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Sermon for 3rd Wednesday 
of Lent 

                          

Thy Kingdom Come . . . On 
Earth as It Is in Heaven 

 

You pray the Lord’s Prayer against yourself—against your 
old Adam. The prayer is for faith and against unbelief. 

Like the First Petition, the Second does not shake our faith in 
God. 

“THY KINGDOM COME” SHAKES OUR FAITH IN 
OURSELVES AS GOD IN CHRIST GRACIOUSLY BUILDS 
US INTO HIS KINGDOM. 

Like the First Petition and the Third, the Second asks for 
something to happen among us, on earth as in heaven. The 
catechism says, “The kingdom of God certainly comes by 

Text: John 3:16 
 
For God so loved the world that He 
gave His one and only Son, that 
whosoever believes in Him will have 
eternal life. 
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itself without our prayer, but we pray in this petition that 
it may come to us also” (SC, Second Petition). 

Though he didn’t yet understand it, in John 3, the kingdom of 
God was coming to Nicodemus. Would he receive it? Would 
this respected and learned man take Jesus at his word? 

The kingdom of God comes to you too. Do you get it? It can 
only be received in faith.  

The previous sermon in this series mentioned that people 
trivialize God whenever we treat him merely as an aid to 
self-improvement. Likewise, if on a grander scale we think 
entirely too little of God and his kingdom, we confuse this 
kingdom with the march of human progress. 

It has been done. In many ways, the 1800s amounted to a 
century of progress. How different day-to-day life was by that 
century’s end, compared to when it began! By 1900, people 
used telegraphs, telephones, incandescent lightbulbs, 
railroads, and many other inventions that did not exist in 
1800. In one walk of life after another, everything seemed to 
be coming up progress. This remarkable human progress 
emboldened some, especially in Europe, even to say that 
God was dead. He just didn’t seem to be needed anymore. 
Churchmen on both sides of the Atlantic blanched at this 
thought, of course. Some, not least in America, offered their 
own substitute for it, though: that the kingdom of God was 
somehow being realized in all this progress, particularly “our” 
progress. Christianity seemed to them the fitting mode for 
human development, and they could fit all sorts of other 
progress right along with it. They grew less concerned with 
eternal verity in heaven than they were with temporal destiny 
here on earth, more taken with this world than with God’s 
Word. In such conditions, people ask God for less and less 
because they figure they have it made. Do you know how 
that goes? 
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Then came a world war, followed by other shocks and 
atrocities of the twentieth century, and then still another 
world war. During that second war, one German preacher 
said the very word “progress” had gone flat in peoples’ 
mouths. Faith in progress ended up deeply shaken. Even in 
our current age of astounding inventiveness and 
technological advance, no one talks about progress the way 
the nineteenth century did. 

Yet we still sort of expect it. We can get discouraged to 
discover that today’s college students will likely experience a 
lower standard of living than their parents enjoyed. It goes 
down hard when we hear it predicted that the U.S. economy 
will lose world dominance before the year 2050. Maybe more 
than we care to admit, the old progress model lingers in the 
backs of our minds. We conclude that something is wrong 
when it doesn’t pan out. 

Something is wrong in the world, no question. Jesus set out 
to shake Nicodemus’s faith—that is, Nicodemus’s faith in 
himself. “This man [a ruler of the Jews] came to Jesus by 
night and said to him, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a 
teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs that 
you do unless God is with him’   ” (vv 1–2). Good start. But 
Jesus knew Nicodemus hadn’t yet begun to grasp what 
Jesus was really about. So Jesus explains, “That which is 
born of the flesh is flesh” (v 6). Outwardly, Nicodemus cut a 
fine and respectable figure. For that matter, entire societies 
and nations can prove outwardly respectable, even 
remarkable. Yet Jesus made it clear: Nicodemus would not 
enter the kingdom of God due to his respectability. No one 
does. For all his sophistication and all his progress, 
Nicodemus did not have the way to the kingdom either for 
himself or for the people he represented. Even when Jesus 
told Nicodemus about being born of water and the Spirit in 
Baptism, it struck him as impossible. “That which is born of 
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the flesh is flesh.” Nicodemus needed to be born again, born 
from above, born of the Spirit. Everyone needs this new 
birth. 

You can’t give birth to yourself, though. In the Second 
Petition, we do not pray that we may grow into God’s 
kingdom or even come to God’s kingdom. We pray that it 
would come to us, which takes place when God gives us his 
Spirit and faith that believes his Word.  

