Who is this King?  Colossians 1:10-15, Christ the King Sunday, 11/24/13

And Jesus said to his disciples, "Who do men say that I am?" And His disciples answered, "Master, you are the omnipotent eschatological manifestation of ecclesiastical authority; the Ground of Being, the supreme moral paradigm; the incarnational indwelling of the Logos, the proleptic Eternal Now; the divine, sacerdotal monarch."  And Jesus said, "Say what?"

It’s an old joke, perhaps one which is funnier to those who have waded through tomes of arcane theology than to the average person.  But sometimes jokes point us to important questions.  Today is Christ the King Sunday.  The last Sunday of the church year and one on which we are invited to ponder this fundamental question:  Who is Jesus and what does it mean to talk about his sovereignty in our life and our world?  
From its earliest days the Church has tried to express two fundamental convictions about Jesus and they can seem to be in conflict.  On one hand we have confessed that Jesus was just like us in all things, except that his will was perfectly aligned with God’s.  The point in saying that is to assert that God did not remain far above the struggles of mere mortals; God knows our struggles because in Jesus he experienced temptations and challenges which confront us. But emphasizing that Jesus is just like has one big danger:  it’s easy to reduce him to no more than our buddy.  If Jesus is just like us, then what does it mean to call him Lord? If he is just like us, his teachings easily become mere suggestions, to be embraced and ignored as we choose.  If he is just like us, his death is tragic, but no more so than the death of a lot of other good men and women.
So the church has made another claim.  That Christ is much more than us, that the one the early church experienced in Jesus has existed from all eternity and is the definitive revelation of who God is and what God desires for the world.  To put it succinctly and a little whimsically, Jesus is more than a man, he is The Man, the essence of what God is like and what it means to be fully human.  When he speaks it is the voice of God, pulling back the curtain to give us a window into the very heart of God.  When he speaks it is with an authority which trumps all others.
You will find Biblical testimony to both perspectives.  Taken together they bear witness to a God who is both accessible and powerful, both approachable and authoritative.  They are like two colors which combine to give us a new, truer color.  At various points in history the church has tended to emphasize one hue or the other, depending on the challenge it faced.

Today’s lesson from Colossians includes one of the great soaring hymns of the early church, a hymn that emphasizes the cosmic significance of Jesus Christ.  It comes out of a context when many saw Jesus as no more than one teacher among many.  This song expresses what theologians call a “high Christology” a view which emphasizes the uniqueness, the power, and the authority of Jesus Christ. 


“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.” him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in
So to return to the original question, what does that great hymn tell us about God, our world, and our calling to live as Jesus’ disciples? Most fundamentally, it asserts that if you want to know what God is like, look at Jesus.  If you want to know what God desires for the world, like at Jesus.  “He is the image of the invisible God.”  
I’m a fan of the TV show CSI and one of the reasons is the amazing technology the crime lab uses.  The technicians have all these sprays and powders they use to process a crime scene.  If you watch the show you know they often reveal things in a motel room which could make you want to carry a sleeping bag anytime you travel.  They reveal the invisible.
In contrast to the CSI sprays and powders, which expose the ugly and tawdry, the person of Jesus helps us see the beautiful reality of a God who cares for the creation, a God who is engaged with our pain and suffering.  Let us be honest sometimes the invisible God seems distant indeed, and prayer feels like a conversation with ourselves.  The great hymn in Colossians is a reminder that in Christ God has come near enough to be touched and hurt.  Mystery is an inescapable part of 
God; the creature can never fully grasp the Creator.  But thanks to Christ, God is not totally mysterious—God’s love is as visible Jesus present in our world.
And this world says the writer of Colossians is fundamentally a beautiful, blessed world to be savored and enjoyed.  2000 years later it would be easy for us to not understand that a great debate in the early church concerned how Christians should regard the world.  The Gnostics believed that the physical world was simply a corrupt, filthy prison created by inferior deities, and the duty of Christians was to have nothing to do with it and escape to some higher plane as soon as possible.  So when this hymn proclaims, “in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible,” it is rejecting such a negative view in favor of one which says Christians are to love and embrace the world in which they find themselves.

Peter De Vries’ The Blood of the Lamb is a beautiful but excruciating novel which explores how we deal with human suffering.  At one point the central character Don Wanderhope waits to hear the results of his daughter’s bone marrow scan, results which will tell whether her leukemia is in remission.  Across the street is a church and he goes there to pray.  Filled with longing and dread he prays 

“..give us a year.  We will spend it as we have spent the last missing nothing…We will seek out the leaves turning in the little praised and the unadvertised trees.  Everyone loves the sweet, neat blossom of the hawthorn in spring, but who lingers over the olive drab of her leaf in autumn?  We will.  We will seek out these modest subtleties so lost in the blare of oaks and maples, like flute and woodwinds drowned in brasses and drums.  When winter comes we will let no snow fall ignored.
Unfortunately we do not always see the wonder and beauty of the most ordinary moment, the most mundane activity.  It takes the specter of imminent loss to wake us up.  De Vries novel echoes the proclamation of the Colossian hymn; with all its imperfections, the world is the beautiful creation of a loving God who desires us to receive its beauty with thanksgiving.
So on this Christ the King Sunday where does all this leave us?  It seems to me that this soaring hymn leaves us with a bold assertion and a question.  The bold assertion is this:  Jesus Christ is the key to understanding how to live in our magnificent, but flawed world.  Lately there has been a lot in the news about the NSA and message encryption.  To keep electronic communications secure, transmissions are scrambled.  A message looks like gobbledygook unless you have key.  But with the key it all makes sense.  
There are days when it feels life is one big encrypted message, days when it is hard to see how everything makes sense. Our text confesses that in Christ all things hold together, that the life of Jesus is the ultimate encryption key.  In him we see how we deal with suffering.  In him we find direction for our ethical choices.  In him see how God is trying to heal all that is broken in our world.  Life is sometimes confusing and hard, but facing as followers of Jesus is the difference between being dropped blind into a wilderness and being given a map and some landmarks by which to navigate.
That being true, today’s text poses a question:  In your life, is Jesus more like the rocks or the sand?  I suspect that many of you have seen the demonstration which illustrates the importance of the right priorities.  You have a jar or bucket and you put some rocks in it, then smaller rocks, then BBs, then sand, and finally water.  And the point is that you should do important things first and then allow less important things to fill in the gaps.  So, I ask again, in your own life, is Jesus more like the rocks or the sand?  Do you begin by asking what God needs you to be about in the world and let other less important things fill in the gaps or do you find your days often filled with the minutia of life, so that the priorities of Christ get worked in if there happens to be any leftover time and space.
This Christ the King Sunday the soaring Colossian hymn reminds us that faithfulness is not supposed to be an afterthought, nor is discipleship what we do with our leftovers.  This Jesus is worthy of our loyalty and obedience.  He is the source of life and the key to understanding what a life is for in the first place. We call him Lord because, as the hymn puts it, “He is the image of the invisible God him all things hold together. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things….,making peace through the blood of his cross.”….and in
