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KINGLY DEEDS 
Pastor Jim Dunn   

(My sources for anything I’ve written on the reign of heaven are N.T. Wright’s Surprised by 

Hope and Jeffrey Gibbs’ commentary on Matthew 1:1-11:1 in the Concordia Commentary 

Series; the term “kingly deeds” comes from Gibbs’ commentary on Matthew, in the 

introduction; the term “defiant hope” comes from Thomas Long in a paper he presented at 

Concordia Seminary and that was published in Concordia Journal in 1996; my source for what 

I’ve written about Isaiah 9:1-4 is Reed Lessing’s Lectionary at Lunch for January 26, 2014 on the 

Concordia Seminary website) 

 

 

 

Matthew 4:12-25 

Jesus Begins His Ministry 

12 Now when he heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew into Galilee. 13 And 

leaving Nazareth he went and lived in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of 

Zebulun and Naphtali, 14 so that what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be 

fulfilled: 

15 “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, the way of the 

sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles— 

16 the people dwelling in darkness have seen a great light, and for 

those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them a light 

has dawned.” 

17 From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 

is at hand.” 
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Jesus Calls the First Disciples 

18 While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon (who is called 

Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. 

19 And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.”  

20 Immediately they left their nets and followed him. 21 And going on from there he 

saw two other brothers, James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat 

with Zebedee their father, mending their nets, and he called them. 22 Immediately 

they left the boat and their father and followed him. 

 

Jesus Ministers to Great Crowds 

23 And he went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming 

the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the 

people. 24 So his fame spread throughout all Syria, and they brought him all the sick, 

those afflicted with various diseases and pains, those oppressed by demons, epileptics, 

and paralytics, and he healed them. 25 And great crowds followed him from Galilee 

and the Decapolis, and from Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond the Jordan. 

 

 

 

Something that one of you said recently has stuck with me. You said, “It is hard for us 

Americans to understand the meaning of the term, ‘reign of the king.’”   That is 

absolutely true. Under our democratic form of government, when we hear about the 

reign of a monarch all we can think of is that Miss America’s reign lasts for one year. 

What that reign involves or who she rules over is a mystery to most of us. Or, we think of 

kings and queens we have seen on TV. Their reign appears to involve having people’s 

heads lopped off, holding court while they sit on a throne, gorging themselves on 

turkey legs while sitting at huge feasting tables, or leading armies off to conquer some 

enemy. Or, we think of the King of Rock ‘n Roll, Elvis Presley. He certainly had a palace, 

that he called Graceland, although his reign seemed to have involved putting his fans 

in a frenzy with his gyrations on stage.  
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So, those ideas of the reign of a king may only confuse us as to what the reign of our 

king is. So, when we come to Jesus’ words, “Repent, for the reign of heaven is near,” 

we don’t do so well at translating those. Reign? The reign of heaven? The reign of 

God? We don’t know what that means. Is that some concept? Well, it is always easier 

for us to understand a place than to understand a concept. As a result, we end up 

understanding Jesus to say: “Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” And when 

we hear the words “kingdom of heaven” or “kingdom of God,” we think of a place: 

heaven.  

 

Then, we come to the kingdom parables, and we become confused all over again. 

Jesus says, “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who planted good seed in his field,” 

and “the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into a lake and caught all 

kinds of fish.” Those are not descriptions of a place. They are descriptions of a physical 

action. Planting seed. Letting down a fishing net into a body of water. (N.T. Wright) 

 

But guess what? The kingdom of heaven is physical action. It is not a place. The words 

“kingdom of heaven” or “kingdom of God” are properly translated as the “reign of 

heaven” or the “reign of God.” The reign of heaven or the reign of God is God’s 

physical action on earth. His reign is His “kingly deeds” (Gibbs) done here on earth. So, 

with that understanding, what if we say reign of heaven instead of kingdom of 

heaven? Would that help us understand better the Gospel reading for today? 

“Repent, for the reign of heaven is at hand.” Repent, for the kingly deeds of God have 

arrived. God has come to earth to do His kingly deeds, to reestablish His reign and rule 

over this earth.  

 

What are those kingly deeds that God does down here? Letting down His fishing net, 

for starters. The Son of God let down His net to catch some fishermen named Peter, 

James, and John, in order to make them fishers of men. Then, this earth’s true King, 

continued His kingly deeds by teaching in their synagogues. Proclaiming the good 

news not of the kingdom but the good news of the reign of God infiltrating this sinful 

world. Healing every disease and affliction among the people.  
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His kingly deeds consisted of rescuing people from evil. To rescue them from the evil of 

untruth, He taught the truth. Of the evil of the devil always getting his way in what 

happens on this earth, Jesus said, “No more. God is in charge again.”  He rescued 

people from the evil of sickness and disease and injury and all that harms the body 

and the brain. He undid that evil. He gave health to people’s physical bodies.  