Make no mistake: we are not talking about better technology 
or improved standards of living. For God’s kingdom is 
nothing short of this: that “God sent His Son, Jesus Christ, 
our Lord, into the world to redeem and deliver us from 
the devil’s power [1 John 3:8]. He sent Him to bring us 
to Himself and to govern us as a King of righteousness, 
life, and salvation against sin, death, and an evil 
conscience. For this reason He has also given His Holy 
Spirit, who is to bring these things home to us by His 
holy Word and to illumine and strengthen us in the faith 
by His power” (LC III 51). 

None of this amounts to a developmental scheme. Here we 
have no steady, progressive Christianization of the world 
and its ways that will gradually eliminate evil from our 
environment. Rather, it makes a miraculous break with this 
sinful world. Because of the crucified and risen Christ, God 
our Father is acting by his Spirit through his Word to set up 
his loving reign in human hearts. In your heart too—for now 
and forever! God builds us into his kingdom. 

Under interrogation by Pontius Pilate before he died, Jesus 
said: “My kingdom is not of this world.” Pilate latched onto 
the k-word: “So you are a king?” Jesus replied, “For this 
purpose I have come into the world—to bear witness to the 
truth” (Jn 18:36–37). At the heart of God’s kingdom stands 
Jesus himself: Christ the Lord, who died for us on the cross 



 5 

and rose again. He is King, ruling his kingdom of grace 
through the truth of his Gospel. Where he is, there is his 
kingdom: the kingdom of God, a kingdom of truth. For “grace 
and truth came through Jesus Christ” (Jn 1:17), who came 
not to condemn but to save (Jn 3:17). This servant-King 
went above and beyond the call of duty, as it were. He saved 
his people even at the cost of his own self. He is the Good 
Shepherd who laid down his life for the sheep and took it up 
again (Jn 10:17–18). “For God so loved the world, that he 
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should 
not perish but have eternal life” (v 16). 

God builds us into his kingdom through his Holy Spirit. The 
Spirit brings Jesus our King to people. You can’t see or 
explain how the Spirit works faith and brings about belief, but 
this much we know: he does this work through his Word. He 
does it through Baptism. The Spirit does not start with what’s 
inside of us. He comes to us from the outside. 

People in the 1800s entertained an understandable 
fascination with railroads. Trains could go so much faster 
than any other vehicle! Of course, the train could only take 
you where the tracks went. So how about an engine that 
could lay its own track and go anywhere? Progress, right? 
Wrong! Trains can go fast because they run along a fixed 
track, a track outside themselves. Any train designed to lay 
its own track would resemble a tank, constantly putting down 
track and picking it up. Trains are so big, though, that they 
would get to be more cumbersome than tanks and not nearly 
as fast. 

When you think of progress in a sinful world, think of a train 
laying its own track. At best, self-generated progress is 
awkward, and at worst it results in tragedy. Ultimately, 
however, we can’t lay down any track that will take us where 
God finally wants us to go, into his kingdom. The harder we 
try, the worse things get. 
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To enter God’s kingdom, we need to receive blessings from 
outside ourselves. We need Christ our King and the 
salvation he has brought about. And we need Christ to be 
delivered to us in the Gospel, a word outside ourselves. The 
Holy Spirit takes Christ and his Gospel, blessings that come 
from outside us, and puts them into us for now and forever. 

For this we ask when we pray, “Thy kingdom come.” That is: 

Dear Father, we pray, give us first Your Word, so that 
the Gospel may be preached properly throughout the 
world. Second, may the Gospel be received in faith and 
work and live in us, so that through the Word and the 
Holy Spirit’s power [Romans 15:18–19], Your kingdom 
may triumph among us. And we pray that the devil’s 
kingdom be put down [Luke 11:17–20], so that he may 
have no right or power over us [Luke 10:17–19; 
Colossians 1], until at last his power may be utterly 
destroyed. So sin, death, and hell shall be exterminated 
[Revelation 20:13–14]. Then we may live forever in 
perfect righteousness and blessedness. (LC III 54) 

“Thy kingdom come” seems like a short request. Yet there’s 
only one small thing about it, namely, how it cuts us down to 
size. This petition shakes our faith in ourselves as God in 
Christ graciously builds us into his kingdom. For “we do not 
pray here for a crust of bread or a temporal, perishable 
good. Instead, we pray for an eternal inestimable treasure 
and everything that God Himself possesses” (LC III 55). 

In the Large Catechism, Luther invited readers to imagine a 
poor beggar. The king invites this beggar to ask for a great 
royal favor, but the beggar contents himself to request only 
some simple food. What a slap in the face to the king and his 
generosity! (LC III 57–58). When your heavenly Father offers 
you so much in his kingdom, the very treasures of the King 
himself, do not think small, certainly not as small as this 



 7 

world’s idea of progress. Think big, and pray big: “Thy 
kingdom come.” 

  


