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Lord Christ, 

You are our King forever, glorious in majesty, enthroned in heaven with the clouds as your footstool. You are beautiful and good and just and omnipotent. You love us with perfect love and died, were buried, and rose to conquer hell and death for us. Thank You!

Oh Lord, how can my feeble brain, dull soul, and listless mouth even start to describe the vastness of Your glorious kingship, much less imitate it? I beg here for your help, for a glimpse of Your glory. Let my meditations on Your kingship make me fall in love with You even more. Change me as I learn of Your kingship, to be a fuller image of Your glory. Guard me against writing anything false, and let my words ring true and effective. May what I write here, O Jesus, magnify You in the eyes of those who read and goad their lives to radical, kingly obedience in their imitation of You. Increase Yourself, O Lord, in the eyes of many by the words on these pages.

Amen. 

Chapter 1: A High Calling

The Time: 1089 AD

The Place: Abkhazia (a remote ancient kingdom in eastern Europe, once forming part of Georgia)

The lands between the Black and Caspian Seas and below the Caucasus Mountains form the country Georgia. This area contained several countries in the Middle Ages. A mountain range divided the land into east and west sections (which the occupants facetiously called Imier, meaning “this side” and Amier, meaning “that side”). Abkhazia lay on the west side. In 1089 the inhabitants were a rather desperate lot, but could be divided into three branches of Georgian people: the Iberians, the Svans, and the Mingrelo-laz. The Georgians remained largely Christian, even forming their own church. This was an impressive monument to the perseverance of the Georgian’s faith, considering their lands were conquered by the Persians, Byzantines, and Turks at different periods of history.

A terrified young boy gazed from a stone window, staring at the ancient wooded mountains and valleys he called home. Far to the west lay the waters of the Black Sea. It was where those waters touched his country that legend claimed a Greek named Jason once grounded his ship in search of a golden fleece. Legend also told that, even as early as the 1st century, the gospel sailed over those waters and eventually took root in the nation (then called Kartli), under the reign of Mirian II in the 4th century. And now, this lad of only 16 summers wondered morosely if the light of that gospel would be lost for future generations of his countrymen. Far to the north, he could see the snowy and cloud tipped peaks of the Caucasus Mountains, bordering the south of what we know as Russia. The Svanians lived there, fierce steppe people and horse-lords from time immemorial, who rode beneath the banner of a roaring lion, and whose lands were still untouched by invaders. 

Invasion

Nine years before this boy sat morosely at his window, the Seljukid Turks invaded his lands. The Turks were a terrible nomadic tribe who swept out of the sands south of Abkhazia and ground half the world beneath their steed’s hooves, often persecuting Christians in the lands they conquered. The Seljukid Turks (not to be confused with the much later Ottoman Turks) were kin to the Asian Mongols and formed the bulk of the “Mamluk” (slave troops) of the Muslim world at this time. In the mid-11th century these fierce, orthodox Muslims revolted against their more moderate Arab masters, establishing the Seljukid Sultanate in 1055. The Turks began a serious campaign of expansion, with stated goals of world domination, and thus it didn’t take long for them to find their way to the regions between the Black and Caspian Seas. Historian Alexander Mikaberidze notes, “In 1064, Seljuk Sultan Alp Arslan led a successful incursion into southern regions of Georgia and, four years later, he ravaged eastern Georgia and even reached Imereti in western Georgia.”

At one point Georgian countries were under the protection of Byzantium, which was the largest eastern Christian power during the Middle Ages. But in 1071 the Seljukid Turks crushed Byzantium at the Battle of Manzikert, gaining almost complete access to Georgia and the lands around her. It was this swift subjugation of these lands that prompted the start of the First Crusade. The great Byzantine defeat in 1071 paved the way to what Georgians called the didi turkoba, “The Great Turkish Onslaught,” in 1080. These fierce conquerors came deep into Eastern Europe under the shadows of the Caucasus Range and perpetrated horrible atrocities. The combined strength of the little Christian lands they ravaged proved powerless to stop them.

