“And He Shall Be Called…” #5a

“The Government Will Be On His Shoulders”

Isaiah 9:6-7
Over the past four Sunday evenings we have examined four names given to Jesus from Isaiah 9:6, which is probably the most familiar of all the Old Testament prophecies about the birth of Christ. Handel included it as one of the great choruses of his Messiah oratorio, often played or sung every Christmas season.
 This evening I want to wrap up this series by considering another thought in this verse that carries into the next one:
For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this.

Twice the word “government” is used here: "the government will be on his shoulders" and "of the increase government and peace there will be no end." When I first read the second phrase this past week I thought to myself, “This may be a prediction of our own government—its increase will know no end!” But we certainly can’t say that about peace in our world.

Much of human history is the story of conflict. During the past 5,560 years there have been nearly 15,000 wars, and these are only the ones we know about. We aren’t very good at living in peace with one another. We’re much better at disagreeing, fighting, and feuding.

Some think that government is the answer. Yet as the world gets more and more complex, human governments seem to create more problems than they solve! We build bureaucracies, thinking that’s the only way to deal with the complexities of life—and consequently life only grows more perplexing. But the promised Messiah’s government is simple and uncomplicated.
 And effective.

Every few years the politicians spend billions of dollars trying to convince us that they have the answers to the challenges we face. Implicit in every campaign—in every party platform and candidate’s speech—and in every social and economic system ever introduced in history. Capitalists believe they can. Socialists believe they can. Marxists believe they can. Conservatives believe they can. Liberals believe they can. Despite the fact that the perfect government has never been realized in nearly 250 years of American history, nor in all the years of recorded human civilization.

One day, though, we will see a perfect government providing freedom, justice, and equity. Christ introduced it. And Christ will consummate it.

But what does Isaiah mean when he wrote, “The government will be on his shoulders”? Or, “Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end”? Is this a present reality or a future hope? How are we to understand all of this?

I realize that many of us have become so disillusioned with politicians and politics that we recoil at the word “government.” So let’s replace that with a different term, one used in verse 7: “He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom.” That is the word Jesus used extensively in His ministry, announcing at the outset in Mark 1:15, “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” The government mentioned in Isaiah 9:6 is the kingdom of God.

So what does the phrase mean, “The government will be on his shoulders”? Another verse in this same book is helpful: Isaiah 22:22 states, “I will place on his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” The context of this verse is that God was going to take the position of one man, Shebna, away from him and give it to another man, Eliakim. In verse 21 the Lord says, “I will…hand your authority over to him.” This is the meaning of placing the key on his shoulder. The key figuratively depicts the responsibility of a position and the power to make decisions in that position—to open and close doors, so to speak.

This might only be an obscure sidelight in Old Testament history if it were not for similar words spoken by Jesus in Revelation 3:7-8, “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: ‘These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut.’”
Dietrich Bonhoeffer comments on this,

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders.” That the government of all the world should lie upon the weak shoulders of this newborn child! This one thing we know: These shoulders will one day bear the weight of the whole world. With the cross, all the sin and the sorrow of this world will be laden upon these shoulders. But his authority will remain, he will not break under the burden, but bring it through triumphantly. The government which lies upon the shoulders of the child in the manger consists of the patient bearing of humanity’s burden and its guilt. The bearing of this burden begins in the manger, begins there where the eternal Word of God took to himself human flesh and bore it. Precisely in the lowliness and weakness of the child is the beginning of his taking the government of all the world upon him. The head of the house indicates his government over the house by the key which he hangs over his shoulder. That shows that he has the authority to open or shut the door, to let people in or to show them out, as he will. And that is also the way that the cross over his shoulder shows his authority as governor. He opens to those whose sins he forgives, and he shuts out the proud. That is the nature of this child’s government, that he receives the humble, the lowly and sinners, bearing their burden, but he rejects and brings to nothing the proud, the high and mighty, the self-righteous.

