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“I  ABSOLUTELY LOVE THIS BOOK! 
I have over a hundred books on the kingdom of God in my library,  

but this is the only one I’d recommend to everyone.”
 — R I C K  WA R R E N

W H AT  A R E  Y O U  H O P I N G  I N ?  A job? Money? Your family? What are you 
going to do when you get laid off, the money runs out, or your loved ones pass 
away? In Kingdom, Come!, Phil Ryken encourages us to focus our hope on one fact 
we can absolutely depend on: Jesus is coming soon!  Full of personal illustrations 
and insightful meditations on Scripture, this book will help you persevere through 
hard times by looking to the glorious future that awaits all who trust in Christ and 
long for his kingdom.

“In this powerfully encouraging book, Ryken reminds us that the best is yet to come.”
J A N E T  PA R S H A L L ,  Host and Executive Producer, In the Market with Janet Parshall

“Kingdom, Come! is good news indeed!”
S A M U E L  R O D R I G U E Z ,  President, National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference

“Anyone who loves Christ and his Word will resonate with this book.”
R A N D A L L  J .  G R U E N D Y K E , Campus Pastor, Taylor University

P H I L  R Y K E N  (DPhil, University of Oxford) is the eighth president of Wheaton 
College. He has lectured and taught at universities and seminaries worldwide, and 
is the author of more than 30 books, including Grace Transforming and Loving the 
Way Jesus Loves.
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“I absolutely love this book! It is clear, compelling, and concise. 
You can’t fully understand what Jesus came to do, or what he 
wants you to do, without understanding the kingdom of God. 
Unfortunately, much of what is written on this subject does little 
to clear up the confusion. I have over a hundred books on the 
kingdom of God in my library, but this is the only one I’d recom-
mend to everyone.”

Rick Warren, #1 New York Times best-selling author,  
The Purpose Driven Life; Pastor, Saddleback Church

“Jesus’s return is imminent, even if it may not be immediate. In 
Kingdom, Come! Philip Ryken reminds us that the best is yet to 
come for those who love Jesus. While this world may be filled 
with confusion and woe, the kingdom that awaits us is beyond 
comprehension because we will finally be with God. In this pow-
erfully encouraging book, Ryken encourages us to pray, ‘Come, 
Lord Jesus’ and he is so right!”

Janet Parshall, Nationally Syndicated Talk Show Host

“Phil Ryken knows Scripture, college students, and the time in 
which we live. Kingdom, Come! reminds not only college students 
but also the rest of us that we live in the tension between the 
‘here and now’ and the ‘yet to come’ as we strive to serve Christ 
the King!”

James ( Jay) H. Barnes III, President, Bethel University

“In a world surrounded by moral relativism, spiritual apathy, and 
cultural decadence, Kingdom, Come! offers a refreshing and cata-
lytic reminder that hope lies embedded in a simple truth—Jesus 
is coming! Phil Ryken’s challenge stands as nothing other than a 
clarion call for the followers of Christ to address spiritual myopia 
by applying the optics of the inevitable return of our Lord and 
King. Kingdom, Come! is good news indeed!”

Samuel Rodriguez, President, National Hispanic Christian 
Leadership Conference; author, The Lamb’s Agenda and  
Path of Miracles



“In a world that is focused on the ‘now,’ Phil Ryken sets one’s gaze 
on God’s coming kingdom—a vista that both stirs the mind and 
lifts the soul. Anyone who loves Christ and his Word will resonate 
with these eight chapters—a great gift to the students and faculty 
who heard them first, and now to us who read them.”

Randall J. Gruendyke, Campus Pastor, Taylor University; 
contributor, Preach the Word

“Even after receiving a Christian liberal arts education, we can 
find ourselves struggling to live truly for Christ’s kingdom in-
stead of our own. If you’ve ever faced this, take a moment to read 
this book. Dr. Ryken stretches ideas of kingdom living from an 
imaginary building project to an all-consuming reality with suc-
cinct and powerful illustrations. In this text, as in Edman Chapel, 
he engagingly invites us to choose joy through surrender, and 
hope through desire for the coming shalom.”

Jessica Min, Wheaton College Student Body President, 
2011–2012
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Preface

One of the many privileges of my calling as a college presi-
dent is to travel around the country and tell people what 
God is doing at my school, Wheaton College.

At one of our alumni gatherings, someone asked me 
whether I thought evangelical pastors were still preach-
ing as often as they once did about the second coming 
of Jesus Christ. I had to confess that I didn’t think they 
were preaching about that very much anymore. In fact, I 
couldn’t remember any sermons focusing on eschatology 
from our previous year of chapel services.

Not long afterward I decided to take the coming of 
Christ and his kingdom as the theme for my chapel ad-
dresses during the following academic year. Those mes-
sages—which were first preached in 2011–2012—have 
now been edited to form the chapters in this book.