Conversion: Tree worshippers were prominent among ancient Georgian pagans and there is evidence Persian Zoroastrianism and Mithraism were practiced. Greek religion was also part of ancient Georgia, particularly around the coastal cities that made up ancient Colchis. St. Nino, a slave originally from Cappadocia, is generally credited with introducing the light of Christ. The earliest surviving account of this event is given by Rufinus in a work written around 403 AD. He tells us that after miraculously curing the Georgian Queen, Nana, Nino introduced the gospel. King Mirian was originally resistant to Christianity, but is said to have converted after crying out to Jesus when he was suddenly surrounded by a mysterious darkness during a hunt. Although it was resisted for a long time, Christianity took a firm hold in Georgia, and remains the official religion of the country today (the CIA World Factbook puts the percentage of Orthodox Christians in Georgia at 83.9%).



Musings

All of this went through young David’s mind as he sat in Tiblisi that vital day. He recalled the images of the Turkish fires his own eyes had seen devouring the once lush country. He had paled at the news of the churches desecrated and the relics carried off, groaned at the tales of heavy-handed dealings with his people, and wept to hear of the innocents tortured and murdered. To see your country slowly conquered despite anything anyone could do was a terrible thing: but to see it conquered so ruthlessly and crushed so heavily was much worse. There seemed nothing anyone could do. It looked as if God had abandoned this tiny woodland realm in the corner of His world.

But even these sobering thoughts were not the heaviest on young David’s heart. The worst part was that the King of Abkhazia, the man who had been unable to stop the terrible Seljuk invasion, was his own father. King Giorgi II (r. 1072- 1089) had done all he could, and still, his ravaged country lay under a heavy tribute imposed by the invaders. King Giorgi was at his wit’s end. And today he had been forced to abdicate his throne to 16-year-old David after his distraught citizens orchestrated a coup. 

The boy at the window fingered the slender crown newly placed on his head and wondered how anything so small could feel so heavy. To be handed a kingdom suddenly in his sixteenth year was bad enough, but to be handed a broken, conquered, oppressed kingdom his father had not been able to salvage was another thing entirely. David IV Bagrationi was his title now. Men would one day call him “Agmashenebeli,” meaning “the Builder.” He would even be called “sword of the Messiah,” and history would remember him as a great king. But young David couldn’t have dreamed of that as he gazed on his smoldering new kingdom. It is likely that, as the crown was placed upon his head by his father’s trembling hand, the only epithet the boy could realistically see history placing on him was that of “failure.” After all, if his father could do nothing, how could he revive a kingdom which was all but dead? It is also just as likely, considering what we know of this remarkable young man’s character, that his fist doubled up at the feel of the cold metal on his head and he determined in his heart that history would also have to say he at least spared no energy trying to revive his kingdom...
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Kingly Characteristic Overview
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I’m going to leave the history there for a bit. We’ll come back to David later in this book. For now, the moral of the story is David “Agmashenebeli” was given a crown, whether he wanted it or not. Part of the purpose of this book is to show you that your position as a Christian is no different. We have a strange, innate fascination with kingship. We love stories about noble kings like Arthur or Aragorn. We play close attention to royalty in headlines and frequently focus our written history on the kings of countries. But we often don’t realize God has called us to be kings as well. We are made to rule. Throughout this book, we will be looking at seven Kingly Characteristics exhibited by earthly kings and our King of kings, and how we should be working on these qualities in our own lives.

Kings by imitation

We can find the origin of our calling to be kings in God’s design that we imitate His own nature. Our kingly calling is rooted, in particular, in God’s command that we follow the most visible example of His nature: the incarnate Jesus Christ. And part of Christ’s nature and work is His kingship. We are to be kings mainly because we are intended to be like Christ. To be a Christian means literally to follow Christ: a Christian is a “little Christ.” His example is our ultimate pattern. After having washed His disciple’s feet, Jesus said in John 13:15, “For I have given you an example, that ye should do as I have done to you.” He said much the same thing in Matthew 11:29 and Matthew 16:24. In 1 Corinthians 11:1 Paul says, “Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ.”

