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John 18:33-37, Psalm 93 
Christ the King 
 
In many churches this is known as the Sunday of Christ the King.  To be strictly 
accurate those churches which follow the Revised Common Lectionary observe today 
as the day of Christ the King.  We are permitted, even encouraged to follow this way of 
selecting the texts for use on Sundays, but this is not insisted on.  Sometimes we do 
and sometimes we don’t in this church.  However, I wanted us to do this today.  When I 
was growing up, the church I attended emphatically did not use the lectionary, and so I 
had never heard of this Sunday as being special.  Recently I began to wonder just when 
this Sunday was established as that of Christ the King.  So I looked it up.  1925.  1925, 
by Pope Pius XI.  It was later adopted by churches of other denominations.   
 
While the encyclical that established this feast was addressed to Catholic bishops, Pope 
Pius XI wanted this feast to impact the laity.  He said, 
 
"The faithful, moreover, by meditating upon these truths, will gain much strength and 
courage, enabling them to form their lives after the true Christian ideal. If to Christ our 
Lord is given all power in heaven and on earth; if all men, purchased by his precious 
blood, are by a new right subjected to his dominion; if this power embraces all men, it 
must be clear that not one of our faculties is exempt from his empire. He must reign in 
our minds, which should assent with perfect submission and firm belief to revealed 
truths and to the doctrines of Christ. He must reign in our wills, which should obey the 
laws and precepts of God. He must reign in our hearts, which should spurn natural 
desires and love God above all things, and cleave to him alone. He must reign in our 
bodies and in our members, which should serve as instruments for the interior 
sanctification of our souls, or to use the words of the Apostle Paul, as instruments of 
justice unto God." 
 
Obviously the idea of Christ as our King is supposed to be all embracing.  And yet that 
word “King” does come with its own set of ideas which will play out in our minds when 
we hear it spoken.  They won’t be quite the same set of idea or pictures for each one of 
us, but they will be there, because each of us thinks they know something of what a 
king is or should be. 
 
The problem with using human terms to describe Jesus and his role in heaven and on 
earth is that they are too limiting.  By the time that western churches were deciding to 
observe Christ the King Sunday the idea of monarchy had largely been lost in European 
nations and many others.  Yes, some, like ourselves, still had kings or queens, but they 
were not what kings once were, when they ruled supreme and had power.  A 
constitutional monarchy strips real power from the monarch, and leaves them as a 
figure head but little more.  Christ is not that kind of king. 



But even if we were to be able to get ourselves back into the mind-set of the Biblical 
writers, when kings and emperors were supremely powerful, would that really describe 
for us what kind of a king Christ is?  Kings in Biblical times were not all benevolent, 
even the best of them.  Solomon levied huge taxes and imposed forced labour on his 
subjects to complete his building projects.  Ahab took what he wanted from who he 
wanted and all were to be feared.  Even David took the woman he wanted and had her 
husband murdered.  Kings were to be feared, because they could do what they liked, 
and they would do what they liked, some more often than others.  And Christ is not that 
kind of king. 
 
And the kings and emperors of other lands and empires were worse.  They could 
arbitrarily throw people into fiery furnaces because they were not worshipped as Gods, 
or into pits of lions.  They could deport whole nations and desecrate holy sites with 
impunity.  And their petty satellite kings were no better.  Think of Herod, killing the 
children in a bid to secure his throne.  No, kings, when they had power, were not always 
happy things to have.  But Christ is not that kind of King. 
 
There are ways and ways of being a King, obviously, some better than others, some 
more benign than others, some with more power than others. There is even, today, a 
king called king sultan Abdul Halim.  He is king of Malaysia. He is very popular, getting 
only good press for his love of golf and Frank Sinatra.  Of course it is against the law to 
speak against the king, which will also help with the press coverage!  Jesus is not a king 
like that.  He is no dilettante against whom you cannot speak.  Far from it.  People 
speak against him all the time.  They do now and they did in his day as well. 
 