Here I need to express my thanks to Lydia Brownback, 
Tara Davis, Lynn Wartsbaugh, and Marilee Melvin for help-
ing produce this book. Even more, I need to acknowledge 
my gratitude to God for everyone who prays that my min-
istry will be a blessing on our campus, and beyond.
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“Kingdom, Come!” is the hope of every weary believer 
who waits for this tired world to come to its consumma-
tion. It is the desire of every longing disciple who hungers 
to see everything made new. It is the expectation of every 
faithful Christian who longs to see Jesus face to face. And it 
is the prayer of my heart as I finish this preface—as I hope 
it will be your prayer when you read this book: “Come, 
Lord Jesus!”
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The Kingdom Is Near

Suddenly they began to appear all over the country: bill-
boards announcing the end of the world. “He Is Coming 
Again!” some of them read, followed by a specific date on 
the Gregorian calendar: May 21, 2011. “Save the Date!” oth-
ers proclaimed. “Return of Christ. May 21, 2011.” Then 
there were the billboards that sounded an alarm: “Blow 
the trumpet . . . warn the people. Judgment Day May 21, 
2011. The Bible Guarantees It.” On some billboards the 
number 2012 was printed down in the corner, circled in 
red and then crossed out, to indicate that the year 2012 
would never arrive.

These billboards supported the radio teaching of one 
of America’s most famous false prophets, Harold Camp-
ing. Mr. Camping first predicted the end of the world for 
May 21, 1988, and then again for September 7, 1994. Later 
he predicted that on May 21, 2011, judgment would come, 
Christ would return, the righteous would be raptured to 
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heaven, and the world would be visited with five months 
of fire and brimstone.

Not Soon Enough

All of these prophecies turned out to be good for the be-
leaguered billboard industry. Starting on May 22, a new 
set of billboards appeared in response to Mr. Camping 
and his false prophecy. “That was awkward,” they said, 
and then they provided a relevant text from Scripture: 
“‘No one knows the day or the hour . . .’ Matthew 24:36.” 
Undaunted, some of Mr. Camping’s followers remained 
convinced that they knew when the end would come. 
May 21 was only a spiritual judgment, they said, but the 
universe would be destroyed the following autumn. Their 
billboards now listed May 21, 2011, as the date of “The 
Rapture” (in a spiritual sense) and October 21, 2011, as 
“The End of the World.” But these prophecies, too, turned 
out to be false.

In considering Mr. Camping’s followers, it is hard to 
know whether to laugh or to cry. Looking to make a fast 
buck, some enterprising atheists from California advertised 
a post-rapture pet-sitting service and took nonrefundable 
deposits from animal lovers who wanted someone to look 
after the pets that would get “left behind” if suddenly their 
owners disappeared because they were taken to heaven.1 
More tragically, some radio listeners quit their jobs, spent 
their life’s savings, and emptied their children’s college 
accounts to warn people about the coming judgment, get-
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ting the word out over the radio waves and on highway 
billboards.

Christians who knew their Bibles criticized the 
preacher for being too specific. They rightly pointed out 
that when Jesus taught his disciples about the coming 
judgment, he told them that “concerning that day and 
hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the 
Son, but the Father only” (Matt. 24:36). Therefore, anyone 
who presumes to predict the day the world will end speaks 
in direct contradiction to the true words of Jesus Christ.

These criticisms were valid; Mr. Camping was being 
much too specific. But there is another problem with pre-
dicting the day when the world will end: such prophecies 
push our expectation of the return of Christ and the com-
ing of his kingdom too far out into the future. The prob-
lem with saying that Jesus will come again next October is 
not that he probably won’t come that month after all, but 
that we should expect his return much sooner! The Bible’s 
last prayer ought to be our daily expectation: “Come, Lord 
Jesus!” So we pray the way Jesus taught us to pray, “Your 
kingdom come” (Matt. 6:10).

The world may scoff at our hope in the second coming 
and at our belief in the imminent return of Jesus Christ. 
In fact, when a group called American Atheists invited the 
general public to a “Rapture Party” in San Francisco for 
the day after May 21, 2011, their billboard said, “2000 Years 
of ‘Any Day Now’: You KNOW it’s Nonsense.” Admittedly, 
there is usually a lot more nonsense in what Christians 
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believe about the end times than there ought to be. Never-
theless, the Bible teaches us to live in hope for the coming 
of Christ. His kingdom is near.

The Coming of the King

We know that the kingdom is near because Jesus said it 
repeatedly. From the very beginning of his public minis-
try, he announced the coming of the kingdom of God. We 
see this clearly in the Gospel of Mark, which begins with 
words from Isaiah, Malachi, John the Baptist, and then 
from God the Father himself, declaring Jesus to be his 
“beloved Son.” But what would Jesus say, when he finally 
spoke? Mark tells us that he came “proclaiming the gospel 
of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the king-
dom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’ ” 
(Mark 1:14–15).

People say you never get a second chance to make a 
first impression. Jesus had been waiting for this moment 
all his life. He had thirty years to prepare his opening 
line.2 And this was it: “The kingdom is near.” Of all the 
things Jesus could have said, of all the ways he could have 
preached the good news and described the plan of salva-
tion, he started with the coming of the kingdom of God. As 
the gospel begins, the Son of God strides onto the stage of 
human history to make the eschatological announcement 
that his kingdom is at hand.

