meanwhile, in wider society trust in leaders of all kinds is at a 
pretty historic all-time low at the moment.  
 
So, given all this, Christ the King?? 
 
 
3. God and power 
 

Well, it depends what you mean by “king”, and on how God handles 
power. 
 
God, it seems, shares our criticism of many kings and rulers.  
 
In our OT reading we heard God speaking through the prophet 
Jeremiah, in rage at those who had been rulers and who were meant 
to exercise that authority in the interests of all.  
 
He calls them shepherds, because that seems to be God’s preferred 
picture for rulers. But he says they’ve been bad shepherds.  
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God was actually against his people having a human king in the first 
place: when the Israelites wanted one, he warned them against it: 
through the prophet Samuel he said, “No, you don’t want to do that. 
He’ll rob you blind and steal your daughters. I’m your King.”  
 
“No, give us a proper king, like every other country has”, they said. 
 
“You want a king like other kings? OK, but don’t say I didn’t warn 
you”, said God, deeply offended he wasn’t king enough for them. 
 
I paraphrase 1 Samuel, but only very slightly.  
 
These kings, however, were largely bad shepherds. They have 
scattered the flock, not gathered it, says God. If you read Samuel and 
Kings, you see how rarely kings took their role as a responsibility 
under God, and how often they just did what they wanted. Even 
those who were largely good, like David and Solomon, were also 
corrupted by their power pretty horribly.  
 
So God tells the bad shepherds they are sacked: he says one day 
there will be good shepherds.  
 
So God shares our critique of power when it is not exercised well; he 
encourages us in our authority problem, if the problem is not really 
us, but the authorities in question.   
 
 
4. Authority that is good 
 

For it should not be this way. Authority is meant to be a good thing. It 
is meant to organise things, protect, restrain evil, help people grow 
food, make things, trade, mend the roads, make sure the bin men 
come on the right day, and other good things.  
 
And, as such, authority was part of God’s good creation of the world 
from the beginning. We read in Colossians that amazing picture of 
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Christ: “in him all things in heaven and on earth were created”: that’s 
the world, us and all there is. Yes, but the list of things he created 
goes on: “whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers”. So God 
invented authority, in a sort of act of cosmic delegation after all? So it 
seems. 
 
But not to give authorities a fiefdom where they can do as they 
please? No, because all these powers “have been created through 
him and for him.” 
 
Governments, in theory, were created for Christ?  
Local authorities, for Christ?  
The board room and the shop steward’s room, for Christ. 
The thrones of Kings and the offices of Presidents, for Christ. 
 
Yes, and all for his purposes, of enabling people to live and thrive in 
peace.  
 
Our God is the ultimate justification for authority, but also a huge 
challenge to how we do it. 
 
 
4. Christ the King 
 

For when Christ came, it looks like he too had an authority problem – 
he clashed with authorities a lot. When you read the gospels and see 
Jesus get angry, it is hardly ever with common people, or so-called 
sinners; it is nearly always with religious authorities, for he said that  
rather than helping people know God’s love, they put barriers up to 
prevent them coming. Jesus’ authority problem means he will not 
play the game with Jews or Romans, say the right thing, change his 
story, issue denials, promise to be good, run away. 
 
His authority problem leads him, where our gospel reading began, to 
the place called the Skull. There the authorities crucified him 
alongside two other criminals. And lifted, up on his throne of wood 
and nails, Jesus showed what God is really like: he was after all the 
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image of the invisible God, as Colossians said. And what is God like? 
“Father, forgive them; they have no idea what they are really doing.” 
He is making peace by the blood of his cross. 
 
Christ the King had come to show us all who God is and how we 
should live, but they didn’t want it. They mock him: “If you really are 
a King, save yourself!” 
 
But the sign over his head, ironically, was right: “This is the King of 
the Jews.”  
 
Here is our King.  
 
He will not be here forever – once dead, and buried he will rise and 
resume his reign, in a kingdom that creeps up on the world, that 
gradually takes hold whenever people come to see, here is God, and I 
will accept him as Lord. Then they know, truly, God has transferred 
them from the power of darkness and transferred them into the 
kingdom of his beloved son, in whom we have redemption, are 
forgiven.  
 
He will not impose his Kingdom. He allows us to reject him, even rule 
in appalling ways. But his rule is just and gentle, and never forces, 
never coerces, never abuses. His enthronement on the cross judges 
all abusive, corrupt and violent power, and our faith is that these 
things will wither one day away before the goodness and truth of this 
King’s way, and these things will be no more.  
 
This vision could not be more important in our world right now, 
where we are very exercised about who rules and how they will do it 
is – or, IMHO – we really should be. Because ruling is hard. People 
make mistakes. But it matters that rulers at least try to be just, and 
honest. The cross stands in judgement against them if they do not.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 



- 7 - 

Here is God, only good and only true. 
Here is Christ the King, and his way. 
 
You might want a King who’ll do things a little more quickly. 
 
I do. I want a king who will not let the western world self-destruct, 
rejoicing in lies, calling racism and misogyny “controversial” rather 
than racism and misogyny, and evil.  
 
But Christ the King will not impose his will even here. 
 
In the pain of the world we live in, some may say, as we look at 
Christ,  “If you are King, you’d sort this out; rescue us and your 
reputation.” 
 
But others may say, “Jesus, remember me when you do come into 
your Kingdom.”  
 
He invites us to be with him in Paradise, and – while we are all 
waiting to get there – to work with him to make this world more the 
way it will be when it is that Paradise, where all shall be well, and the 
perfect peaceful rule of Christ the King will be all.   
 
 
 
 

 
 


