
Sermon 84: Luke 17:20-21: The Kingdom of God is in your midst 
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Identifying the kingdom 

Entering the kingdom 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
In his book called Mere Christianity, in the chapter called hope, C.S. Lewis writes ‘Creatures 
are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists.  A baby feels hungry: 

well, there is such a thing as food.  A duckling wants to swim: well, there is such a thing as 
water.  ...  If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most 
probably explanation is that I was made for another world.’  We all long for a world of no 

pain, a world with no evil, a place where we can live in peace, this is because God has made 
us to live in His New Creation.  God has made us to live in holy happiness in a place of 
peace where we are free to find the fulfilment of every holy desire in His perfect ways and 
world.  Tolkien, a friend to Lewis and instrumental in his conversion, speaks about our 

hearts being made for God’s story.  He talks about how our hearts resonate with all the 
major fairytales, where we live happily ever after.  Those stories that talk about the prince 
coming to fight and lay down his life and rescue his bride, those stories that talk about the 

conflict of the ages resulting in the overcoming of evil.  God made our hearts to resonate 
with His work of salvation and we find ourselves drawn to these great epics as our hearts 
look for the satisfaction we are made to find in His story.   

 
The Bible is the primary place where God made promises and paints a picture of the New 
Creation that He has made us for.  Just after sin enters the world we see God promising a 

Son who would undo the works of the devil and defeat him in combat, crushing his head.  
As the story of the Bible unfolds we hear stories of a child born to Abraham who will cause 
blessing to come to the whole world, a Son born to David who will create world peace.  The 

prophets paint provocative pictures of lions lying down with lambs, a time of no war, no 
foreign occupation, of a pure and holy people.  The Jews at the time of Christ were filled 
with all sorts of expectations of this kingdom of God.  They too were looking for that perfect 

future all of our hearts long for, and their hopes were built up and informed or more 
correctly misinformed by the prophecies of the OT.  They had certain hard and fast 
interpretations of the OT prophecies that were working as a litmus test for what they would 

accept as fulfilment. 
 
As we come to our next section in Luke 17:20-37 we are coming to a section discussing God 

fulfilling His promises regarding the kingdom of God.  This section divides into two parts, in 
v20-21 we see the Pharisees asking a question and Jesus addressing the Pharisees, then in 
v22-37 we see Jesus addressing His disciples.  As we have highlighted in past messages the 

Jewish expectation around the kingdom was too simple, they did not realise that Jesus 
would fulfil part of those promises with His first coming, and then other parts with His 
second coming, they thought the whole thing would come at once.  However, there are 

things that are fulfilled in the first coming of Christ and things to be fulfilled in the future.  
This section follows that division, v20-21 deal with how Christ presently manifests the 
kingdom and the rest of the portion points to the future.  We will be limiting ourselves to 
v20-21 and dividing into two parts, identifying the kingdom and entering the kingdom.   

 
 
 



Identifying the kingdom 
 

V20, ‘Being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, he answered 
them, “The kingdom of God is not coming in ways that can be observed.’  Now we have to 
remind ourselves of the context to appreciate why Luke places this here.  Just before this 

we had the healing of the ten lepers, 17:11-19.  You will remember that Jesus healed 10 but 
only one leper, a Samaritan was saved.  We commented on the absolute blindness of the 
nine, the magnitude of the miracles done to them, and the way that this miracle pointed to 

Jesus as the Messiah.  The blindness of the ungrateful lepers is a backdrop for the blindness 
of the Pharisees.  Like the lepers they too cannot see what is before them.  And because of 
this ignorance they ask when the kingdom of God will come.  Many times the Pharisees ask 

Jesus something they think they know the answer to in order to catch Him in what they 
think is a wrong answer.  It appears here that there question is genuine.  They are confused 
and are seeking clarity.   