The bottom line, or the absolute goal, in our sanctification as Christians, is to imitate Christ. He is perfect: and the closer we come to emulating Him, the closer we come to perfection. Becoming the most precise image of Him we can possibly be might indeed be the essence of our perfection in glory when we will see Him face to face. I think that’s largely what Paul talks of when he says “But we all, with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Corinthians 3:18). Paul gives the same thought in 1 Corinthians 13:12: “For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part, but then shall I know even as I am known.” 

Jesus is our definitive example of everything, and that’s because He is the greatest good. In Luke 18:19 Jesus asked the rich young ruler the rhetorical question, “Why callest thou me good? None is good, save one, that is, God.” The implication is that Jesus, as God, is the ONLY One who is good, and the rich young ruler was more right to call Him “good teacher” than he ever suspected. Philosophers throughout the ages have debated over and sought after the Summum Bonum. “What,” they have asked, “is the Highest Good conceivable?”

Anselm of Canterbury’s famous ontological argument is based on this idea: if there are degrees of good then there has to be a greatest good. If there is a cake, a tasty cake, and a tastier cake, there has to be a tastiest cake. God is, by definition, that Summum Bonum, Anselm argued: the Highest Good. But his argument reaches much further than just interesting history lesson or useful apologetic. It tells us something profound about Christ’s essence, something that affects everything in our relation to Him. He is the Greatest Good in any category; there is nobody higher we can seek to worship and nothing more beautiful for us to admire. Thus there is no greater goal we could reach for in shaping our character than by imitating Him. Remember that in Christ “dwelleth all the fullness of the Godhead bodily” (Colossians 2:9). When we see Him we see God himself—and not allegorically, but in reality.

It’s no wonder then, in light of so great a Savior, Paul wrote in Heb. 12:1-2 (emphasis added) “Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  

Christ’s work: three offices

To follow Christ means not only that we should have a character like His, but that we should be about His work. But in order to do that we need to know what Christ’s work is. That’s not as easy a task as one might think! Christ did a lot of things while on this earth, and His work right now could take a long time to describe. Jesus told us part of His mission in Luke 4:18, 21. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He hath anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor; He hath sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised...And He began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears.” Paul tells us that Jesus “glorified not Himself to be made a high priest; but He that said unto Him, Thou art my Son, today have I begotten Thee. As He saith also in another place, Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchisedec” (Hebrews 5:5-6). We’re also reminded in Acts 3:22 that “Moses truly said unto the fathers, A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you of your brethren, like unto me; Him shall ye hear in all things whatsoever He shall say unto you.” 

Perhaps Christ’s work overall could be generalized in the word “redemption.” He came to earth to redeem sinners and reverse the terrible curse of sin on His creation. He is presently accomplishing that work and will complete it in the future. But Question 23 of the Westminster Shorter Catechism observes well there are three broad categories Jesus’ work of redemption can be grouped into.


“Q: What offices doth Christ execute as our Redeemer? 
A: Christ, as our Redeemer, executeth [performs the work of] the offices of a prophet, of a priest, and of a king, both in his estate of humiliation and exaltation.”[i]

Jesus’ work can be categorized into the three separate offices of prophet, priest, and king. Certainly, there are some aspects of this work that can never be performed by anyone but Him (nobody but God can be omnipotent, for example). But there are a plethora of ways we are intended to imitate and follow Him in as “little” prophets, priests, and kings. This book will focus on our kingship as followers of Jesus.

An ancient calling

The call for believers to be kings is not a novelty of the New Testament. God intended Old Testament believers (looking forward to Christ’s redemption, as we look back to it today) to be little prophets, priests, and kings. God told Moses He intended Israel “to be unto me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6a). The nation of Israel as a whole (which Scripture often uses as a personification of the New Testament believer) was called to fill these roles, in imitation of Christ’s divine character. Throughout Scripture God called people to personify the offices. Moses and the many prophets in the Old Testament are obvious examples of men called to be prophets. Aaron and his sons were raised as priests. Kings were numerous among God’s people, culminating in the anointing of David. The fallible human personifications of God’s office (prophets who could err, priests who were sinful and weak, and even wicked kings) were pictures, imperfect as they were, of One who would come and finally fill all three roles perfectly.

