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King for a day 

“If you could be king or queen for a day, what would you do?”  The question presupposes that 
you would be the kind of king or queen who ruled in the ages before Parliamentary democracy, 
and you had the authority to pass any law that you wanted and people would have to obey.  It’s 
certainly a question that encourages the imagination: what would you do, if you had absolute 
power, to make this country a better place? 

Suppose I were to ask you a question closer to home:  if you were the Prime Minister, how 
would you sort out Brexit?  Unless you’ve been blocking your ears over the past 3 years, you’ll 
probably be very happy that you don’t have the responsibility for sorting out that very complex 
issue. 

Suppose I now move to another hypothetical question: if you were God, what would you do? 

God as King 

Today we are in Part 2 of our three-part sermon series “Who is God?” Last week we considered 
God as Creator of the universe and Father, and saw that according to the Bible and the teaching 
of Jesus, God is not only all-powerful but all-wise and all-loving. 

This week we consider God as King and Judge, concepts that most of us, if we think much about 
them, may not find so easy to understand or accept. 

Kingship is a prominent theme in the Bible, with the Hebrew or Aramaic word for king (melek) 
occurring almost 2,700 times, together with the words for reign and kingdom. Kings in the 
ancient world were all-powerful in the territories they controlled. They were renowned for their 
wealth, shown in extravagant clothing, huge and beautiful palaces, sumptuous feasting, and a 
multiplicity of wives and concubines. Ashurbanipal, the last great king of Assyria, described 
himself as “the great king, the legitimate king, the king of the world, king of Assyria, king of (all) 
the four rims (of the earth), king of kings, prince without rival”.1  

The book of Daniel gives a portrait of the kings of Babylon, and in chapter 5 we see Belshazzar 
showing off his power and majesty by throwing a great feast for a thousand of his lords, and 
using the sacred gold and silver vessels which Nebuchadnezzar had looted from the destroyed 
Temple of the LORD in Jerusalem.  

The book of Proverbs warns that pride goes before a fall2, and Belshazzar’s arrogant use of the 
LORD’s sacred vessels, not only for his own purposes but to praise his own gods, sealed his fate. 
Mysterious writing miraculously appears on the wall, and when the Hebrew Daniel is asked to 
interpret it, he fearlessly condemns the king: 

You have exalted yourself against the Lord of heaven! The vessels of his temple have been brought in 
before you, and you and your lords, your wives and your concubines have been drinking wine from 
them. You have praised the gods of silver and gold, of bronze, iron, wood, and stone, which do not 
see or hear or know; but the God in whose power is your very breath, and to whom belong all your 
ways, you have not honoured. (Daniel 5:23)3 

 
1 J.B. Pritchard Ancient Near Eastern Texts (Princeton University Press, 1967) p297 
2 Proverbs 16:18 
3 Biblical references are from the New Revised Standard Version, 1989 



The Bible clearly portrays God as sovereign over the universe.  He is not king in name only – he 
actively rules the world, and can raise up or depose kings, raise a nation to prosperity or bring it 
to ruin. We saw something of this in the story of Jeremiah earlier this month.   

Many of the psalms, such as Psalm 47 which we sang today, celebrate God’s sovereignty as king 
over all the earth. “The Lord is king” is a phrase that appears in many psalms in English 
translations4. But in fact the Hebrew uses a verb: “The Lord reigns”. He watches over everything 
that happens, and intervenes when he sees fit, in a manner of his own choosing.  

This raises the question about the interplay between God’s providence, the role of chance and 
human agency. Theologians and philosophers have been much exercised down the centuries to 
understand how this works.  If God is sovereign over the whole of creation, to what extent can 
we say that God makes things happen, and to what extent does God allow things to happen?  
Do bad things happen to people as a punishment from God for their sins, or does God simply 
allow us to reap the consequences of the selfish actions that we sow?  And perhaps the biggest 
question of all is why God allows bad things to happen to innocent people – shown most clearly 
in the experience of natural disasters.  And a corresponding question, which is raised in some of 
the psalms, is why God allows evil people to get away with their wickedness5: surely if there’s a 
quota of accidents, fatal diseases and other misfortunes, he ought to dish them out to “bad” 
people rather than “good” people? 