The coming of the kingdom may not be a very promi-
nent theme in the church today, but it was central to the 
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teaching ministry of Jesus Christ. The reason for this, of 
course, is that Jesus is the King. So when he comes, the 
kingdom comes. Here is how Christoph Schwobel explains 
it: “The imminent coming of the kingdom of God is a 
center of Jesus’ message, and when he is confessed as the 
Messiah, the Son of the living God, the coming of the king-
dom of God is so closely related to his person that he is in 
his person seen as the coming of the kingdom of God.”3

Our Once and Future King

If this is true—if the coming of the kingdom is closely 
related to the person of Christ as king—then this explains 
why the kingdom is still at hand. There is a sense in which 
the kingdom has already come. It came when Jesus came, 
exactly as he announced. But there is another sense in 
which the kingdom is still to come. The kingdom is com-
ing because Jesus is coming again, to reign in the full su-
premacy of his risen majesty.

A good, simple definition of the kingdom of God comes 
from Graeme Goldsworthy, who says it is “God’s people in 
God’s place under God’s rule.”4 God does not establish his 
rule in all places all at once. In fact, Jesus emphasized this 
in some of his parables—the slow advance of the kingdom 
of God. The kingdom of God is like yeast, he said, that 
gradually works its way through the dough, or like a little 
mustard seed that eventually grows to become a tall tree 
(Luke 13:18–21).

So we live in kingdom tension—the tension between 
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the inauguration and the consummation of the kingdom 
of God. The kingdom has come in the person of Jesus 
Christ, who said, “The kingdom of God has come upon 
you” (Luke 11:20). As we submit to his lordship and sur-
render to his sovereignty, we are living the kingdom life. 
Wherever we live and worship, work and play, is a place 
where the kingdom has come (at least insofar as we actu-
ally live for Christ our King, submitting to his rule for 
our lives, even in the little things). James Davison Hunter 
comments: “As Christians acknowledge the rule of God in 
all aspects of their lives, their engagement with the world 
proclaims the shalom to come. Such work may not bring 
about the kingdom, but it is an embodiment of the values 
of the coming kingdom and is, thus, a foretaste of the 
coming kingdom.”5

The Bible constantly reminds us that the kingdom is 
not yet here in all its fullness, and to that extent it is still 
coming. This hopeful expectation runs right through the 
New Testament. We see it in Paul, who said, “Our citizen-
ship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from 
there, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Phil. 3:20 niv). We see it 
in Peter: “Set your hope fully on the grace that will be 
brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 
1:13). And of course we see it in the Revelation of John, 
with all its prophecies of kingdom come. The King has 
come, and he is coming again. His kingdom is both here, 
and not here.

Frankly, Christians haven’t always handled this ten-
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sion very well. There is something about the imminent 
return of Christ that tends to bring out the crazy in peo-
ple’s theology. Somebody always wants to play “Pin the 
Tail on the Antichrist,” or to hot-wire biblical prophecies 
to global politics, or to predict the exact date when the 
world will end.

Church history provides countless examples of end-
time predictions. It happened in the Middle Ages, when 
one of the best-selling books was Fifteen Signs of Doomsday. 
It happened during the Reformation, when a German tai-
lor declared himself “the Messiah of the Last Days” and 
announced that the whole world was about to be destroyed 
. . . except for his home city of Munster, where he would 
be king.6

It happens in America, too. Back in the nineteenth cen-
tury the Millerites sold everything they owned, said their 
good-byes, and gathered on local hillsides to greet the com-
ing of Christ, which they were certain would take place 
on October 22, 1844. At the end of the twentieth century 
everyone was reading The Late Great Planet Earth, which said 
the world would end in 1981.7 That year came and went, but 
soon somebody else published 88 Reasons Why the Rapture 
Will Be in 1988.8 The book sold five million copies.

Given this history, it is not hard to understand why 
secular people get cynical about the second coming. But 
there is a danger for Christians as well, and that is to lose 
our sense of anticipation. Honestly, we are tempted to be 
apathetic. We know Jesus said that he is coming soon, 
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but secretly we doubt that it will happen before we grad-
uate from college, find a job, get married, start a fam-
ily, or enjoy our retirement. Thus we are tempted to say 
what Peter warned that people would say in the last days: 
“Where is the promise of his coming?” (2 Pet. 3:4). Here is 
a simple test of your own expectations: did you wake up 
this morning with a hopeful anticipation that Jesus might 
return today, or has it been months and months since you 
prayed in faith for his kingdom to come?

What Not to Look For

A conversation in the Gospel of Luke helps us know how 
to live in hope for the kingdom of God. Like a lot of con-
versations in the Gospels, it started with a question: “Being 
asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would 
come, he answered them, ‘The kingdom of God is not 
coming in ways that can be observed, nor will they say, 
“Look, here it is!” or “There!” ’ ” (Luke 17:20–21).