 
Now before we go on we must define what the Bible means by ‘the kingdom of God.’  This is 
a mine field will all sorts of wrong ideas we want to avoid.  We want to avoid the view of the 
kingdom that gives rise to the prosperity gospel and the Bethel movement that sees God’s 

future blessing present in such a way that you can experience wealth, health and power.  
Some have a view of the kingdom that sees a time of miracles as the evidence of it.  There 
are political views of the kingdom of God that see Jesus reign invading this age in the 

church being able to pick up the cultural mandate that Adam failed to fulfil and carrying it 
on.  This is often married to a postmillennial eschatology and a theonomic view of the law.  
This view seeks for an earthly reign of Christ and so seek to make culture Christian and take 

over every part of society until the whole world is Christian.  The Jews too had a wrong view 
of the kingdom.  They looked at all the prophecies of the OT and thought that when the 
Messiah came that they should all be fulfilled at the same time.  In the OT testament you 

will see prophecies like Isaiah 53 that speak of a Suffering Servant who has to die for the 
sins of His people; but you will also see prophecies of a Son of David sitting upon an throne 
bringing in an age of world peace.  From where we stand we know that this is like looking at 

a mountain range, where there is a mountain in the foreground, then a valley, and then a 
mountain in the background.  At a distance you can’t see the valley and they present as a 
flat picture.  It is only with hindsight that we are now able to see that there are things that 

come to pass with the first coming of Christ and things that must come to pass only with the 
second coming of Christ.  Now we must not be too hard on the Pharisees, even John the 
Baptist, a prophet of God suffered from this prophetic parallax.  Luke 7 records disciples 

from John inquiring whether Jesus was in fact the Messiah and Jesus pointed to the saving 
works not judging works to answer yes, Luke 7:22, ‘And he answered them, "Go and tell 
John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are 

cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to 
them.’ 
 

Our definition of the kingdom of God is this: the kingdom of God is the eschatological reign 
of God.  Now many have opted to define the kingdom as the reign of God, and this is true, 
but when we pray for the kingdom of God to come we are not asking for God’s rule to 

extend to places it has not already been.  Rather what we are asking for is that future 
kingdom of God in the New Creation when all things are under His feet.  That time when 
there is no satan, sin and death, we are asking for that time to arrive, we are asking for the 
eschatological reign of God not merely the reign of God.  Now the Bible presents the coming 

of the kingdom in three stages in the NT.  These three stages correspond to three 
successive periods of time.  Firstly I want you to think of Christ’s earthly ministry before His 
death, this is stage 1; then I want you to think of the period from Christ resurrection to His 



second coming that is stage 2; then I want you to imagine the New Creation after Jesus 
comes again, that is stage 3.  God has a plan to realize His eternal reign in this world and 

the surprise it that He does it by allowing the future to invade the present so that future 
realities are present even while this present evil world is still here and fading away.  So let’s 
think about how the kingdom is progressively invading this age in these three stages and 

then think about Jesus response to the Pharisees. 
 
The ministry of Christ is a proleptic invasion of the future reign of Christ.  One day the new 

creation reign of Christ will have no blindness so Jesus heals the blind; one day there will be 
no shortage of food so Jesus feeds the 5000; one day there will be no demons, so He casts 
them out; one day there will be no more death, so He raises the dead.  These are not empty 

displays of power but signs that point to His identity and what He is here to do, to 
inaugurate the kingdom of God.  Jesus did not hide this fact.  We see from His very first 
sermon in a synagogue that He said He was here to fulfil the prophecies of the OT regarding 

the kingdom of God, Luke 4:18-21, ‘“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 
anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the 
captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  And he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the 

attendant and sat down. And the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. 21 And he 
began to say to them, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  Jesus is the 
Messiah, the Promised One, the Son of David, the miracles prove it, the healing of the 10 

lepers just before this proves it.  He, as the King of the future kingdom has come, and put 
His kingdom on display in His miracles.   
 

Then Christ dies, to pay for the sins of His people, He ascends into heaven, sits on the 
throne of David, and is given authority over all things.  Then He gives the Holy Spirit who 
comes to live inside us, and now we are able to experience the new creation realities that 

renovated Christ at His resurrection as the Holy Spirit takes that which is Christ’s and makes 
it ours.  When we are born again, we receive the life of Christ’s new creation resurrection; 
when we are sanctified we are receiving the new creation image of God as we are 

conformed to Christ; when God ministers to us by the means of grace we are tasting the 
powers of the age to come.  The same power which raised Jesus from the dead, is the same 
power that is at work within us right now.  The future realities of the new creation are the 

present experience of the child of God.  As a Christian you are living in two time zones, this 
present evil age; and the age to come.  And you experience both as your outer man wastes 
away, yet your inner man is renewed day by day.   