“Welcome to my world” 

Perhaps, if you were God, as I suggested at the beginning of this sermon, you’d be able to do a 
better job than the current incumbent.  But, to be honest, I doubt it.  The belief that there are 
simple solutions to the problems of injustice in the world is humorously illustrated in the 2003 
film Bruce Almighty.  Bruce, an American television reporter, is passed over for promotion to the 
role of news anchor-man by his rival, and through his angry behaviour gets dismissed. When 
Bruce complains bitterly to God, he receives a mysterious message on his phone, calling him to 
a meeting in a disused warehouse, where he meets God (played by Morgan Freeman), who 
gives him the chance to take over as God for a week. Although he is given God’s supernatural 
powers, he is not allowed to use them to "mess with free will." Bruce initially uses his new 
powers for selfish ends, but even when he tries to do things right, disaster ensues.  In the end 
he is very happy to hand the role of God back to the Lord himself.  Although the film is a 
comedy, it does make the valid point that the job of ruling the universe is incredibly complex. I 
particularly like the way it deals with one of Bruce’s dilemmas: after his girlfriend Grace (played 
by Jennifer Aniston) has broken off the relationship, Bruce asks God, “How do you make 
someone love you without affecting free will?” God answers: “Welcome to my world, son. If you 
come up with an answer, you let me know.” 

God as judge 

But we mustn’t leave the question of injustice there.  In the ancient world, the role of king 
involved not only making the laws but enforcing them.  The king was the supreme judge, as we 
see in the story of King Solomon being asked to decide between two women who both laid 
claim to a baby6. In the Old Testament the prophets repeatedly remind the kings of Israel and 
Judah that they are responsible for ensuring that justice is done in the land: in particular, 
protecting the widow, the orphan and the foreigner, three classes of people who were without 
resources and vulnerable to exploitation.   God is portrayed as being on their side7, and as 
holding kings and people with power accountable.  Jeremiah gives this message to King 
Jehoiakim: 

 
4 E.g. Psalms 93:1, 96:10, 97:1, 99:1 
5 See especially Psalms 37 and 73 
6 1 Kings 3:16-28 
7 Psalm 146:7-9 



Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor 
anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the orphan, and the widow, 
nor shed innocent blood in this place. (Jeremiah 22:3) 

You might say that God delegates his role of ruling and maintaining justice and order in the 
world to human agents, which is how St Paul explains it in his letter to the Romans.8  

That doesn’t mean that God opts out of enforcing justice. The pattern that seems to emerge 
from both the Old and New Testaments is that God sets out his standards of justice and 
righteousness, warns his people when they stray from these standards, often gives them hints 
that they need to repent through events such as poor harvests or attacks from enemies, and 
after waiting patiently and still seeing no response, brings disaster upon them. But in the midst 
of judgement there are messages of hope for the future, such as when Jeremiah buys a field in 
the middle of the siege of Jerusalem which will lead to its destruction, as a sign that there will 
yet be a day of prosperity in the future. Those who have repeatedly rejected the warnings to 
repent suffer the consequences of their sin, but God saves a remnant who will later rebuild and 
be re-established as God’s people. 

We see this pattern in the teaching of Jesus.  He preaches a message about repentance and 
renewal:  

‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’ 
(Mark 1:15) 

Jesus gives several prophecies about forthcoming destruction of Jerusalem, rather like Jeremiah: 

As he came near and saw the city, he wept over it, saying, ‘If you, even you, had only recognized on 
this day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes. Indeed, the days 
will come upon you, when your enemies will set up ramparts around you and surround you, and hem 
you in on every side. They will crush you to the ground, you and your children within you, and they 
will not leave within you one stone upon another; because you did not recognize the time of your 
visitation from God.’ (Luke 19:41-44)9 

According to Jesus’ agenda, the remnant were to be his disciples, who were to become the 
church and be joined by people of all nations as the gospel spread.  And so the focus shifts from 
the people of Israel to the whole world, as the message of repentance and reconciliation with 
God through the death and resurrection of Jesus is taken to the ends of the earth.  Paul sums it 
up in his speech to the philosophers in Athens: 