The Kingdom Is Pending

I want to highlight three foundational truths regarding the Kingdom of God this evening, and the first is that the Kingdom is pending. In other words, Christ’s kingdom has not yet come in its complete capacity. These verses in Isaiah look beyond that first Christmas to a time still in the prophetic future when Christ shall reign over a literal, earthly, kingdom that encompasses all the kingdoms and governments of the world. In that day, the government of the whole world will rest on His shoulders, and He will reign as sovereign over a worldwide kingdom of righteousness and peace.

In this sense, the Kingdom is still future. It is an inheritance God will bestow upon His people when Christ comes in glory.
 (This coming in glory was the focus of this morning’s message.) In Revelation 19:11-21, Jesus will return to earth with the armies of heaven following Him and He will defeat the Antichrist and False Prophet, casting them alive into the Lake of Fire. Then in chapter 20 He establishes His reign over the whole earth, and He will rule for a thousand years while Satan is locked away in the abyss. This kingdom age will be characterized by a lasting universal peace. No longer will military uniforms have to be issued, nor will the weapons of war be needed. All remembrances of war can be tossed into the fire, for they will be useless and outmoded. It will be a rule of perfect and complete peace—a marvel unequaled in history.
 Bonhoeffer describes it this way,
The government of this poor child will be great. It will encompass the whole earth. All generations until the end of time will serve him whether they know it or not. His will be a rule over the hearts of all humankind. Thrones and great kingdoms will be strengthened or broken by this power. The unseen, loving rule of this divine child over human hearts will be more firmly grounded than the visible and shining might of earthly lords. And ultimately all governments on earth must serve the rule of Jesus Christ over all humankind. Despite all the hostility against it, this government will become greater and more firmly based.

This millennial kingdom is not the eternal kingdom, however, for it will come to an end. Revelation 20:7-9 records that there will be a brief rebellion when Satan is released, which will be squashed and result in Satan and all unbelievers being cast into the Lake of Fire for all eternity following the Great White Throne Judgment in verses 11-15. Then a new heaven and new earth will appear where Christ will reign forever in a perfect, sinless world.
In this regard the Kingdom is pending. We continue to pray “Thy kingdom come” and look forward to when Jesus Christ returns to earth—not as a poor baby in a barn, but as King of kings and Lord of lords to rule and reign over the whole earth. We long for that Kingdom, when “government” will no longer have a negative connotation.

The Kingdom Is Present

Yet the New Testament also teaches that the Kingdom is present, right now in operation. We read in Luke 17:20–21,

Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, “The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is among you.”
There are several ways to interpret this, but the best way is that Jesus was saying the kingdom is “among you,” that it was present in the person and ministry of Jesus.
 And so we can say that Jesus’ Kingdom is “already but not yet.” But how can this be?

The key to understanding this concept is found in the meaning of “kingdom.” For this I rely heavily on George Eldon Ladd’s book, The Gospel of the Kingdom, 

The primary meaning of both the Hebrew word malkuth in the Old Testament and of the Greek word basileia in the New Testament is the rank, authority and sovereignty exercised by a king. A basileia may indeed be a realm over which a sovereign exercises his authority; and it may be the people who belong to that realm and over whom authority is exercised; but these are secondary and derived meanings. First of all, a kingdom is the authority to rule, the sovereignty of the king…. When the word refers to God’s Kingdom, it always refers to His reign, His rule, His sovereignty, and not to the realm in which it is exercised…. The Word of God does say that the Kingdom of God is a present spiritual reality. At the same time, the Kingdom is an inheritance which God will bestow upon His people when Christ comes in glory.

Thus the Kingdom of God is His rule and authority, not a geographic location. Just like the church is an assembly of people, not a building, so the Kingdom of God is a group of people rather than a land marked by borders. And we should not confuse the Kingdom with any particular nationality, either. Revelation 7:9 speaks of “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language,” and this aptly describes the makeup of the Kingdom of Jesus.

So when we pray, “Thy kingdom come,” are we praying for heaven to come to earth? In a sense we are praying for this; but heaven is an object of desire only because the reign of God is to be more perfectly realized then it is now. Apart from the reign of God, heaven is meaningless. Therefore, what we pray for is, “Thy kingdom come; thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” This prayer asks God to reign, to manifest His kingly sovereignty and power, to put to flight every enemy of righteousness and of His divine rule, that God alone may be King over all the world.
 That is a present tense prayer, not just a future tense prayer.