Jesus knew that the coming of the kingdom would 
tempt people to speculate about when it would arrive, 
and where it would come. So right from the beginning 
he warned people not to look for any signs or to make 
any predictions. Sure, the Bible gives many warning signs 
of the coming judgment: earthquakes, warfare, pestilence, 
and plague. These are all reminders that the kingdom is 
near. But they are not the kind of signs we can use to es-
tablish a timetable for the second coming.

After saying this to the Pharisees, Jesus repeated it to 
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his disciples: “The days are coming when you will desire to 
see one of the days of the Son of Man, and you will not see 
it. And they will say to you, ‘Look, there!’ or ‘Look, here!’ 
Do not go out or follow them” (Luke 17:22–23). When the 
Bible talks about the “day” or “days” of the Son of Man (e.g. 
Luke 17:22–30; Dan. 7:13–14), it is generally talking about 
the last day on earth, when Jesus will come again to judge 
the world.

Jesus was looking ahead to his future kingdom. He 
knew that as we waited and waited for that great day, won-
dering if it would ever come, some people would claim to 
have inside information. They would jump the gun and 
make predictions that were never part of God’s plan. His 
message for us about this is very simple: we should not 
follow human prophecies that will only lead us to look for 
him in all the wrong places.

Besides, when Jesus does come again, it will happen 
so unexpectedly that it will be a total surprise. And it will 
happen so obviously that no one will be able to miss it. 
Jesus compared his coming to a sudden thunderbolt that 
streaks across the nighttime sky: “As the lightning flashes 
and lights up the sky from one side to the other, so will 
the Son of Man be in his day” (Luke 17:24). If that is true, 
then there is no need to speculate. Any sign would be 
superfluous. “At the end time of the world,” said Cyril of 
Alexandria, “he will not descend from heaven obscurely 
or secretly, but with godlike glory.”9 Without a moment’s 
notice, Christ will come to shake the world.
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When Judgment Comes

If the prophecies of the second coming are true, then what 
should we do? After warning us not to speculate, Jesus 
gave some very practical advice about what to do in the 
meantime. If the kingdom is near, then we need to get 
ready, specifically by repenting of our sins.

To make this practical point, Jesus gave a couple of 
examples from the Old Testament—examples that show 
how unexpected the second coming will be, and also how 
terrible it will be for anyone who falls under the judgment 
of God.

The first example is the great flood: “Just as it was in 
the days of Noah, so will it be in the days of the Son of 
Man. They were eating and drinking and marrying and 
being given in marriage, until the day when Noah entered 
the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all” (Luke 
17:26–27; cf. Genesis 6–7).

It took Noah years to build his enormous ark. How 
preposterous it must have seemed for someone to build 
such a huge boat so far from any large body of water. No 
one paid him any attention, or if they did, it was only to 
make fun of him. People simply went about their business 
as usual: eating and drinking and marrying and doing all 
the other things that people do, but never turning away 
from their sins.

Then came the day when Noah went into his ark, 
with all God’s animals. It started to rain, and it kept rain-
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ing until the floods came and everyone was washed away. 
The people who died never saw it coming. Jesus said the 
same thing will happen at the coming of his kingdom. 
People will be walking to class, or sitting down for dinner, 
or checking Facebook. They will be loving, or fighting, 
or serving, or sinning. And they will be taken totally by 
surprise.

Consider a second example, also from Genesis: “Like-
wise, just as it was in the days of Lot—they were eating 
and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building, 
but on the day when Lot went out from Sodom, fire and 
sulfur rained from heaven and destroyed them all” (Luke 
17:28–29).

To this day, the sins of Sodom are infamous: injustice, 
inhospitality, immorality—especially flagrant sexual sin. 
Day after day the Sodomites kept on sinning, never imag-
ining that God would destroy them. On the very day when 
fire fell from heaven, they were striking business deals 
and breaking ground on new construction. Suddenly they 
perished—every last one of them. Even Lot’s wife was de-
stroyed. With longing in her heart, she took one last look 
back at Sodom and she was turned into a pillar of salt (Gen. 
19:26). The problem was not where she looked, but what 
she loved. The pleasures of sin were her fatal attraction.

According to Jesus, these stories are meant to be a 
warning for us! “Remember Lot’s wife,” he said. “So will 
it be on the day when the Son of Man is revealed” (Luke 
17:30, 32). At the final lightning strike, judgment will come 
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without warning. People will be practicing the piano, or 
studying for a biology test, or getting cash from the ATM 
when they are overtaken by the wrath of God.

How to Save Your Life

Will you be ready when the time comes? Most people 
aren’t ready, because no matter how many warnings are 
given, they never listen. Sadly, at the end there will be 
nothing they can do to escape disaster. They will not even 
have time to check their text messages, because they never 
came to Christ while they still had the time. They never 
put their trust in the Savior who suffered rejection and 
crucifixion for sinners, whose kingdom only comes by 
way of the cross.

