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Standing Between the Already and Not-Yet

November 9, 2003

Over the past four weeks, we’ve been looking at what the Bible teaches about the Kingdom of God.  And I hope that you’re beginning to see that what we believe about the Kingdom isn’t simply part of our theological framework, but the foundation of it.
· We saw in the NT how John the Baptist, the last of the OT prophets, came announcing the coming of the Kingdom…

· We saw that Jesus’ ministry begins with Him reading from the Scroll of Isaiah which speaks of the One who will usher in the Kingdom… after which Jesus announces that the promise of Isaiah has been fulfilled in Him.
· We then see that, as Matthew writes, Jesus goes from village to village, from town to town proclaiming and demonstrating the Kingdom.
· And so, every sermon He gave, every parable He shared, every miracle He performed spoke to the reality of in-breaking of the Kingdom of God in the world!
· And so our premise, from the very beginning, has been that if this Kingdom message… if the reality of the Kingdom was so central to Jesus, than it should be central to us as well.
Last week, we focused on Jesus as the fulfillment of all those promises made through the OT.
· And yet, we also saw this tension… 
· In Matthew 12:28, for example, Jesus said, “Since I am casting out demons by the Spirit of God, the Kingdom of God has come upon you.”

· So, on one hand, we know that the Kingdom has come.

· And yet Paul says in 1 Cor 15:24 that “the end will come when He delivers the Kingdom to the Father after destroying every (earthly) rule, authority, and power.
· Which speaks to the fact that in another sense, the Kingdom hasn’t come… at least not in its fullness. 
In other words, what we saw was that the Kingdom is, in a very real sense, both here and not-yet here.  This tension is commonly referred to as the already/not-yet paradox of the Kingdom.

· And so, the Kingdom was inaugurated when Jesus came to destroy the power of Satan, sin, and death… And it will come in its fullness when Jesus comes again to once and for all rid the world of Satan and his counterfeit kingdom… after destroying every rule, authority, and powers… 
· Where as Rev 11:15 says, "The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ.”

What’s I’d like to do this morning is to focus on how the reality of the already/not-yet of the Kingdom of God effects you and I in our every day lives.
· Believe me, this is where what we believe and how we live completely intersect.  
· In fact, as I walk through this, you will increasingly recognize yourself… 
· That your experience as an already/not-yet person is the something every one of us knows about and experiences for ourselves.  

PRAYER

So, we start with this reality that we are people of a Kingdom that is here but not here… already but not yet!  By God’s incredible grace and mercy, because of Jesus, we’ve been given eternal life.  

· We’ve already passed from death to life… we’ve become new… with a new nature, living a new life.

· Clearly, we are an “Already” People.  There are so many passages of Scripture that speak to that. 
· 2 Cor. 5:17 says, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”  That your purpose and passions in life have changed!
· Paul also says in 2 Cor. 2:14 that wherever we go, we display the fragrance of Christ’s victory.  
· He says, “But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him.”

· Verses such as these, and so many like them, speak to the completeness and triumph of God’s work in us… that we’ve been taken out of darkness and into His glorious light! (1 Peter 2:9)
· They declare the presence of the Kingdom as being “already”.

And yet, our experience as Christians in this world bring us to a screeching halt… where, in spite of the triumph we have in Christ, the reality is that we, as Paul writes, groan in our burdens and challenges.

· That while we are living in this world, our subjective experience is groaning to God… crying out, “Oh God, I can’t take another minutes of this!  What’s wrong with me?!  Why is this so hard?!”
· You read about the victory that is ours in Christ… and then you look in the mirror and cry out, “what is wrong with this picture?!”
· How can Paul call us “holy and blameless” in Ephesians 1:14, how can he call us God’s holy people in Colossians 3:12… and then, in that same paragraph, go ahead and tell us to put to death the sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, that is also in our lives.

· What’s with this utter contradiction inside of us?

If we “have the victory”, then why does Paul tell us that our experience is about dying to self?
· When Paul tells us to do away with immorality and greed, it doesn’t sound like he’s talking about people who always experience “the victory”, who always live in “triumphant procession in Christ!”
· It sounds like he’s talking to people who are struggling to experience even a little bit of change in their lives.  
· How can the Bible call us holy and blameless when we are still so linked to this present world, with its frailty, sin, and defeat.
Is the Bible all mixed up over this?  Again, why do “new creations” require warnings about lust and greed?  
· Because we’re not just “already” people… we’re also “not-yet” people.