And so we acknowledge that the Kingdom is a present reality, and it is a future blessing. It is an inner spiritual redemptive blessing that can be experienced only by way of the new birth, and yet in the future it will have to do with the government of the nations of the world. The Kingdom is a realm that will be bestowed by God in the future and yet which must be received in the present.

The Kingdom Is Personal

There is one final aspect that must be addressed, and that is the Kingdom is personal. In order to enter the future realm of the Kingdom, one must submit himself in perfect trust to God’s rule here and now.
 Jesus said in Matthew 5:3, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus takes up His reign in those who acknowledge their poverty of spirit. The moment you humble yourself and pour out your heart to God and recognize that you are spiritually bankrupt and receive Him into your life, then the King of kings comes and sets up His throne in your heart. Now to be sure, there is a day coming when God will set up His earthly kingdom. But right now, in the heart of every single believer is a throne upon which the King of kings reigns.

Bonhoeffer observes,

Only when one does not allow Jesus to rule, then obstinacy, defiance, and hatred express themselves continuously and there can be no peace. Jesus [does] not establish His government of peace by force, but only when people submit to Him freely, and allow Him to rule over them. Then He gives to them His wonderful peace. When today, once again, Christian people are torn apart by war and hate, yes, when even Christian churches cannot come together, that is not the fault of Jesus Christ, but the fault of people who will not allow Jesus to rule over them. This does not mean that the promise is not fulfilled. Peace will have no end when the divine child rules over us.

Jesus promised eternal life to those who put their faith in Him. We think of eternal life as something future, but actually it begins in the present. Eternal life means that we have already been brought into a personal relationship with God here and now. Eternal life means that we have already been introduced to God. Eternal life means that God has become our God and we have become His people, and that we have begun to share a fellowship with Him; we have begun to share His life.

Earlier we noted that when we pray, “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” that is both a present and future prayer. I would add that it is also a personal prayer. I pray that God’s will be done in my life, in my home, in my church, at my workplace, in my community, in my nation, just as His will is done in heaven. This is how the Kingdom of God becomes a personal reality, not just some theological debating point. I am part of the Kingdom of God because I have crowned Jesus as my King. 

It is not enough to trust Jesus Christ as Savior from sin, although that is certainly the beginning of His reign in our lives. We must also surrender our all to Him and let Him be the Lord of our lives. We must, by faith, place the government of our lives upon His shoulder. For you, individually, it means surrendering your body to Him as “a living sacrifice” (Romans 12:1), so that he can walk in your body and work through your body to accomplish his purposes on earth. It also means yielding your mind and learning His truth from His Word. “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2a). It also means giving Him your will, “Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (Romans 12:2b). Finally, it means giving Him your heart, your love. “If you love me, keep my commandments” (John 14:15). When He has your body, mind, will, and heart, He can reign supreme in your life. The government will be on His shoulder, and all that He is will be shared with you. You will experience what it means to have Him governing your life as the One who is Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace.

Alas, this is what Christmas is all about. Once more quoting from Bonhoeffer,

This is about the birth of a child, not of the astonishing work of a strong man, not of the bold discovery of a wise man, not of the pious work of a saint. It really is beyond all understanding: the birth of a child shall bring about the great change, shall bring to all mankind salvation and deliverance. What kings and statesmen, philosophers and artists, religious leaders and moral teachers have labored for in vain is now brought about by a newborn child. Here a child, born into the midst of world history, has put to shame the wisdom and efforts of the strong. A child, born of a human mother, a Son given by God. That is the secret of the salvation of the world. All the past and all the future is here encompassed. The unending comfort of the Almighty God comes to us, humbly and in the form of a child, his Son. That this child is born, for us, given for us, that this human child, God’s Son, belongs to me, that I know him, have him, love him, that I am his and he is mine, means that now my life depends only on him. A child has our life in his hands.

Just now, by faith, put the government of your life in His hands and on His shoulder.
 Join His Kingdom today.
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