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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
September 15, 2013 
Luke 17:20-21 
The Kingdom Inside 
 
Let us pray... 
 
I spend a lot of time in the car - driving to visits, meetings and chauffeuring the kids.  I keep 
myself entertained by listening to National Public Radio.  I learn about topics I’d never 
encounter otherwise, because I’d never take the time to read an article about how college 
football is “broken” or watch a TV show about Duke Ellington’s music written for the Queen 
of England.  On Thursday nights, I’m always hoping our meetings will end in time for me to 
hear part of “The Moth” on the way home.  I usually just hear the credits. 
 
Last Monday, there were several shows about microbiomes.  These are the bacteria, 
viruses and fungi that live in our own body, in fact make up our body:  they outnumber our 
own cells 10 to 1.  I’ve been interested in this topic for awhile:  how our obsession with 
antibacterial cleansers are killing off “good” bacteria, the impact of the antibiotic diets 
forced on the animals we eat, and how the relationship between eradicating 
microorganisms from our gut might be related to allergies and celiac.  I listened with 
fascination as they described the microscopic life in our nose and our armpits.  But then 
they started talking about our mouths:  apparently there are completely different 
populations of microbes on the roof of our mouth vs. our gums vs. our tongues.  The 
scientist compared our mouths to the Amazon jungle.  I almost had to pull over the car to 
throw up.  I can deal with a lot, but for some reason teeth and mouth stuff grosses me out. 
 
If I can avoid thinking about the bacteria on my tongue, thinking about our bodies as 
microbiomes is kind of inspiring, another miraculous perspective on human beings.  We 
think of ourselves as solitary creatures, but really we’re a whole planet, home to not only 
bacteria and viruses and fungi, but also tiny mites, everything living in a careful balance.   
 
Now, of course, this isn’t what Jesus meant in this morning’s scripture reading when he 
said “The kingdom of God is within you”; the microscope hadn’t been invented yet, so he 
hadn’t spied some castle of fungi living in your gut.  But I think Jesus would see these two 
things as related:  If we can’t see the microbes that dwell within us, what else can’t we 
see?  And a symbiotic community where everything is held in careful and creative balance 
might be a way of describing the kingdom of God. 
 
Some of you know Gordon Johnson, whose wife, Jane, is a long-time member of UCCB.  
A few months ago, Sounds of Peace went to sing for the Johnson’s, and at the end of the 
visit Gordon mentioned he’d always wanted to hear a sermon on this verse from Luke 17:  
“the kingdom of God is within you”.  Challenge accepted! 
 
Now, sometime we’ll have a thorough sermon on the concept of “kingdom”, this word in 
Christian scripture and theology that carries all kinds of patriarchal baggage with it, 
resulting in many of us using the term “kin-dom” instead - trading in an image where a man 
is in control of all things to a community where everyone is related.  But that’s not this 
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sermon.  Today I want to focus on this whole phrase, as Gordon requested: “The kingdom 
of God is within you”, as it says in the King James version, or “The kingdom of God is 
among you”, as it says in the New Revised Standard, or “God’s kingdom is here with you” 
as it says in the Contemporary English Version! 
 
That’s a lot of different ways to translate one verse of the bible.  Many of us have been off 
for the summer, so let’s do a quick review.   
- The bible can be divided into two parts.  What might they be called?  (Old Testament and 

New Testament or Jewish and Christian Scriptures.) 
- Since this story has Jesus in it, it’s probably in which part?  (Christian) 
- The Christian scriptures begin with the gospels, which tell the story of Jesus’ life and 

teachings.  How many gospels are there?  (Four) 
- By what names are they traditionally called? (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John) 
These four gospels have many stories and teachings in common, especially Matthew, 
Mark and Luke which are called “the synoptic gospels”.  But this verse only exists in the 
gospel according to Luke.  One little verse in the whole bible, translated so many different 
ways.  As soon as I saw all the variations, I had to go to the Greek, the language of the 
earliest manuscripts of the gospels.  It’s:  Basileia theos esti entos hymon.  Yeah, doesn’t 
mean much to me either.  Thankfully you don’t have to actually know Greek in order to 
study it, thanks to a myriad of online tools.  So let’s look at the three main words in this 
phrase. 
 
First, “basileia” is the word translated as kingdom.  According to scholars, this word isn’t 
best understood as an actual kingdom, a place with walls and a castle, but more the notion 
of “royal power”, like the right or authority to rule over a kingdom.  One writer described it 
as the “power source”.  According to this interpretation, Jesus says, “The power of God is 
within you.”  Some have said we might consider Jesus to be talking about the soul, Gordon 
Johnson prefers the notion of conscience.  The translation from The Inclusive Bible takes 
another approach, one closer to the Jewish tradition, by translating “basileia” as “The reign 
of God”.  So “the kingdom of God” is a time and place where God is in charge.  According 
to Jewish tradition, that would mean peace and justice for all of creation.   
 
The last word of the phrase, “hymon”, is translated as “you” in “the kingdom of God is 
within you”.  FYI, it’s plural, so “yous people”.   
 