· In fact, not only are there verses that speak of us living either in the already and in the not-yet… but there are some where Paul takes the already and not yet and he packs them into the same passage… placing both realities side by side.  
· So, if you hadn’t picked up on the paradox, you’d have to get it in these verses. 
· The classic verse is in 2 Cor. 6:4-10 where Paul starts by dealing with the “groaning” or “not yet” aspect of our lives.  
He starts off in verse 4 saying, “As servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; 5in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; 
· He is not teaching that all you do is say the magic words  and you live easily ever after… but that you will, at times, groan in the pain of what it means to live in this world… even as believers.
· Now, having just said that, he sort of takes us in the opposite direction, saying… “6 in purity, understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; 7 in truthful speech and in the power of God;” 
· Now he’s saying that you are just loaded with God… wrapped in God’s presence… the gifts of the Spirit and the fruit of the Spirit just beam out of you just like John Wayne with two six-shooters… one with gifts and one with fruit… shooting these blessings wherever you go.  
Then he goes on throwing these completely opposite experiences together.
· “ 8Through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; 9 known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed…”

· The Christian life is the strange experience of death and resurrection simultaneously all the time.  
· So, you will have days in your life when you come home from church or work, drive home from school, just saying, “I’m so glad I’m a Christian!”  
· Then, when you get home, your spouse does the littlest thing wrong and you get angry and start and argument… yelling at her, the kids… you start getting depressed… until you start to wonder, “am I just schizophrenic here?!”  
Verse 10 goes on, “Sorrowful, yet always rejoicing;” 
· This is the easiest for us to understand.  Reality is that Christians are the happiest depressed people on the earth! We are defeated winners… God’s mysterious people.  
· Because two ages are coexisting in us at the same time… already and not yet.
· Poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything.”
· You live this!  You experience this utter contradiction.  
· But it is this contradiction that, in itself, expresses the very mystery of the K that we’re speaking of…“Having nothing… but possessing everything!”
You see this mystery totally expressed when the Bible talks about sin.  

· In 1 John 3:6, for example, we’re told that “Whoever abides in Him does not sin!” 

· But then, going back just a little bit in 1 Jn 1:8, we read, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” 
· John is basically saying that if you say you don’t have sin in your life, you are lying! 

· Is this a contradiction? No… both are true!  Do you see how we are already/not-yet people?!  
So, if we can accept the fact that not only is the Kingdom already/not yet, but as Christians we’re an already/not-yet people, then now what?  What implications does that have for us in our day to day lives?
1.  It helps us understand the struggles we face in our day to day lives. 
There are a number of times in the NT where Paul speaks of the old self and new self.  His whole foundation for that comes out of this Kingdom understanding.

· It is not psychological language… Paul’s not talking about self-image… but the reality of our condition as Christians.  It’s Kingdom language.

· The new man that you are is the man living “already” in the Kingdom of God.  
· The old man is that part of you not-yet living in the fullness of the Kingdom of God.  
· It’s not some psychological thing, not some schizophrenia inside of you that would make anyone feel like throwing in the “spiritual towel”…

· The reason why Paul speaks of the old man and new man that’s within you is simply because there are two ages coexisting within you at the same time. 

Paul explains in Galatians 5:17 that “the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh.”  The conflict of the already/not-yet is so clear in this passage.

· There are times when you may act like the worst person at work, you argue with your spouse or parent over nothing…and other times you feel so close to God you want to cry… and you wonder, “does this add up?” 

· Well, that is the reality that we live in every day.  
· Someone asked me just a month or so ago, “I know I’m happiest when I’m spending time with God… so why don’t I make the time to spend with Him?  It doesn’t make sense!”

· It does make sense… you’re just an ordinary Christian living between the already/not yet of the Kingdom of God.  
2. It helps us understand that this already/not-yet tension will always be with us in this life.
It’s is somewhat natural for people to emphasize one side of the already/not yet tension over the other... but then they end up developing a doctrine around that one-sided understanding.

· On the one side of the equation you have people who focus too heavily on the not-yet reality of the Kingdom.

· You may notice that many people who seem to pay a whole lot of attention to “end times” can be like this… saying that basically, you just need to hold on till Jesus comes back... forgetting that the Kingdom is also an “already” reality… that we can walk with Jesus now and experience His love, peace, joy, and power. 

· In fact, the belief that spiritual gifts don’t exist today, I believe, comes from this as well, where the emphasis is taken off the present altogether and put on the future when we’ll get it all.

On the other side of the equation, you see people that believe we’re completely in the “already” stage... where you can name it… and claim it… and, unless you’re in sin… you’ll get it.

· This whole faith, positive confession movement, comes so close to saying that you can experience the victory all the time.  

· Again, as believers, we do have the victory… it is our present possession.  But in order to be “real” we need to accept that we don’t always feel victorious. 
· It’s hard hanging out with people who think they are living in victory all the time.  It’s a bit nicer being with people who’ve been buckled and bent a little… and they know it and they understand the reality of living b/t the already and the not yet.  
· How often have I said that I don’t want us to be a church that puts on phony masks? You see, there is a theology behind our value of being “real”! 

What if you’re at a super-bowl game… and your team is loosing by 21 points.  How depressing would that be!  But what if you knew your team was going to clobber the other team in the end?  Would that change the way you are feeling at that moment?  Of course.
· I want us to be a church that celebrates the fact that we’ve won!!  I want to celebrate that all the time.  But I also want us to be a church that can be real when, in the meantime, we’re feeling a bit clobbered ourselves.

· The victory is ours… but we don’t always experience it.  You certainly don’t feel like your experiencing it when someone you love gets sick or when tragic news comes.
The truth is that this already/not-yet tension will always be with us in this life.  There is no way to jump out of our skin and get set free from this.  
· Look at the tension Paul expresses in Romans 7:15ff… 
· “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 19For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do-this I keep on doing.  21When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 24What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 25Thanks be to God-through Jesus Christ our Lord!”