While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he commands all people everywhere 
to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a 
man whom he has appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.’ 
(Acts 17:30-31) 

This brings us to the theme of the Last Judgement, which seems to be the subject of Jesus’ 
parable of the Sheep and the Goats in Matthew 25. Some of the prophecies in the Old 
Testament had already looked forward to a future era of peace in which all nations would 
submit to the rule of God10, and others spoke of God’s kingdom being under the rule of the 
Messiah, who would fulfil the role of David as God’s anointed king11. In later prophecies, such as 
in the book of Daniel, a future Day of Judgement was envisaged, where the righteous would be 
vindicated and the wicked punished.  Jesus uses this imagery in the Parable of the Sheep and 
the Goats, where the main point seems to be that true righteousness is shown by the way we 
treat the poor and vulnerable12. Those who belong to Jesus, who are truly God’s people, are not 
those who talk the talk but those who walk the walk, he says in the Sermon on the Mount: 

 
8 Romans 13:1-7 
9 See also Luke 13:34-35, Mark 13:1-2. Luke 13:1-5,6-9 
10 Isaiah 2:2-4 
11 Isaiah 11:1-9 
12 Matthew 25:37-40 



‘Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord”, will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only one who does 
the will of my Father in heaven. (Matthew 7:21) 

I suspect that this aspect of God is one that we are least comfortable with. On the one hand, we 
may welcome the idea that God is King, that he is in charge, that justice will be done and 
ultimately the mess that we have got this world into will be sorted out.  We may applaud the 
idea that paedophiles, human traffickers and corrupt and cruel tyrants will be held accountable 
for their crimes and get their just desserts.  But Jesus talks about judgement for those ordinary 
people like us who have neglected the poor and vulnerable whom we could have helped. That 
should be a good enough reason for some serious soul-searching as we book our next foreign 
holiday or buy our next car. 

It would be a mistake to think of God’s compassion and mercy as being the opposite of his 
judgement and righteousness.  It is precisely because God has compassion on those who suffer 
that he is angry with those who cause the suffering. God’s passion for justice is the flip side of 
his passionate love for everything that he has created, especially human beings made in his own 
image. If you deliberately or negligently injure someone I love, you will have me to reckon with. 
Would you want God to act any differently? 

Of course, we are all in some sense both the victims of other people’s sins and the cause of 
suffering to others, whether deliberately or through carelessness and negligence.  And the more 
we become aware of the way our behaviour hurts others, the less excuse we have for 
continuing in it.  The current environmental crisis is a case in point. If we were to think biblically, 
we should see the growing ferocity and frequency of hurricanes and the damage they are 
causing, especially to vulnerable communities, as a warning that we need to act urgently to 
address the effect humans are having on the climate. God cares about the people who have lost 
their homes, their loved ones or their lives in the Bahamas, the Philippines, Indonesia, 
Mozambique and other places. Our response should certainly include supporting the relief 
effort financially and in prayer; but it must surely also include taking significant steps to cut our 
own carbon footprint. The God we believe loves us also loves the people made homeless by 
climate changes that our extravagant lifestyles have contributed to. 

Conclusion: hope and challenge 

God’s sovereignty and Kingship are both a ground for hope and a challenge to complacency.  
When we pray for his kingdom to come and his will to be done on earth as it is in heaven, we 
are inviting God to work in our world to bring about justice and fairness for all, trusting that he 
has both the power and the will to bring transformation and blessing.  But if we pray for God’s 
will to be done, then we also have to be prepared to do his will ourselves on earth, which means 
in the decisions we take, the way we treat others and the choices we make about our lifestyles. 
Recognising God as our king is to acknowledge that we are accountable to him, and that can be 
an uncomfortable thought. 

As we contemplate our own failings and inadequacies, the news that God is also our Saviour, 
the one who forgives and restores, is a welcome relief from the helplessness and guilt that 
might otherwise overwhelm us. 

But that is a topic for next week’s sermon! 

 