Jesus said, “Whoever seeks to preserve his life will 
lose it, but whoever loses his life will keep it” (Luke 17:33). 
This is one of the strange paradoxes of the gospel. If you 
try to save your life—in other words, if you hold on to 
this world and what it seems to offer—you will end up 
losing your life itself and everything you have worked so 
hard to gain.

On the other hand, if you give yourself away—if you 
commit your life to Christ and then pour yourself out in 
service to others—then you will get to keep your life for-
ever. People may think you’re crazy for doing it, but when 
you let go of what earth has to offer, you gain what only 
heaven has to give.

So what are you still trying to salvage from this fallen 



The Kingdom Is Near

25

world? What sins is your heart looking back to instead of 
leaving behind?

What you choose makes a difference. The kingdom is 
near, and when Jesus comes again he will make an eter-
nal separation. Some will be saved, while others will be 
lost forever. Jesus put it as vividly as he could: “I tell you, 
in that night there will be two in one bed. One will be 
taken and the other left. There will be two women grind-
ing grain together. One will be taken and the other left” 
(Luke 17:34–35).

Possibly Jesus meant that one person will be taken to 
glory, while the other will get left behind. Or maybe one 
person will be taken away to judgment, while the other is 
spared. Either way, God will divide the human race right 
down the center and make a final separation between the 
redeemed and the damned. This will separate even the 
closest relationships: students who share the same dorm 
room, colleagues who work in the same department, the 
neighbors who share the same fence. People in almost the 
exact same situation in life will find themselves on oppo-
site sides of eternity.

It will happen any time now. If you are trusting in 
Christ, there is no need to be afraid. In fact, the reason Jesus 
gave us such clear warnings about the coming judgment is 
that he wants us to be saved. But if you are not holding on 
to his cross, then you are not ready for his return.

The famous evangelist Donald Grey Barnhouse used 
to tell the story of a man he went to visit in the hospital. 
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Dr. Barnhouse heard that one of his neighbors in Philadel-
phia was dying, and since he knew that the man wasn’t 
a Christian, he wanted one last chance to give him the 
gospel.

Sadly, even on his deathbed, the man showed little or 
no concern for his eternal destiny. Dr. Barnhouse decided 
that his desperate situation called for drastic measures. 
He asked the man if he could stay in his hospital room all 
night. When the man asked why, the evangelist pulled up a 
chair next to the bed, looked into the face of his friend, and 
said, “Because I’ve never seen a man die without Christ.” 
Suddenly the man realized that he wasn’t as ready to die 
as he thought he was. By the time their conversation was 
over, he repented of his sins and prayed to receive Jesus 
as his Savior and Lord. He was ready for kingdom come.

The kingdom is near for all of us—nearer than we 
think. The way to be ready is to do what Jesus said: repent 
and believe the gospel.
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Mine Is the Kingdom

The kingdom is near. We know this because Jesus said 
it again and again: “The kingdom of God has come near 
to you” (Luke 10:9). “The time is fulfilled, and the king-
dom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” 
(Mark 1:15).

When some people hear this, they want to know ex-
actly how near the kingdom is. Their main interest is the 
kingdom’s timing. For example, one cartoon depicts two 
men on a sidewalk holding signs announcing the coming 
of the kingdom. One sign reads, “The End Is Near,” while 
the other says, “The End Is Thursday.” The man with the 
more open-ended sign looks at his colleague, who has tied 
his prediction to one particular day, and thinks to himself, 
“Amateur!” And he’s right: we do not know on which day 
the world will end. Jesus made it perfectly clear that no one 
knows when his kingdom will come. So why speculate?

Besides, when it comes to the kingdom, there is a 
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much more important question for us to consider than its 
timing. That question is whether we even want the king-
dom to come. We say that we are for Christ and for his 
kingdom, yet often we are tempted to seek an alternative 
dominion.

The reason for this is very simple: we would rather 
rule our own lives than submit to the sovereignty of God. 
To accept Christ as King is to acknowledge his author-
ity over every aspect of our lives. This is what a king is: 
someone who rules. So if Christ is king, then he has the 
right to rule over everything we are and have: our career 
plans, our wardrobe, our cell phone usage, our free time, 
our friend group. There is not one place in life where we 
can say, “This is for me, God, and not for you.” So as we 
consider the kingship of Christ, the issue for us is not so 
much when his kingdom will come, but whether we want 
it to come at all.

I Will Be King!

One way to illustrate the choice we all have to make is to 
consider one of the Bible’s most brutally honest verses. It 
comes from the story of Solomon, whom God had anointed 
be the king after David.

It so happened that in the days when David was so 
old that he had trouble keeping warm in bed, his old-
est son Adonijah decided that he wanted to be the next 
king. Adonijah knew that God had chosen his younger 
brother Solomon instead. But rather than submitting to 
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God and his anointed one, he wanted his own kingdom. 
So he “exalted himself, saying, ‘I will be king.’ ” But that 
is not all that Adonijah did. He also “prepared for himself 
chariots and horsemen, and fifty men to run before him” 
(1 Kings 1:5).