· And believe me, Paul didn’t just grow out of it.  This tension is not a passing phase… it isn’t that the first 10 years is like this and then you start cruising on some cloud of perfection.  
· There is no one out there… not even the slickest dressed preacher on TV… who doesn’t struggle just like you do.  That’s why Paul writes in 1 Cor. 10:13 that no temptation has come into your life that isn’t common to everyone else.

So, do not panic and don’t fall into despair or hate yourself!  As a pastor, I see many Christians so utterly frustrated by the duality that they face within themselves… 
· “What’s going on with me… I know I love God… so, why do I struggle with this?!”  
· They listen to some sermon about triumph or victory, and they wonder why they are the only sad, defeated, mixed up kid that God has.  Is that you?
· And then what so many do is to become secretive about their struggles… living all alone in their pain.

· There is no sin that is uncommon to man.  We all face this duality within us.  
· There never has been a Christian who has not lived in the tension of the already and not yet.  
· You are just a normal mixed up kingdom kid!  The mystery is that two worlds are coexisting inside of you at the same time.

· That’s why Peter needs to say in 1 Peter 4:12, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.”
And the truth is that it is going to get worse!  You’ll find that the closer you get to God, the more disturbed you become by the sin that remains inside of you… 
· That the closer you get to God and the more we experience the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God in our lives, the more disturbed we b/c by the “not-yet” within us. 
· That is why Paul writes, “I am groaning… I love Him so much… I hate my sin… I long for the day when I’ll see Him face to face…”  
· The third implication of the already/not-yet in us is that…
3. We can experience the future victory in the present.

I told you that the closer we get to God, the harder it gets.  But, I want to also tell you the closer we are to God, the better it gets!  Both are true at the same time.  Why?  Because it is the already/not yet.  
· The Good News is that we have been given the Holy Spirit as a deposit, Paul writes in Ephesians 1, guaranteeing that future inheritance… when we will see Him face to face in the already/already of the Kingdom!

· Through the Holy Spirit, we have power over that old self.  The tension will always be there… but as we walk in the Holy Spirit, as Paul writes in Galatians 5:16/17, we will not carry out the desires of the flesh.

· Because of the already/not-yet, we experience the reality of what Jesus said to Peter, that “the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.” 

· And yet, the more you find that place of rest in your life in the Father’s presence, the more you engage with God through His Word, prayer, keep on being filled with the Holy Spirit, etc… the more and more the power of the Kingdom of God will come into your life… 
· And the more that power is at work in our lives, the more we will choose God over the things in this present world.
In Jude 24-25, we read, “To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy- 25 to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen.”
· That’s your future.  You will be presented before God without fault and with great joy!  
· That’s our present possession!  
· So, even when we do fall… we can get right back up… we just confess our sin… and continue on, knowing that in spite of the fall, everything you’re wanting to be as a Christian, you already are!

4.  We Don’t Have to Put Off Ministering to Others Because We Live in This Tension
Do not postpone your availability to God b/c you are this contradiction… b/c this duality occurs within you.  
· This is where our own hearts… and the enemy deceives us.
· There are an increasing number of opportunities to connect here… lead a kinship, host a kinship, be on the ministry team, teach Sunday School, pray for the sick, etc. 

· And when the call goes out, you see others going out and saying, yes… I’m ready… and you say to yourself… not me… there’s so much in me that hasn’t been sorted out yet.  
· Especially if you’ve chosen to put on any kind of “happy Christian” mask… hiding secret struggles… things that you may not feel comfortable telling even your spouse or your best friend.

· “When I’m at a certain point, than I’ll make myself available to be used by God.”  
· You say, “how can a person like me pray for someone who’s sick?  If I pray for a sick person the way I am, they’ll probably die!”

If you think like that, it is b/c you haven’t understood the nature of the Kingdom of God.
· B/c there will never be a time when you are not aware of this mysterious duality of who you are… and you will always be depressed about yourself and ecstatic about yourself at the same time.  
· You’ll always be pessimistic about your human condition and, at the same time, optimistic about the work God has done and is doing.  It will always be like that.  
· So, don’t wait a minute longer… take yourself right now as you are… such a mixed up Kingdom Kid and say, “God, let me, a mixed up Kingdom kid, be used of You.” 
· Truth is that in season and out of season, you’ll always be that same mixed up person whom God is pleased to use.
We are certainly a contradiction… New creatures…yet we war against the flesh.  We are triumphant, and yet, at the same time, we groan for a future victory.  
· In one moment, we feel victorious, joyous, and free… and in another moment, we feel weakness, fear, and groaning, from which we long to escape.
· We know that the not yet will one day come together with the already when Jesus comes again… and we find ourselves out of the already/not yet… and into just the plain old, simple, “already!” 
*  So much of my discovery regarding the Kingdom of God has come from Derek Morphew’s book, entitled “Breakthrough”.  He influences every paragraph of what I’m sharing here.