 
Then Christ will come again and then the final victory over all enemies, then world peace, 
then the final judgement and the people of God living in perpetual peace in the presence of 

God forever.   
 
Now lets consider Christ’s response to the Pharisees, ‘“The kingdom of God is not coming in 

ways that can be observed, 21 nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There!’ for behold, the 
kingdom of God is in the midst of you.”  The Pharisees along with the rest of first century 
Judaism expected certain signs, cosmic signs as well as military accomplishments to 

accompany the coming of the Messiah.  Listen to these verses from the Apocrypha, Psalms 
of Solomon 17:21-24, ‘ See, Lord, and raise up for them their king, the son of David, to rule 
over Israel, your servant, in the time which you chose, o God, Undergird him with the 
strength to destroy the unrighteous rulers, to cleanse Jerusalem from gentiles who trample 

her to destruction; to drive out in wisdom and in righteousness the sinners from the 
inheritance; to crash the arrogance of sinners like a potter's jar; to smash all their substance 
with an iron rod; to destroy the lawless nations with the word of his mouth.’  The kingdom 



of God as Christ is manifesting it in His ministry is not in this way.  Nor is it with cosmic 
signs, like the moon turning to blood.  The reference to having to listen to people say ‘Look 

here it is, or ‘There’ is also wrong because Jesus stresses that the kingdom is here.  He says, 
‘for behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you.”  Basically He is saying, ‘Stop looking 
I am standing right in front of you.’   

 
Now some have taken the words, ‘in the midst of you,’ and translated them ‘within you.’  
They would choose this translation because when a person is saved the Holy Spirit comes to 

live in our hearts, and we experience righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit as a 
manifestation of the kingdom of God.  It is true that we experience the kingdom within, but 
since Jesus is speaking to the Pharisees and not His disciples it is better translated in the 

midst of you, in other words, among you, before your eyes, etc. The Kingdom of God is 
evident in the preaching and miracles of Christ and also of the disciples who He sends out, 
9:2.  Luke 10:8-11, ‘Whenever you enter a town and they receive you, eat what is set 

before you. 9 Heal the sick in it and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to 
you.’ 10 But whenever you enter a town and they do not receive you, go into its streets and 
say, 11 ‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet we wipe off against you. 
Nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near.’  Jesus warns that those 

who reject the kingdom and these signs, that it will be worse for them than Sodom and 
Gomorrah, 10:13-16.   
 

Do you not see what is plain before your eyes?  Jesus is our Savior, He was born of a virgin 
by the power of God; He lived a sinless life; He performed many miracles; He taught the 
perfect truth of God; He died to pay for our sins; was resurrected from the dead.  All that 

He has done was prophesied and has been fulfilled.  We have eye witness accounts that 
testify to these facts.  Some refuse to believe because they want some other sign, or some 
other personally defined test that God has to pass before they will believe.  Will we refuse to 

see like the Pharisees, or will we believe? 
 
Entering the kingdom 

 
Turn with me to John 3.  Here we a Pharisee, that is someone just like those asking the 
kingdom question of Jesus in Luke 17.  And Jesus speaks to him about entering the kingdom 

of God.  V1, ‘Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews.’  
We know from later in the gospel that Nicodemus becomes a follower of Christ but this point 
he too is confused.  It is possible that he represents a group of such men.  Some have 

suggested that this group was wanting to make an offer through Nicodemus to support 
Jesus who seemed to be from God in some way.  V2, ‘This man 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.”  The question we want to ask in light of our 
passage is: does Nicodemus recognize the kingdom?  Does he see that Jesus is the King, 
that the Kingdom is present, and that all Jews must follow Him?  We can see by his address 

that the answer is no.  He addresses Jesus, not as Lord, not as Son of David, not as 
Anointed One, but Rabbi.  This is a sign of respect, but it is not a sign that He knows Jesus 
true identity and the work that God is doing through Jesus in His incarnation.  He admits 

that the miracles are from God, but he is not connecting the dots showing how the miracles 
Jesus is doing indicates that the promised day of salvation, the day God would send His 
Messiah has come.  Nicodemus is willing to concede that God is with Jesus, and this is 
probably more than many of the other Pharisees were willing to concede, but it is still not all 

the truth.  So Jesus responds. 
 