This incident is reminiscent of what happens in a 
game of checkers when one of the ordinary playing pieces 
suddenly becomes royalty. Having reached the far side of 
the board, a checker is crowned as king. “King me!” com-
mands one of the players. A second checker is carefully 
stacked on top of the first checker, and from then on 
the newly crowned king has the power to move all over 
the board.

This is what Adonijah was doing when he exalted 
himself over Israel. “King me!” he said. Not even waiting 
for his father to die, he tried to take by force something 
that was only God’s to give. Rather than submitting to the 
kingdom of God, Adonijah was seeking his own kingdom, 
by his own power, for his own glory. “Mine is the king-
dom!” he was saying.

Have you ever felt the same temptation—to take what 
you want when you want it instead of waiting for what 
God wants to give you? In one way or another, we are all 
tempted to exalt ourselves. But when we put ourselves on 
the throne, God is no longer our King; he becomes one of 
our servants. Rather than seeking his kingdom, we expect 
him to seek ours.

Know this: if you decide to “king” yourself, sooner or 
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later you will get upset with God for not doing whatever 
it is that you expect him to do. When you are angry at the 
world, or angry with other people, or angry with God, it is 
almost always because the wrong person is on the throne.

It is instructive to notice how Adonijah exalted him-
self. The Scripture says that he started by gathering horses 
and chariots, with a charioteer to drive each one, and with 
fifty extra men to run ahead of him. If you want people to 
know how important you are, it helps to have your own 
entourage. That way, even before you arrive, people know 
that someone important is on the way.

Adonijah’s entourage reminds me of a scene I wit-
nessed in high school. It was freshman year, and our class 
had organized an auction to raise funds. Various fresh-
men sold themselves as slaves for a day. One enterpris-
ing sophomore spent chump change on some reasonably 
muscular football players and then paid top dollar for 
two of the prettiest girls in our class. When he came into 
French class the next day, he made a dramatic entrance. 
The guys were bearing him on a litter—like some teenage 
Pharaoh—while the girls fed him grapes one by one and 
fanned him with palm fronds.

Image is everything. If you are going to be the king, 
you have to act like the king, which includes having people 
treat you like the king. So Adonijah paid his posse. He also 
made sure he had the public support of some of Israel’s 
most powerful leaders: the head of the military and one 
of the leading priests. Then he made a public display of 
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personal wealth and religious commitment: “Adonijah sac-
rificed sheep, oxen, and fattened cattle . . . and he invited 
all his brothers, the king’s sons, and all the royal officials 
of Judah” (1 Kings 1:9).

Basically, Adonijah was hosting his own coronation. 
He was getting the right people on his side, killing the 
fatted calf, throwing a huge party. At the same time, by 
making animal sacrifices he was giving the impression 
that he was deeply spiritual. Yet Adonijah was doing it all 
for himself. What makes this especially ironic is that his 
name means “God Is Master.” However, what Adonijah re-
ally wanted was to be his own master, so he never submit-
ted to the kingdom of God.

We are tempted to “king” ourselves the same way. 
We try to impress people with what we have, who we 
know, and how much we are doing for God. We like to 
have people around us who will tell us what we want to 
hear—reinforcing our attitudes, affirming our choices, and 
supporting our ambitions without ever challenging our 
perspective or correcting our sins.

Even if we never ride a chariot, hire fifty servants, 
or invite celebrities over for dinner, we find other ways 
to “king” ourselves. We make sure people know our test 
scores, tell everyone about our promotion at work, show 
off our latest purchases, brag about our kids, or do what-
ever people do in our community to keep score. Maybe we 
simply fuel our sense of self-importance by complaining 
about our workload. These are all ways of saying, “Mine 
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is the kingdom.” Like Adonijah, we try to give people the 
impression that we are something more than we really are.

The Kingdoms We Serve

As the servants of Christ, we are called to seek a different 
kingdom. Before considering some practical ways to do 
this, we should recognize some of the kingdoms we are 
tempted to seek instead. The better we understand these 
temptations, the more consistently we will be able to live 
for the kingdom of Jesus Christ.

To seek is to set your heart on something, to make 
it your main objective. What you seek is what you think 
about; it is what you pursue or live for. Many of us are 
tempted to seek the kingdom of success. What makes us feel 
good is being recognized for our achievements. We can-
not really be happy unless we get the grade we think we 
deserve, give the performance we expect to give, or win 
the award we counted on winning. Maybe we thought we 
were doing it for the glory of God, but when we fail to 
live up to our standards, and suffer bitter disappointment 
as a result, we discover that what we really worshiped 
was success. Have you learned how to be second-best 
at something for the glory of God, if that’s the best you 
can do, or is it killing you to know that someone else is 
better?