Then the Sultan King of Malaysia has a kind of hands on, hands off approach to his 
role.  He has been king before, then he left that role to someone else and went away to 
do something else for a while.  Now he is back for another 5 years of being king.  Jesus 
is not a king like that.  For him there was no turning back.  When he said to his disciples 
that “no one who puts his hand to the plough and turns back is fit for the Kingdom of 
God” he was talking first of all about himself.  His was kingship for life – for life and for 
death and beyond.  His is kingship for all time. 
 
In Malaysia the king sultan has no power.  None, except that he can pardon convicts 
sentenced to death.  Very unlike Jesus.  The sick he met, and the lepers, the blind and 
the hungry, all of them could attest to his power.  Those who were afflicted with internal 
demons knew his power.  He had power to pardon, and he used it to forgive the 
paralysed man let down through the roof.  But he did not use it for his own ends, to 
escape the death which was meted out on him because of the kind of king he was. 
 
However, although he was not like kings then nor like kings now, Jesus does not deny 
that he is a king, and the church has hailed him as a king from the very beginning of its 
existence.  This morning we read that very muddled and muddling conversation 
between Jesus and Pilate.  It is muddling because sometimes we are not sure, 
sometimes we are not even sure that they know when they are speaking of physical or 
metaphorical or spiritual kingdoms and kingships.  “My kingdom is not from this world” 
says Jesus.  The fact that no one has stopped the worldly kingdom of Pilate and the 
Jews from arresting him, the fact that no one will prevent his execution proves that his 
kingdom is not about worldly power.  It is about real powers and ultimate reality.  It is not 
just about life and death but about the life that goes beyond death.  It is, as Jesus says, 
about truth. 



And it is because Jesus’ power, Jesus’ authority, Jesus’ kingship and rule and realm is 
about truth that it matters.  If a worldly king is deposed then some new king, or other 
human leader will arise in his place.  If the system of government changes in the 
meantime, it doesn’t ultimately matter – people will still be born and live and love and 
labour and die.  Yes, the form of political regime under which they live will matter to 
them, because it will impact on their lives, but it is not an ultimate matter, it is not to do 
with the very origins of life, the very truth of the universe.  Jesus is.  In Jesus, the Son of 
God, is the truth that began creation, the truth that upholds the universe, the truth of the 
laws of life.  His rule and reign is about the really ultimate things, not the peripherals. 
 
This is why his followers have always hailed him as a king, inadequate as the word is 
(“You say that I am a king,” said Jesus).  The early church named him, claimed him as 
Lord and King, even though they knew that to use such language was a political act.  To 
say that Jesus was king meant, and means, that Christians are saying that they will 
follow Jesus and obey Jesus before any other power. If you mean it that is dynamite.  It 
is very offensive and very worrying to lesser powers, human powers who desire our 
allegiance.   
 
When Jesus met with Pilate, it looked as though a cat – Pilate - was playing, jousting 
verbally, with a mouse – Jesus.  Pilate seemed to have all the power and Jesus none.  
But it was his very choice of powerlessness on the cross which led to the power of the 
resurrection, which led to the world being made anew in the light of Easter.  
 King Jesus with no power?  Far from it. Ask those who have pledged their lives to him 
down the centuries, those who have worshipped in little churches and great cathedrals, 
those who have borne in their lives the marks of the power of King Jesus. Ask yourself if 
you have not, even for a moment, been near to his footsteps and heard the whisper of 
his voice and felt the thrill of a royal power which might take your life, feeble and shabby 
as it is, and shape it and transform it and renew it.  
 
It is Christ the King Sunday.  But every day is a day when Christ is King: King where 
you least expect to find him, King who uses his power only for good, King who comes to 
us in love and who pardons us for all we have done, small or great. The call to us is to 
live in full allegiance to him as first of all. Where the eternal matters of life and life and 
life are important, there Jesus is King, bringing life in all its fullness, now and forever.  
Amen. 
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