V3, ‘Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see 
the kingdom of God.”  Now many people misunderstand Jesus response here.  They think 

Jesus is saying something like this: only those who are born again will go to heaven.  But 
this is not what Jesus is saying, you see we have made the point that the kingdom of God is 
present in Jesus ministry.  The kingdom of God is in your midst, we have said; the kingdom 

of God has drawn near, we have said.  The kingdom of God is not only something future, 
but it is also something present.  Jesus is saying this: ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, only those 
who are born again are able to recognize the present kingdom of God/only those who have 

been taught by the Spirit are able to see that I am the Messiah, the King.’  Remember when 
Jesus asked His disciples who they thought He was, and Simon got it right, Matt. 16:16-17, 
‘Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 17 And Jesus answered 

him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 
but my Father who is in heaven.’  Simon could see the kingdom of God, in other words, 
recognize that Jesus was the Messiah because he was born again.   

 
Now here is the issue, Nicodemus along with the other Pharisees is a self-made man.  He is 
saved because of how he applies himself to the law of God.  But Jesus has just told 
Nicodemus that unless God does a work and regenerates him he will not even be able to 

recognize the kingdom.  The phrase ‘born again’ can be translated ‘born from above’ and 
this emphasizes the sovereign nature of salvation, that it is not a work we do but something 
that is done to us.  Nicodemus is not happy, nor does he see clearly yet.  He gets hung up 

on the idea of being born a second time not recognizing what Jesus is saying, v4, 
‘Nicodemus said to him, “How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second 
time into his mother’s womb and be born?”  Nicodemus a man concerned with what he 

needs to do, fixates on the idea of being born again and orients his concerns around his 
ability to do them or not.   
 

Jesus responds again, v5-6, ‘Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born 
of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 6 That which is born of the 
flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.’  Jesus doubles down on the fact 

that the new birth is from God, and that without God doing the work we cannot enter the 
kingdom of God.  He highlights to someone who is confident in his own law keeping that 
flesh can only give birth to flesh, that the Spirit and a sovereign gracious work of God, not 

our work is needed to save us.  So how can a man, a self-made man like Nicodemus be 
saved?  How can someone enter the kingdom of God if it is not by our own efforts?  Jesus 
goes on to tell Nicodemus about the famous event where Moses held up a bronze serpent 

that those who had been bitten could be saved, v14-15, ‘And as Moses lifted up the serpent 
in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may 
have eternal life.’   

 
As we come to see our inability to save ourselves and we turn to God for salvation.  When 
we trust in Christ’s work on the cross as the only way our sins can be paid for, when we are 

enabled to believe the Spirit is opening our eyes and enabling us to see, the Spirit is 
granting us a new birth from above that enables us to believe and repent, and we are 
saved. Nicodemus, like us is being invited to believe in Christ for salvation, John 3:16, ‘For 

God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not 
perish but have eternal life.’  Those who believe are saved and enter into Christ’s kingdom 
as one of His subjects and a child of God, Col. 1:13-14, ‘He has delivered us from the 
domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, 14 in whom we 

have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.’  Or as it is promised in John 1:12-13, ‘But to all 
who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of 



God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of 
God.’   

 
So where are you?  Like the Pharisees, like Nicodemus do you stand outside the kingdom of 
God waiting for a sign, waiting for God to pass some test?  Do you think that the way into 

the kingdom is by your own efforts?  Or have you trusted in Christ, become one of His 
subjects and been swept into the kingdom and God’s family.  The kingdom of God is present 
for us to enter right now.  One day the kingdom will be come in judgement, but now a door 

of salvation stands open to any who will believe.  Trust in Christ, and enter into the 
kingdom.               
 

          
 
   