We should not think our call to imitate Christ in these three offices is a new one. We weren’t suddenly called to be prophets, priest, and kings only after Jesus’ incarnation. Christ has existed for eternity, and we were made from the very beginning to follow Him in his nature and work. This is clearly seen in Genesis 1:26 in the inter-trinitarian discussion resulting in a decision to “...make man in our image, after our likeness.” A part of that likeness is God’s kingly nature: something that is highlighted in the second half of Genesis 1:26: “...and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.” Humans were made to exercise dominion and act as kings over creation. Though the office of king is highlighted in this verse, we were originally created with the calling to imitate Him in all three of his offices. G.I. Williamson noted in his excellent study on The Westminster Shorter Catechism (in regards to Question 10) that Adam was created in God’s image to be a prophet, priest, and king. He elucidates,


“(1) The Catechism says that God created man after his own image in knowledge. This means that Adam, while he was without sin, was able to understand God’s revelation of himself in the world... In other words Adam (while yet without sin) was a prophet in the highest sense. For a prophet is one who can see the truth of God (a prophet was often called a “seer”) and speak the same for the benefit of others... (2) The Catechism also says that God created man after his own image in holiness. This means that Adam, while he was without sin, was wholly consecrated to God.... He was in this sense a priest. (3) The Catechism finally states that God created man in his own image in righteousness... So it is quite proper to say that Adam, before he sinned, was a king. A king is someone who rules. Adam ruled over the world that God had placed under his dominion. Because he knew the Lord’s will (as a prophet), and desired to serve him only (as a priest), he was also able to do the works of righteousness as king of creation.”[ii]



Broken offices

The Scripture’s demonstration of all three of these roles for our Redeemer is a beautiful picture of what He is redeeming. When Adam fell into sin, he disgraced forever the offices he had been made to fill. The Bible tells us that in Adam’s fall we all fell into sin (a teaching the church calls “original sin”). In Adam’s fall, then, humanity’s intended roles of prophet, priest, and king were irrevocably broken and we have been miserable failures at fulfilling them ever since. To parallel Williamson’s words, the effect of the fall on our three intended offices was that we no longer know the Lord’s will well (as prophets should), and barely desire to serve him alone (as priests should), and so we’ve become unable to do the works of righteousness as kings of creation.

But Christ’s coming and work of redemption changed all that. His redemption of fallen souls set in motion the restoration of our disgraced offices. It’s only because of the past and present redeeming work of Christ, the Second Adam (1 Cor. 15:21-22), that we are able once again to step into these God-ordained roles with any success. He has made us prophets again (able to know Him), priests (able to really desire his will), and restored our kingship (able to effectively rule His creation). This means that, as the redeemed of Christ, we have an even stronger calling to follow Him now in these three offices. 

In Family Man, Family Leader Philip Lancaster puts it this way: “...as a man He has reclaimed the dominion over the earth that God originally gave to mankind. Adam, in effect, gave over his rule of the earth to Satan whom he obeyed. Jesus has restored sovereignty to man. He is the Ideal Man who perfectly fulfills what man was created to be (and more), serves therefore as a model for all men, and actually restores men to their calling to rule the earth for the glory of God. Jesus enables men to be kings.”[iii] 

A warning

A quick side note is in order before we look deeper into our calling to be kings under King Jesus. I intend to write primarily about our office of king. This in no way means it is a more important or glorious than prophet or priest. And it would be very wrong to only try to be a good king, and not worry about our offices of prophet or priest. Christ has called us to imitate Him just as much in those two roles as He does His kingship. In the words of Mr. Williamson, “...we must never separate these three offices. We must never neglect one while we honor another.” 

Called as Kings

We, then, are called to rule. Take a look at Psalm 149. “Praise ye the Lord. Sing unto the Lord a new song, and His praise in the congregation of the saints. Let Israel rejoice in Him that made him: let the children of Zion be joyful in their King. Let them praise His name in the dance: let them sing praises unto Him with the timbrel and harp. For the Lord taketh pleasure in His people: He will beautify the meek with salvation. Let the saints be joyful in glory: let them sing aloud upon their beds. Let the high praises of God be in their mouth, and a two edged sword in their hand; To execute vengeance upon the heathen, and punishments upon the  people; to bind their kings with chains, and their nobles with fetters of iron; to execute upon them the judgment written: this honor have all his saints. Praise ye the Lord.” 

