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Christ the King
For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, 14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. 16 For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. 17 He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 18 And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. 19 For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, 20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. (Colossians 1:13-20)
You Are a Spiritual Immigrant

What would it be like to be an immigrant?  Most of us were born in this country and it’s hard for us to imagine what an immigrant is really thinking.  Did you know that most immigrants want to learn English?  Even though they tend to join communities that speak their native language – just as our German or Polish ancestors did – most immigrants want to learn English and almost always, their children become fluent in English very quickly.  Most immigrants transfer their loyalty to their new country.  They want to be Americans – even many of those who don’t go through the process of obtaining U.S. citizenship.  They begin to identify with this country, even though they still have loyalty to whatever country they came from and even though they struggle with conflicts and attitudes that they meet here.  What would it be like to be an immigrant?  You and I might feel like we’ll never know because we’ve never experienced it.  But in that regard we would be wrong.  Maybe you’ve never moved to a new country to start a new life, but spiritually speaking, that’s exactly what we all did.  St. Paul tells every one of us: “You are a spiritual immigrant.”
I.


Paul says, “For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves…”  We left the spiritual country we were born in – “the dominion of darkness” – and we came to a new country, “the kingdom of the Son.”  You are a spiritual immigrant.  You have a new country.

I once spent a couple of weeks working with the Lutheran church in Cuba.  One day, I was passing the ocean near Havana.  A member pointed out that the beach was totally deserted.  He told how not long before, that beach had been crowded with people making boats out of anything they could lay their hands on – old tires, pieces of wood, whatever.  That beach was less than ninety miles from Florida and the people knew that under U.S. law, any Cuban who makes it to shore gets asylum automatically.  Until the Cuban government cracked down on it, people were lining that beach to escape their old country and reach a new one.


Jesus has brought us to a new country.  To get here, we had to escape the old one.  We had to escape the dominion of darkness.  What is the dominion of darkness?  It’s the power of sin.  We were all born under sin’s power.  We inherit our sinfulness from our parents.  Just like you inherited the color of eyes from your mother or father, you also inherited sin from them.  You are sinner because they were sinners.  Before you did anything good or bad, before you were even aware of how sinful and selfish you are, you were guilty before God.


People often have a problem with that teaching.  It means that little babies are sinful.  I baptized a baby on Thanksgiving Day.  She is a beautiful girl and her whole extended family loves her.  But she is also a sinner.  She was born in the dominion of darkness and until she escaped from that spiritual country through the waters of holy baptism, her life could only end in one way: death and hell.  That’s true for every single one of us.  It’s true for every person ever born.  It’s true, even if we don’t realize that we’re under the power of sin.  The sin we’re born with corrupts even our best deeds.  Think about the things you’re most proud of – think about the way you love your family, think about the times that you were honest when it wasn’t easy to be, think about all the times you were right and good.  In God’s eyes, all those righteous actions are still sinful because our sinful nature contaminates them.  Not one of those righteous acts is perfect.


We all needed to escape from the dominion of darkness.  But our good deeds are not enough to cover the distance.  One of the reasons the Cuban government cracked down on people leaving the island is that too many of those makeshift boats sank.  Our problem was far larger than ninety miles of open sea.  For us to escape from the dominion of darkness and make it to the kingdom of the Son would be like trying to reach Livonia in a row boat starting from the middle of the Sahara Desert.  For the first thousand miles, our row boat wouldn’t help at all.  In fact, if we had to carry it through the desert, that rowboat that we thought would keep us alive as we crossed the ocean would weigh us down and sap our strength. It would kill us.  


Trusting in our goodness, our commitment, our inner strength will kill us spiritually.  We couldn’t escape from the dominion of darkness.  We had to be rescued.  That’s what Jesus did for us.  When we were lost out in the desert of sin weighed down by our rowboat and dead for all practical purposes, Jesus swooped down in a helicopter and brought us home.  St. Paul says that through him “we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”  

What does redemption mean?  It means being bought out of slavery.  Jesus paid to get us out of the dominion of darkness.  He paid the price that set us free from that sin that we were born with, free from the sin that contaminates all our best efforts.  He paid the price to erase the sin that we are guilty of every single day of our lives.  What did it cost him?  Jesus had to listen to sinners mock him and ridicule him and convict him of crimes he never committed.  He had to let them spit on him and whip him and nail him to a cross.  But none of that was the worst part.  The worst part is that he had to suffer hell and die for us.  God the Father abandoned him on the cross in the darkness of hell.  Jesus suffered everything that every sinner deserves and then he laid down his life for us.  He paid and God said that our account was settled.  God said that we are free.  The sin we inherited no longer counts against us.  The sin that corrupts and ruins all our best efforts doesn’t figure in anymore.  Now, God sees our efforts as if Jesus himself did them and he calls them perfect because Jesus was.  Now, we are citizens of the kingdom of his Son.  That means that we will live with him forever.

