
Christ the King, Luke 23, 2016     

 As we are all probably rather intensely aware, this past Tuesday was election day.  It 

brought to a close one of the most contentious and angry campaign seasons most of us have ever 

experienced.  Unfortunately, we are now in perhaps the most contentious and angry post-election 

season most of us have ever experienced.  Personally, I am weary and sad and wish that we could 

find a way to heal and move forward for the common good.  I found these words of our 

churchwide Bishop, Bishop Elizabeth Eaton, to be helpful in the wake of this election.  They also 

are very timely when it comes to our consideration of Christ the King Sunday and our texts for 

this morning.  Our churchwide Bishop sent out this brief message last week:  “We had an 

election on Tuesday.  Many of us woke up the next day with a sense of joy, many of us woke up 

with a sense of sorrow, after this long and divisive campaign, many of us woke up feeling weary.  

But we all woke up in the same country.  No human candidate can guarantee our life or our 

future.  That is work that God has done through the death and resurrection of Jesus.  So what do 

we do, dear church?  Three things: remember that all human beings are created in the image of 

God, even the ones who did not vote for your candidate; pray for our country, those elected, and 

for understanding; and then we get back to work, doing what the church has always done: 

welcome the stranger, feed the hungry, cloth the naked, visit the sick, work for justice and peace 

in the all the earth, all in the name of the One who is our hope, our life our peace; Jesus, who has 

set us free to serve our neighbor.” 

 I believe these words offer a little larger perspective on what we have experienced in our 

nation this past year or more, and they also clarify what it is we might hope for from a human 

leader, like a President, versus what we might hope for only from God. As the Bishop said, “no 

human candidate can guarantee our life or our future”---if we expect otherwise, we’re bound to 



be disillusioned.  I’ve sometimes joked that while “Christ the King” Sunday seems to roll off our 

tongues fairly easily, a “Christ the President” Sunday never would.  And why is that?  Well, as 

those who think of kings mostly from a historical context with images of royalty and gallantry in 

mind, that image of Christ as King works.  But as those who think of presidents with a far more 

contemporary, jaundiced and cynical view, we would never likely think of Christ as President.  

Nor would we want to!  We always hope for so much from our leaders, and perhaps, inevitably, 

they disappoint us by being human and flawed;  none can give us what God alone can give.  

Significant though this election has been, and crucial as it is for us to live out our citizenship 

responsibly and with an eye towards justice in our nation, this Sunday of the church year paints 

an even broader and more cosmic picture for us to consider. On this Christ the King Sunday, we 

ponder what it means for Christ to be our King, and how power is wielded within the royal reign 

of God’s kingdom.  

 Now, a brief moment of confession; Christ the King is the Sunday which brings the 

liturgical church year to a close, and it’s really supposed to be next Sunday, the 20th.  Then the 

following Sunday, the 27th, is the First Sunday of Advent and ushers in the new church year.  

But, since we intend to celebrate Thanksgiving on the 20th, we moved Christ the King to this 

Sunday. I’m pretty sure it’s okay, we’ve done it before, but you might just keep it quiet, alright?   

  So, I’ve said that Christ the King is an important enough day to re-schedule, 

rather than simply ignore.  Given the name of the Sunday and the fact that it brings the church 

year to a grand finale, we might have certain expectations of this day. We might, for example, 

expect some joyful and majestic texts, a grand crescendo to complete things, somewhat like our 

musical call to worship.  Which isn’t at all what we get, is it?  Instead, we get the story of the 

crucifixion, of all things, where the title “king” is applied to Christ, but only in mockery, by his 



enemies.  This isn’t like the buoyant ending of the piano/organ duet, which sounded a bit like a 

trumpet fanfare to me---instead,-this is a somber, quieter ending, maybe a haunting melody 

played by a single instrument that fades off into silence.  Not quite what we’d expect for Christ, 

the King. 

 But then, little about Christ or his kingship is what we’d expect.  Students of the Gospels 

would realize that “King” is a title Christ never claims for himself.  Let’s see…what does Jesus 

call himself?  He refers to himself as a prophet, as the son of man, as the mother hen, as the 

bread of life, as the light of the world, as the vine from which the branches grow, as the good 

shepherd,  but he never calls himself a king.  Other people in the Gospels refer to him that way.  

In one passage, the crowd attempts to crown him king by popular acclamation, but he slips 

quietly away and avoids that occurrence.  Prior to his crucifixion, Pilate demands to know if he’s 

a king, but Jesus avoids the question and speaks about truth instead.  And here, in Luke’s account 

of the crucifixion, he is labeled, in jest, as “the king of the Jews” by his executioners.  It is, again, 

a title he never chooses for himself, but which others either attempt to force upon him or—as in 

today’s text-- use to mock him.  Which reminds us that truth can be found in expected places and 

God moves in mysterious ways.  

 So, as we celebrate Christ the King Sunday to end the sweep of the church year, we do so 

with this recognition: Christ did not claim to be our King; rather, we claim Him as our King 

because of our relationship to Him. Our proclamation of Christ as king is not a parroting of His 

own claim to royalty, but rather our response to how we experience our Savior .  

 To proclaim that Christ is King is to make a statement not merely of faith, but of our 

relationship to the source of that faith.  If Christ is King, or Lord, to use a similar title, then we 

must ask ourselves:  is Christ my King?  Is Christ my Lord?  And if He is, what does that mean 



for my life?  Doesn’t serving a King or Lord require commitment on our part?  And an 

acknowledgement of the other’s authority?  And allegiance to their Kingdom?  And even 

obedience to their rule?  Christ is King is a proclamation that shapes how we live in a way that 

stands in contrast to our society.  If it isn’t a proclamation that gives us pause, I’m thinking that 

we may be making it too lightly; to proclaim Christ as King is to step outside of the mainstream 

of our culture. 