 

He selected people to help Him do those kingly deeds of rescue, so that those 

physical actions would continue after His Ascension. That’s where you and I come in. 

You may not be called to be a fisher of men. We all have our different gifts and 

callings. Back then, not all fishermen cast out the nets. Some mended the nets. Some 

steered the boat. All have a task. For people’s needs are not only of the soul but also 

of the body. Through you and me Jesus offers hope not just for what sin has done to 

people on the inside. Jesus offers hope for what sin does to people on the outside. 

People live with pain or illness or cancer or MS or Parkinson’s or paralysis or loss of 

memory or depression or hunger and poverty. They don’t know how long God will 

leave them here in this life to try to cope with these problems. Merely addressing the 

needs of their soul and sharing with them the hope of dying and going to heaven 

does not address the needs of their body and may not give them the hope they need, 

the hope Jesus would give them. 

 

But like those disciples who would from time to time stop doing kingly deeds to return 

to their fishing nets, it’s possible for us from time to time to go back to our old way of 

thinking about the reign of heaven. Oh, it’s just the kingdom of heaven. Well, when 

your own body is fairly healthy and your own stomach is full and your own health 

insurance is paid up, it’s nearly impossible to remain aware always of the physical 

deprivation of others. It comes naturally for us to spiritualize people’s problems, to 

squeeze them down to what’s wrong on the inside of them and to think that heaven 

alone is the answer for them.   

 

This we do with the Israelites of Zebulon and Naphtali. These Israelites lived in the region 

of the Sea of Galilee up to the time of Isaiah. Isaiah wrote that they were living in 

darkness. We think of their darkness as spiritual. (Lessing) We think their darkness was 

ignorance about God’s Word, or perhaps the darkness of idolatry. We think of their 

darkness as the effects of sin on the inside of them.  
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It does not occur to us that the darkness they were dealing with was physical. That the 

darkness they were living in was the threat of being deported, from their own homes 

and lands. The king of Assyria was their darkness. Because he had his own idea of 

kingly deeds and what the reign of a king looks like. From 734 to 732 BC he forced the 

Israelites of Zebulon and Naphtali from their homes, moved them far away, and 

confiscated their lands. Making them wonder if they would ever return to their homes 

and their land or whether God’s judgment upon them, their exile, would go with them 

to their graves.  

 

The Lord promised, though, that the people of this Galilean region would one day see 

a great light, a great light that also rescues us from our own blindness to the physical 

needs of others. The great light He promised. Would it be a spiritual light? Would it be a 

light for the inside?  

 

Well, the Lord said it would be a great light… “as on the day of Midian.” The day of 

Midian had been when God led Gideon and 300 Israelite soldiers against 1000’s of 

Midianites and defeated with them with a great light. (Lessing) Defeated them with 

the blowing of trumpets and the waving of 300 torches… physical light!  That is the 

physical rescue of God’s people from the mighty physical Midianites.  

 

When Jesus came to Galilee to do his kingly deeds, He was that promised great light!  

He was God in the flesh! Physically rescuing God’s people from evil’s physical effects: 

demon possession, epilepsy, paralysis, diseases and pains, hunger, and even death. 

He physically gave His own body in death to defeat physical death, to rescue Old 

Israel and us from our exile to the grave.  

 

As the angel told Joseph, “He shall be called Jesus, for He shall save His people from 

their sins.” He saves us not just from what sin does to our souls. He saves us from what 

sin does to our bodies, too. (Gibbs) Jesus is our great light, a physical great light by 

showing us His resurrection body!  
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So, He rescues us from our own darkness, our own blindness to the physical needs of 

others. He rescues us. He calls us forth. He equips us for doing kingly deeds. He makes 

us a light for others. He uses us to give hope to people for the physical part of them. 

Ministering to their physical needs, trusting that this labor for the Lord is not in vain, 

either. Reminding others of Jesus’ perfect physical resurrection body, which, by faith in 

Jesus, they too shall have at the resurrection of all flesh on the Last Day.  

 

This too gives people hope, a “defiant hope” (Long) to not accept physical afflictions 

lying down, but to keep doing kingly deeds by looking back with faith to what Christ 

did for us physically at the cross and the tomb and by looking forward with hope to 

what Jesus will do for us physically on the Last Day. 

 

Amen 

 


