
WHO'S IN CHARGE?

2 Samuel 23:1-7; Psalm 132:1-12, (13-18); Revelation 1:4b-8; John 18:33-37

One of the frightening things, in the early days of the recent pandemic last year, was that it

seemed like chaos, like nobody was in charge. It was even worse in the United States under the

Trump administration as the White House gave out conflicting signals. People were told one thing on

one day, another thing on another day. Public health officials came to the podium and then spoke

from out of their expertise and then the next day they were dismissed or silenced. The president

himself seemed confused and bewildered by things (remember the “drink bleach” fiasco?). He kept

saying that he was in charge, that we would be through this soon, but you could tell by looking at his

demeanor that he did not really have his hand on the wheel. 

The governor of New York emerged, in his daily news conferences, as somebody who

seemed to know what he was doing. He was shooting straight, telling it like it was. Who knew who

the governor of New York was? Who cared? But then, when they found themselves in crisis, feeling

very vulnerable and things out of control, well, we needed a leader in the worst sort of way, so we

gravitated to this leader who seemed to be in charge. 

We complain about government high-handedness, about legislative control and oversight,

about unfair government regulations, about power-hungry politicians, but just let us go through some

crisis like the pandemic or confrontation with our patterns of racism after the uncovering of unmarked

graves of residential school children, and all of us seem to ask, “Who is in charge?” 

Today is Christ the King Sunday, when the church pauses to reflect on the significance of the

truth that Jesus not only loves, cares, empathizes, comforts, and saves; Jesus Christ rules. Jesus

Christ, in word and deed, in his crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension is God demonstrating that, no
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matter how chaotic and difficult the world becomes, God is in charge. 

Arrogant, politically savvy Pontius Pilate examined Christ, as the crowd in the street whooped

and called for Jesus’s execution, Pilate asked Jesus, “Are you king?” 

This poor, whipped, beaten, half-dead Jewish carpenter’s son, a king? It’s laughable. In a final

gesture of mockery, Pilate put over his humiliating cross, “King of the Jews.” 

Surely the Gospel writer means for us to ask ourselves, “So who is king?” That’s the question

that convenes us this Sunday. Pilate’s question is ours. We look at the state of our world, all of the

events and problems that cause us fear and concern— white racial violence, ecological disaster,

wars and rumors of wars, issues of sexual orientation, gender identity—make your own list. And

when we look at all these fearful, seemingly unsolvable issues, our question is that of Pilate. Could

you, Jesus, be sovereign over all this? With the world in the state it’s in, Who is in charge? 

The realm over which Jesus rules can seem marginalized, small, and insignificant. The largest

buildings in our town are those built and run by the government, by the friends of Pilate, not those of

Jesus. How can we speak of the “reign of Christ” in a world that seems so solidly in the hands of

those who have no allegiance to him or his kingdom? 

A “king” who is beaten and crucified, whose only “throne” is a cross, whose followers are no

more than the poor and the wretched of the earth? 

Claims for the rule of Christ are on the same basis that David made a claim for his rule. That

rule is most powerful, most beautiful and life-giving that is rule in congruence with the creative

purposes of God. Our “rulers” specialize in violence, coercion—military and legislative— the exercise

of raw power. Here is a king who rules through suffering love. He specializes in work, not at the

capital city, the seats of power and prestige, but in little, insignificant, out of the way places like

Bethlehem and Nazareth. He prefers to work, not with those whom we think are powerful and
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commanding, but rather with those whom the world regards as little and insignificant, people like

those who are gathered here in church this morning. He did his best leading from a cross, our

following will be at the same location. Here is a very different definition of king, rule, reign, and power.

Very different because it is tied to the true, living God and his ways rather than to our false gods and

their ways. 

No wonder so few follow, no wonder that this peculiar kingdom has had its critics, its enemies,

is even today, two thousand years after Pilate’s political question (“Are you king?”) small,

marginalized, sometimes ridiculed, often ignored. 

Yet perhaps it makes it all the more miraculous that there are many (I’m speaking to a number

of this kingdom’s citizens right now) who consider themselves citizens of this counter-kingdom. It is

as if you bear two passports in your pockets. One says that you are a citizen of this country, your

native, or adopted land. Another passport says that you belong to the people of the covenant, that

you, like King David, are answerable to a higher standard of judgment than your own conscience or

even the laws of our state. Your life and actions are to be judged, not solely by our individual

conscience or by the standards that you inherited from your parents, but by how well they conform to

the plans and purposes of the Creator. 

Trouble is, the “kingdom” initiated and sustained by Jesus doesn’t look like what the world

thinks about when it hears talk of “kingdom.” Last year, again in the U.S. when there was much

criticism of the president’s actions in regard to race and civil unrest, including numerous falsehoods

and incitements, when questioned, a Christian leader said, “We don’t elect him to be Pastor in Chief;

he’s elected to be Commander in Chief. I don’t expect our President to be a perfect person, just

effective.” 

Get it? Christ doesn’t do politics. There’s no connection for expectations for the words and
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actions of those who hold political power and for our standards for basic Christian behavior. It’s

idealistic for Christians to expect goodness from politicians. The claims of Christ don’t apply once we

have entered the grubby world of political power. 

And then along comes Jesus, standing up to Pontius Pilate, Jesus, of the house and lineage

of King David, Jesus claiming to have rule and influence over every area of human life, including

statecraft, government, and politics. 

Because this idea—Christ is in charge and Pontius Pilate is not—is so strange to us, so

against the grain of most of our society’s thinking, the church must gather, on a regular basis, at least

once every week, to do politics. Politics is power, and the love of God isn’t relevant to our lives if it’s

not powerful love. 

So we gather here in worship, not only to explore all things spiritual, to consider how we ought

to conduct our lives and order our families, to receive help and consolation for our times of trouble.

We also gather to reflect upon the basic human, yes, political question, “Who is in charge here?” We

open up the scriptures, meditating upon the word. We tell these stories that form and reform us in the

telling, we view and review our lives in the world in the light of this peculiar vision of who is in charge,

where the world is moving, what the all means. In other words, much of our church time is taken up in

study, debate, and prayerful examination of two inescapably political questions: (1.) Who is God? (2.)

What kind of God is our God?

The answers to those two political questions are the very basis of our lives. It is of such great

importance to know who sits on the throne. When the world seems to be coming apart, and storm

clouds gather, and it seems more like night than dawn, it is important to know who is in charge. It is

great freedom, a source of sure courage, to know who sits on the throne. 

Sometimes you hear people say, maybe you’ve said it yourself, “God is in control.” 
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I think I know what they are indicating. Ultimately, eventually, God can be trusted to guide the

world, even the mess we often make of the world, to God’s promised, intended conclusion. 

We can’t mean that God is pulling the strings, controlling every movement that we make.

There are still too many evil, sinful, unjust human actions to say “God is in control” in the sense that

everything that happens occurs because God makes it so. I think in light of this Sunday’s scripture it

would be more accurate to say, “God is in charge.” 

Ultimately, in spite of all of our mess-ups, political and otherwise, God will at last get what God

wants. Christ will one day be acclaimed as King, as sovereign, ruler over all. We’re not there yet but

because of God’s loving action among us, through us, sometimes in spite of us, we are on the way. 

Knowing ultimately, finally, when it’s all said and done, who is in charge enables to face today

and tomorrow with hope. Knowing that Christ is able to do what we can’t do or can’t undo, enables us

to be truthful about yesterday and our sin, personal and national, because Christ is in charge of the

meaning of our lives and our world, not us.  Thanks be to God. Amen.
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