  Because look at how leaders in our world, whether political, business, or 

entertainment leaders, typically live and wield power; all too often, we see pretty extravagant life 

styles coupled with abuses of power for selfish gain.  Jesus could not be more different from that.  

In Him, we are dealing with a King who never seeks nor claims that title for Himself; no 

commercials were sponsored by this candidate for His election. We are dealing with a King who 

was born into poverty, lived in poverty, and died in poverty.  Period.  There was no financial 

windfall for Jesus in His ministry.  We are dealing with a King who repeatedly sacrificed for 

those He served, the true example of what public service is meant to be.  What a perfect thing for 

us to consider today:  public service.  Aren’t elected officials, from city councilors all the way up 

to the president, meant to be public servants?  That word,  “servant’ or “service” is a part of their 

calling.  And that image of public servanthood could not be more beautifully held up for us today 

as we have honored veterans.  Who more than they exemplify the type of sacrifice and courage 

that true service demands, whether to our country or to our Lord?  Some veterans even gave their 

life for our country, and certainly Christ gives his life for the world.  That’s how true power is 

wielded: for the good of others, with a willingness to make sacrifices.  That applies not only to 

kings, queens, or presidents, but to ourselves as well.  Because we do wield power, whether as 

citizens of a free country or as freed followers of Christ, our King.  What is amazing is just how 



powerful a willingness to serve can be, Christ being the perfect example. When I think of the 

title of King or Lord, words like majesty, power, authority, gallantry, come to mind.  Strangely 

enough, those words seem to fit the humble carpenter’s son who could heal people with a touch 

or melt cold hearts with a word.  The itinerant teacher who was at home with the outcasts and 

who had time for children and who made the power-that-be angry enough to kill him, does 

indeed have a sense of royalty and authority about him.  The man who turned water into wine 

and walked untouched through an enraged mob that intended to hurl him over a cliff, does, in 

fact, exude power.  There was a tender majesty in the way He spoke about the lilies of the field 

or gave a blind man his sight.  Like a mighty warrior king of old, Christ battles the demonic 

powers and comes out the victor.  In today’s text, we see Christ crowned with thorns rather than 

gold, and enthroned on a cross rather than a gilded chair of state.  And in this sacrifice, at what 

appeared to be his lowest, weakest, most vulnerable moment, he accomplished his greatest work: 

he overcame death in his willingness to die and then be raised.  In spite of His simplicity and 

humility, people responded to this man as King, and they were right to do so.   

 One such person who served Christ as King is commemorated this coming Thursday, 

Nov. 17: Elizabeth of  Hungary.  Born into royalty 1207 and married into royalty at a young age, 

in Hungary, Elizabeth experienced a spiritual calling from Christ that was in conflict with her 

royal status.  Although palace law forbade it, she regularly smuggled food and supplies in her 

cloak out to the poor outside the palace, at considerable risk to herself.  Legend has it that one 

time she was stopped and ordered to reveal what was hidden in her cloak, and that when she did 

so, the loaves of bread she had secreted there were miraculously turned into roses, and she was 

able to continue to her ministry of mercy.  Risking her own health to minister to the ill, she died 

of illness herself at the young age of 24.  Not many years in which to make her mark, and Jesus, 



executed at age 33, did not have so many years either.  Certainly we could name any number of 

people, of various ages and ethnicities and so on, who have wielded the power available to them 

in a way that serves others and promotes the common good.   

 Look at how Jesus exercises his dominion, his power, in our Scripture lesson today.  He 

does so with two words of mercy from the cross on which he is being executed, of all things!  

And his words challenge our notions of who deserves mercy.  In verse 34 of Luke 22, Jesus asks 

for forgiveness for those who execute him:  “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what 

they are doing.”  We can imagine the scene, the three criminals being executed on the three 

crosses, soldiers casting lots for Christ’s clothing, jeers and mocking words called out by his own 

people, those he sought to save. These harsh, indifferent folks are the recipients of Christ’s 

request for mercy.  This is, and always will be, the gold standard for forgiveness. 

 Then the scene focuses in more closely to just the three being executed. An exchange of 

words takes place between two justly convicted criminals and Jesus.  One of them mocks, and 

the other is penitent.  The penitent thief, somehow understanding something about Jesus’ 

kingship, says, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  And he receives this 

second word of mercy from the cross in our text: “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in 

paradise.”  This is how Christ, as king, wields his power and exercises his dominion: acts of 

mercy for even the undeserving, and a willingness to suffer and sacrifice for the salvation of 

others.   

We this morning are here as citizens of two realms.  We are citizens of our country, who 

have just gone through a divisive election, and who bear responsibility for being wise and just 

citizens, willing to promote and participate in public service.  The veterans we honor today 

demonstrated just such public service, and we pray that our newly elected officials, as well as 



ongoing governing leaders, do so as well.  We are also citizens of a larger, universal realm: the 

Kingdom of God.  Christ, as King, demonstrates that power is wielded in service and sacrifice 

and calls us, as his followers and subjects, to do likewise.  How may we live out good 

citizenship?  How can we serve Christ as King?  Not easy questions, but they involve recognition 

that power is wielded through service, and love changes the world.  Amen.  

 

  