This Psalm speaks of very kingly acts, some of which are uncomfortable to our modern ears. But this is God’s Word, and the fault is in our modern ears and not the message. In essence (alongside exhortations to praise God) we see a picture of dealing judgment, discerning and working out justice: a picture of ruling men. 

“The saints are like kings in disguise; but how will their hearts leap for joy when God shall pronounce that word, ‘These are Mine! The lot of free grace is fallen upon them! These shall lie forever in the bosom of My love!’” ~Thomas Watson, English Puritan 

I love what Charles Spurgeon, “the Prince of Preachers,” says of verse six in his commentary:


“Praise and power go ever hand in hand. The two things act and react upon each other... Cromwell’s Ironsides were sneeringly called Psalm-singers; but God’s Psalm-singers are always Ironsides. He who has a ‘new song in his mouth’ is ever stronger, both to suffer and to labour, than the man who has a dumb spirit and a hymnless heart.”[iv]


Notice, does the Psalmist say only Christ does this ruling? Or does he say this applies to only some people (like civil magistrates)? Nope. In verse nine David takes special pains to say “this honor have all his saints.” Charles Spurgeon says of this verse, “‘His saints’ emphatically; divine providence foreseeing that in after ages some would usurp the title of saintship to whom it did not belong.”[v] 

Of course, we have to be very careful here. It would be wrong to forget this is poetry with a real spiritual meaning and to interpret it too literally. We are not called, as Christians, to take up the sword literally (except in some very specific and civil sanctioned circumstance—which easily are the topic of an entire book). No, Christ literally executes judgments on the kings of the world and we, as imitators, spiritually execute judgment. We are all called to be king-like but are not all called to literally wield civil powers to execute or put away wicked men. To arbitrarily take to oneself the duties of the God-ordained civil magistrate would be to wrongly interpret this passage and to completely ignore other passages such as Romans 13:1-6. But we do see in this passage a call from God to His people to rule and nobly judge: a call to be king-like. 

Kings and Queens

Before I leave Psalm 149, note David does not say “this honor have all the men.” It should be remembered when we’re talking about the offices a believer is called to, gender is irrelevant. Galatians 3:27-28 points out that our status as followers of Christ is the same whether we are men or women: “For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”

Scripture does teach God created men and women to have different roles in earthly relationships. But Scripture also teaches that our position at the cross and our consequent call to imitate Christ are absolutely the same. We’re going to talk a lot about kings in this book, but don’t let that fool you. You ladies are not exempt from the duty to have the king-like character of Christ. Perhaps men and women might apply the principles of kingship differently as their separate roles dictate: but both men and women ought to strive to imitate Christ’s work as King. We are kings and queens in the train of our Savior. It is only to save space on the paper then, that I shall subsequently talk about our duties as kings (and not always use the phrase “kings and queens”), in much the same way we talk about “mankind” and mean both men and women.

Kings by Divine appointment

Back, then, to our calling as kings. As a matter of fact, we are not merely to act like kings in a spiritual sense: we already are kings in a spiritual sense. Revelations 1:6 says Christ “hath made us kings and priests unto God and his Father; to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.” Revelation 5:10 says virtually the same thing. Our kingly character is expected of us because under Christ we already hold the office of spiritual kings. 

Once we are in Christ then, we are restored kings, part of the glorious group of kings that march beneath His train. He is King of kings, and all Christians are the lower case kings under Him (1 Timothy 6:15). We as Christians are called to act like the kings we are, whether we’re ready for it or not: much like a crown was thrust on the head of young David Bagrationi in Medieval Georgia. 

So what now? How does it look to practically imitate Christ’s kingship? Which of Christ’s kingly traits are we supposed to imitate, and how far should we take our imitation? These are complicated questions, and I hope to help
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