Most of us are also tempted to seek what Mark Bu-
chanan calls the kingdom of stuff.1 We live in a culture that 
believes there is always something we can buy that will 
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make us happy. Just look at the way advertising sells hap-
piness for the price of a new pair of sneakers. Better yet, 
think of all the stuff you end up dumping, storing, or 
leaving behind every time you move. Most Americans have 
more belongings in their bedrooms than the average Third 
World family has in their entire home—if they have one, 
which many people don’t.

It is not wrong to own property, any more than it is 
wrong to succeed. But we need to remember how hard 
it is for rich people to enter the kingdom of heaven—
harder, Jesus said, than “for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle” (Matt. 19:24). And we need to recognize how 
tempting it is to worship things that we can buy. We give 
them our time. We pay them our money. We use them to 
establish our identity. Really, this is all simply another way 
of saying that we worship them. And when we do this, we 
are seeking the wrong kingdom.

In the end, of course, stuff never satisfies. To give one 
example, consider Mat Honan’s lament over his disap-
pointment with digital technology:

There is a hole in my heart dug deep by advertising and 
envy and a desire to see a thing that is new and different 
and beautiful. A place within me that is empty, and that 
I want to fill up. The hole makes me think electronics 
can help. And of course, they can.

They make the world easier and more enjoyable. 
They boost productivity and provide entertainment and 
information and sometimes even status. At least for 
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a while. At least until they are obsolete. At least until 
they are garbage. .  .  . [I]n them we find entertainment 
in lieu of happiness, and exchanges in lieu of actual 
connections.

And oh, I am guilty. I am guilty. I am guilty.2

Then there is the kingdom of sex. This too is something 
that we are tempted to worship. Whether they are gay or 
straight, most people in our culture claim the right to use 
their bodies any way they please. If it feels good, do it! Thus 
they are offended by the very idea that anyone else has the 
right to tell them how they should or shouldn’t use their 
sexual parts—even God Almighty. A good example comes 
from television host Piers Morgan, who said that when it 
comes to sex, we need to “move with the times” and drag 
the Bible “kicking and screaming into the modern world.”3 
In other words, sex is sovereign, not God.

These are the kingdoms that people seek: sex, stuff, 
success. Then add one more to the list. It may be the big-
gest kingdom of all: the kingdom of self. What keeps us from 
saying to God, “Thine is the kingdom,” is our stubborn 
insistence on saying, “Mine is the kingdom!” Given the 
choice, we want to enjoy our own pleasures, choose our 
own entertainments, control our own schedules, and de-
termine our own destinies.

In a whimsical moment, I once took the classic hymn 
“Have Thine Own Way, Lord!” and wrote a paraphrase. It 
went like this:
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Have mine own way, Lord! Have mine own way!
Let me be in charge here, at least for today.
I really don’t need you—say what you will;
I’ve got my own plan, Lord; you can just chill!

Most of us would never put it that bluntly, of course, 
but that is often the way we operate: as if we are on the 
throne and God should be serving us. We do this because 
we are so in love with ourselves.

I am sometimes asked about my biggest regret from 
college. Was there something I never did but wished that 
I had done? What would I do differently if I could do it all 
over again? My biggest regret was that I loved myself too 
much to really love people the way that Jesus loves. This 
is what happens to all of us when we seek the kingdom 
of self.

Putting the Kingdom First

There is a different kingdom that God wants us to seek: the 
kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ. Rather than crowning 
ourselves, Jesus invites us to submit to his sovereign rule 
and swear allegiance to his royal kingship. He calls us to 
surrender everything to him by putting his kingdom first. 
Remember what he said to his disciples: “Seek first the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness” (Matt. 6:33).

Remember as well that this commandment comes 
with a promise. Jesus said that if we seek his kingdom 
first, then “all these things will be added” to us (Matt. 6:33). 
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What he meant by “these things” were all the things that 
his disciples were worried about: food, clothing, and the 
necessities of daily life. If we pursue the kingdom of God, 
then God will give us everything we truly need.

But what does it mean to seek the kingdom? Consider 
the kingdoms we have just considered—the kingdoms that 
get in the way of the kingdom of God—and see how each 
area of life gets totally transformed when we surrender it 
to the kingship of Jesus Christ.

Start with success. What happens when we surrender 
the idol of success to the kingship of Christ? The main 
thing that ought to happen is this: we no longer base our 
sense of identity on what we achieve, or fail to achieve. In-
stead, we find our identity in the fact that we have a King 
who loves us and gave himself for us. This is something 
that no other religion can claim. Our loving Savior—the 
Lord Jesus Christ—lived for us, died for us, and rose again 
for us. This is the gospel, and it means we no longer live 
to gain anything for ourselves. For us, success means being 
faithful—faithful to use our gifts to the best of our ability 
for Christ and for his kingdom.

Then consider our stuff. If we are living for the right 
kingdom, then every choice we make about material pos-
sessions will be driven by our commitment to Christ. As 
citizens of God’s kingdom, we have a simple criterion to 
use in making decisions about what to spend: Can I buy 
this for Christ and for his kingdom?