II.

When you emigrate from your old country and come to new one, you accept a new way of life.  We did that when we moved to South America.  But we never stopped being Americans.  When a person voluntarily transfers his or her loyalty to a new country, that person can display the zeal of a convert.  When I was in college, I worked one summer on a congressional campaign.  One of the volunteers was a Cuban immigrant.  That man was fanatical about the United States.  He was convinced that everyone who disagreed with his politics was a communist.  I would never encourage that kind of unthinking fanaticism, not even in our faith.  But we have transferred our loyalty from our old country to our new one.  A total commitment to our new king is the essence of the Christian life.  My friends, you are spiritual immigrants.  You have a new king.

Every day in this sinful world is an exercise in turning against the power and influence of our old king and our old way of life.  It’s an effort to strengthen and broaden our loyalty to our new ruler.  Our old ruler was the devil.  But our new ruler is Jesus.  St. Paul says, “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.”  Jesus shows us what we can’t see.  When we look at him, we can see what God is really like.  That’s only possible, because in Jesus, God came down to us in human form.  A little later Paul says, “For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him.”  Jesus is all that God is.  He is not a lesser God.  He is not a glorified angel.  He is truly and completely God.  And he lived among us as a human being.  As God, he has authority over all things.  That’s why Paul called him “the firstborn.” In ancient societies, the firstborn almost always was the heir.  The firstborn son is the one who will be king someday and so he has far greater authority than the other sons, even while his father is alive.  Jesus is God and he is the firstborn, he is the head of all creation.

Paul said, “For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.”  In Paul’s time already, false ideas about Jesus were rising.  People were beginning to wrestle with how he could be both God and man at the same time.  Without going into all the details, some people were concluding that Jesus was greater than a man but he wasn’t really God in the truest sense.  That same idea continues, in different forms, today in religions like Mormonism and among Jehovah’s Witnesses.  But Paul tells us Jesus is God.  All God’s fullness dwells in him and he does things only God can do.  Jesus created all things.  Paul says even the things in heaven.  Certainly, that includes the stars and galaxies, but it also includes the things that are invisible.  Paul is talking about the angels here.  Those terms “thrones,” “powers,” “rulers,” and “authorities” really refer to angels.  He seems to be indicating that there are different kinds or ranks of angels.  But whatever kinds of angels there might be, whatever power they might have, Jesus made them all (along with the Father and the Holy Spirit).  He made them for his purposes.  The creation exists to serve God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Paul continues, “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.”  Jesus existed before time began.  All people who see Jesus as less than God the Father believe that there was a moment when Jesus began.  There was a time when only God the Father existed.  But that simply is false.  Jesus was before all things.  He has always existed.  And the universe continues to exist through him.  “In him all things hold together” means that the world we see exists because he makes it exist.  All the laws of nature function because Jesus wills it to be so.  Gravity holds you in your pew today because Jesus is holding you down.  The food you will eat for lunch will sustain your life because Jesus makes all that biology and chemistry work.  Air fills your lungs and keeps soul and body together because Jesus is holding his creation together.


But Jesus is king of more than just these external things.  Paul says, “And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.”  To transfer from the dominion of darkness to the kingdom of the Son means more than simply to live under his power.  All things – even the devil – already live under Jesus’ power.  To be rescued from darkness means to live in his love.  It means to have faith in him and to be a part of his spiritual kingdom.  The church is Jesus’ body.  It’s the reason God made the world and it’s the reason Jesus rules the world.  All things that happen, happen for the good of the church.  Every war and disaster, every blessing and joy take place because Jesus is caring for his body, the church.  Now, that doesn’t mean we will ever understand all that God is doing.  How does the war in Iraq serve the good of the church?  Only God truly knows.  How does the moral decline of American society serve as a blessing to us?  We may never know until Judgment Day.  But Jesus does all things for our good.

The greatest thing he did for the church is rise from the dead.  When he rose, he paved the way that you and I will follow.  In that sense he was the firstborn from the dead.  But again, the point here is that in all things he has supremacy.  Jesus rose and that proved he is the Son of God.  He used his power as God and Savior to bring us peace.  Jesus doesn’t want to conquer us by force.  He wants to reach into our hearts with the gospel and make us truly his.  On Judgment Day, he will use force.  The day of grace will be over.  But until that day comes, the power of God is hidden in the gospel and God does a miracle of love in our hearts to draw us to him in faith.


That is the King we live under now.  The more we know that King, the more we want to live in his kingdom of love.  The more we know that King, the more we want to serve him with our lives.  Our devotion to God is not blind fanaticism.  It’s not an unthinking, knee-jerk reaction.  Our devotion to God is a measured and considered commitment.  God has given us faith.  The more we see our King, the more we consciously give ourselves to him.  Be loyal to your King.  Give your life, your heart, your mind to him because he has rescued you from the dominion of darkness and brought you into his kingdom of love. Amen.
