
Page 1 of 2 
 

Rev. Dr. Peter S. Perry Epiphany 3A 
St John’s Lutheran Church, Glendale 21-22 January 2017 

 
The Empire of Heaven is Near 

Matthew 4:12-23 
 
Sermon Point: There are many empires that have wanted to rule the world, that is, exploit 
other nations’ resources and “labor” (meaning human beings). Jesus comes commanding a 
total life change (“repentance”) because the Empire of Heaven has come in him. As 
Christians, we serve this Empire! 
 
The Star Wars series, especially the first three movies, are among my favorite movies. The 
whole series is really the story about the fall and redemption of Anakin Skywalker, who 
falls to the Dark side of the Force and then is redeemed by his son Luke, who finds good in 
him and leads him back to the Light. 
 The backdrop of the movies is the battle between the Empire and the 
Alliance/Rebellion. Some of the politics are a bit over the top, but they get the idea right: an 
empire is a way to organize people over great distances to exploit people’s resources and 
labor from the edges and bring them to the center. Usually an Empire uses a military force 
to suppress rebels, to defend the boundaries, and to protect the transfer of goods from the 
edge to the center. 
 Matthew quotes a prophecy from Isaiah 9 about Galilee when the Assyrian Empire. 
With the capital in Ninevah (think Jonah) on the Tigris River, the Assyrians at one point 
ruled from the area including parts of modern day Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Israel, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Syria, eastern Turkey, Iran and Iraq. During Isaiah’s time, the Assyrians killed the 
leaders of the northern part of Israel or dragged them away to become administrators 
elsewhere. This is why Isaiah speaks of “Galilee of the Gentiles”—non-Jews made decisions. 
Jews gave their produce to the Empire—and many peasants starved. Can you see why 
Isaiah would call them a “people who sat in darkness” and “those who sat in the region and 
shadow of death” (Isaiah 9:2; see Matt 4:15-16)? 
 In Jesus’ time, it was the Roman Empire—with the capital in Rome. There was a 
Roman Legion posted in Galilee—the VI Ferrata—in order to suppress rebels and bandits 
that seemed to disappear in the hills. Plus, there were three Roman Legions posted near 
enough to Galilee (the X Fretensis and XII Fulminata in Syria and the III Cyrenaica in Egypt) 
that could come to help. The X Fretensis was in Syria and moved into Galilee and then 
Jerusalem when there were uprisings. Each Legion was between 3000 and 5000 men. In 
the First Jewish Uprising of 66 CE, there were a total of 5 legions involved in the siege and 
destruction of Jerusalem. 
 We need to know about these Empires in order to understand how radical Jesus was 
when he said “Repent, the Empire of Heaven has come near.” Yes, usually we say 
“Kingdom” but when Matthew’s audience heard this Greek word, they would think, 
“Empire.” They would think, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Greeks and now Romans 
who used the threat of violence to keep peasants giving up the majority of their harvests, 
and to keep the goods travelling to the center of the Empire. They would think of Empires 
like the Romans that demanded not only resources and labor, but also worship. Every day, 
the soldiers of the Legion would make sacrifices to Venus and Jupiter and the Emperor—
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and from time to time, they would try to force Jews to participate. Empires claim to be 
eternal and divine and ultimate in power and reach. 
 When Jesus says, “Repent, for the Empire of Heaven has come near,” he’s claiming 
that God’s Empire is stronger and above all human empires. The Truth is God’s Empire that 
is eternal. God’s Empire is divine. God’s Empire is ultimate. Jesus is saying, “turn your back 
on the temporary power of human empires and human leaders.” Don’t put your ultimate 
trust in them. The Romans claim to bring peace? It’s a lie—they bring peace at the tip of a 
sword—and injustice. God’s Empire brings the true peace. The Romans claim to bring 
prosperity? It’s a lie—they bring prosperity to a few, mostly in Rome. 
 The Empire of God is like no earthly empire. Rather than asking people to take the 
food out of their village, God’s Empire asks its citizens to help feed the neighbor. No need to 
send the harvest to a distant city! Rather than a few eating richly, God’s Empire provides a 
little that is enough—a little bit of bread, a little bit of wine, which is even Christ’s own 
body and blood. Rather than ask people to labor so that someone far away doesn’t have to, 
God’s Empire asks people to rest, to take Sabbath, trusting God provides. Rather than a few 
being citizens and most excluded, all people are invited to be a part of God’s Empire, where 
God’s peace and justice rules, where Jesus is King. 
 I’m hoping you see that the message of the Gospel is inevitably political, because it 
judges all human politics as temporary and limited, and twisted by human selfishness and 
sin. Empires rise and fall; emperors come and go. Some are better than others. None of 
them will save us, provide for us, bring us together like the true King Jesus in the true 
Empire of God. 
 As Christians, our job is not to think that any leader or government is either Savior 
or Antichrist. Either way would be to give a human being or institution more power than it 
deserves. Instead, our job is to work for the good of our neighbor. 
 Who is our neighbor? Don’t just look around the room—our neighbor is across the 
street; our neighbor is looking for a job; our neighbor is in prison; our neighbor is a refugee 
who has come to Phoenix to escape war; our neighbor is hungry and cold; our neighbor 
worships in a mosque; our neighbor worships in a synagogue. How will we work for the 
good of our neighbor as citizens of God’s Empire? 
 Will we serve our neighbor if we allow the strong to take advantage of the weak? If 
we are quiet, will our neighbor be served? No—as Christians we are to be the light of the 
world—and on those who sit in darkness, in the shadow of death, light has dawned! So, 
don’t look to the empires of this world, sisters and brothers, but look to the Empire of God 
which has come near!  