Rather than asking questions like, “Do I look good in 
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this?” or, “Would that be fun to do?” we will ask deeper 
questions like, “How will having this affect my relation-
ships inside and outside the body of Christ?” or, “Given 
the work of the kingdom worldwide, is this the best way 
to use this money?”

Unless we ask these kinds of questions, it is hard for us 
to exercise good stewardship. At the same time, it is easy 
for us to be discontent. If we do not think carefully about 
our stewardship, we will always want more and never be 
satisfied with what we have. Understand that the way to be 
content is not by getting more of what we think we want, 
but by knowing when to say, “Enough is enough!”

One good way to test whether we are living for the 
kingdom of stuff is to consider how often we say “thank 
you” to God. When we sit down to a meal, do we take 
a few moments to thank God for the privilege of eating 
such nourishing and delicious food? Do we ever look 
around our homes and offer praise to God for our clothes, 
our books, our furniture, and whatever else we happen 
to own?

Mark Buchanan writes about the lessons he learned 
about gratitude through visiting a little township in 
Uganda. The local congregation worshiped on a dirt floor 
under a tin roof in a lean-to on the edge of a cornfield. One 
Sunday evening, the pastor asked if anyone had anything 
to share.

One woman stood up and said, “Oh, brothers and sis-
ters, I love Jesus so much.”
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“Tell us, sister! Tell us!” demanded the congregation.
“Oh, I love him so much, I don’t know where to begin 

to tell you how good he is.”
“Begin there, sister!” they said. “Begin right there!”
“Oh, he is so good to me. I praise him all the time 

for how good he is to me. For three months, I prayed 
to the Lord for shoes. And look!” The woman lifted her 
leg so that everyone could see one foot, covered with an 
ordinary-looking shoe. “He gave me shoes. Hallelujah, he 
is so good.”

Buchanan was devastated. “I sat there,” he wrote, “hol-
lowed out, hammered down. In all my life I had not once 
prayed for shoes. And in all my life I had not once thanked 
God for the many, many shoes I had.”4 Using our stuff for 
the kingdom of God starts with receiving it as a gift from 
God. This helps us remember that it is really for him and 
ought to be used for his glory.

Sex is designed to work the same way. Take it for our-
selves, or take it from others, and it will still give us physi-
cal pleasure, but at the same time it will shrivel our soul. 
Sex is really about relationships. It is the covenant ce-
ment that God designed to unite one man and one woman 
in a love relationship for life. As the poet Wendell Berry 
once said, marriage is “the way we protect the possibility 
that sexual love can become a story.”5 That story is not 
just about us, it is really about Jesus, because the ultimate 
mystery of sex is to point us to Christ and our romance 
with him.
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Seeking God’s kingdom in our sexuality means saying, 
“Lord Jesus, I want this part of my life to be what you want 
it to be, not what I want it to be. Sex is not outside my 
commitment to your kingdom, but inside. So I surrender 
my sexual thoughts, sexual desires, and the sexual parts of 
my body to your sovereignty. Use them to bring me closer 
to you, not take me farther away.”

The Final Surrender

But why stop with our sexuality? If we are putting the 
kingdom first in everything else—if we are seeking the 
kingdom of God rather than the kingdoms of sex, or stuff, 
or success—then why not offer him our very selves? Seek-
ing the kingdom of Christ means surrendering the king-
dom of self.

For most of us, this is the hardest kingdom to leave 
behind. The reason we strive for success, and accumulate 
so much stuff, and violate God’s holy standard for sexual 
purity is because Self is on the throne. We are like Adoni-
jah, who said, “I will be king!” Instead of living like Joseph 
of Arimathea, who was “looking for the kingdom of God” 
(Luke 23:51), we are more like Diotrephes, whom the New 
Testament describes as someone “who likes to put himself 
first” (3 John 9).

For some of us, selfishness comes in negative forms. 
We are prone to self-pity, or even self-loathing. The prob-
lem is not just what we are thinking about ourselves, but 
also our constant self-focus. We are too self-absorbed. 
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Some of us think more positively about ourselves, but this 
too is a problem because we are guilty of self-promotion 
and self-gratification—anything that starts with “self.”

We need to see ourselves the way God sees us: as be-
loved sons and daughters who cannot possibly be loved 
any more than we already are. Then we will stop thinking 
so much about ourselves and think more about others, 
and more about the kingdom of God. Then we will learn 
to say what the first Christians said when they “turned 
the world upside down” by resisting the temptations of a 
pagan culture: “There is another King, Jesus” (Acts 17:6–7).

The king we serve renounced every selfish claim so 
that he could serve us. His sacrificial death is our salvation. 
And now serving his kingdom is our joy.

One man who understood what it means to seek the 
kingdom first was the famous evangelist John Wesley. If 
we are wise, we will surrender our lives to Christ the way 
that Wesley did, when he prayed:

I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you 
will, rank me with whom you will; put me to doing, put 
me to suffering; let me be employed for you or laid aside 
for you, exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be 
full, let me be empty; let me have all things, let me have 
nothing; I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to 
your pleasure and disposal.6
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