The other important word in the phrase is “entos”.  This is the word translated as “within”.  
Or “among”.  Or “in your midst”.  These are all fair translations of “entos”.  This is the word 
that triggers all those different translations, and lots of discussion about what Jesus might 
have meant. 
 
Don’t worry if you didn’t absorb all that - just note how many different ways that short verse 
can be understood.  Picture the crowd around Jesus when he said, “Basileia theos esti 
entos hymon” (although he probably didn’t say it in Greek, but let’s not get that 
complicated).  With such a complex phrase, it is highly unlikely that the crowd just went 
“Oh, I see, of course, ‘the kingdom of God is within you’!”  Instead, they probably had a 
follow up question:  “Well what the heck does that mean?” 
I imagine Jesus would have three answers to such a follow-up question, three ways of 
understanding what “the kingdom of God is within you” would mean. 
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Friends, the kin-dom of God is within you.  Within each of you.  Each one of you, within 
your very beings.  The power source of God is within you, and you, and you.  In Kabbalah, 
Jewish mysticism, there are stories about the Divine Light, the creating power of all that is, 
contained in vessels at the creation of the world.  But there was an accident, and the 
vessels broke.  Much of the Divine Light went back to the Source, to God, but many Divine 
Sparks were scattered throughout the world.  These Divine Sparks, these bits of God’s 
light, reside in each of us, a bit of the God in whose image all living things are created.   
 
This notion shows up in countless philosophies and religious traditions.  For Plato this was 
“the Good”, for Taoism is it “the Tao”, Ralph Waldo Emerson called it “the Oversoul”, its 
“Nirvana” in Hinduism and “Enlightenment” in Buddhism.  Within each of us there is a bit of 
God, a connection to God, a one-ness with God.  It is there whether we know it or not, 
whether we like it or not.  That “kin-dom of God” within us, sometimes we try to snuff it out 
like antibiotics going after microbes:  wall it in with our addictions, drown it under our 
insecurities.  Or we deny its existence, thinking we have no power, no strength:  someone 
else will have to love our neighbor and save our world.  The kin-dom of God is within you, 
beloved; we aren’t waiting for some superhero to rescue us.  Jesus wanted the people to 
stop waiting for some mighty politician or warrior or monk to come along and bring justice 
back to the community:  he wanted them to know that the possibility of a whole and 
peaceful world lay within each and every person in that crowd. 
 
And in the crowd itself.  Remember that the “you” in “the kingdom of God is within you” is 
plural.  The kin-dom of God isn’t just in each of us, all us individuals gathered here like the 
crowd around Jesus.  The kin-dom of God is particularly and powerfully present in the 
community, in the group, in the body.  Elsewhere Jesus said, “Where two or more are 
gathered, I am there”.  Together, we are more than the sum of our parts.  Together, being 
our messy, broken selves, we can practice creating wholeness and justice and peace. 
 
This is not easy.  I imagine, in that crowd around Jesus, there were some people who 
weren’t getting along.  Two sisters who hadn’t spoken in six months.  Neighbors arguing 
over a property line.  Priests with contradictory religious beliefs.  People who just irritated 
each other.  And Jesus looks at them and says, “the kingdom of God is within you”?!  The 
Jewish people yearned for the coming of the kingdom of God.  They dealt with so much 
oppression; as Jesus spoke they were all struggling under the thumb of Rome.  They 
prayed for God’s reign to arrive, when everything would be turned upside down and the 
world would be paradise.  But Jesus tells them it has already arrived, and this is it?!  This 
pitiful town with these obnoxious neighbors?  And he says it like it’s a good thing? 
 
Yup, Jesus says:  the source of God’s light is right here in your midst, so get over your 
petty arguments and start building that world of justice and peace.  Stop praying for justice 
when you cheat your neighbor.  Stop singing psalms for peace when you keep picking 
fights in your family.  The kin-dom of God is among all of you, or it isn’t anywhere, so get 
on with it. 
 
And, of course, the crowd around Jesus is a stand-in for every crowd everywhere, 
including the one gathered in this Sanctuary today.  The kin-dom of God is right here at 
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723 Massachusetts Avenue or it isn’t anywhere.  It’s right here in the midst of us, as we 
work together to bring healing to the world, so we better get on with it. 
 
One more thing.  Do you remember who Jesus was speaking to in this pithy little scripture 
verse?  The Pharisees.  Now, the Pharisees were, depending on who you ask, a political 
party or a group of religious leaders or a combination of the two.  They were not bad guys.  
But in the narrative structure of the gospels, they are depicted that way (even today calling 
someone a Pharisee is considered an insult).  In scripture they are always arguing with 
Jesus, trying to trap him into saying something offensive, giving him a hard time for his 
ministry.  So when they show up in this passage, we know Jesus should be on guard.  
“The Pharisees asked Jesus when the reign of God would come”, says the gospel of Luke.  
Not because they were curious, or because they wanted Jesus’ insight, but because they 
wanted to test Jesus, compare what he says to well-known texts.  And what does Jesus 
say?  “The kingdom of God is within you.”  Not just “within you”, you individuals.  Not even 
just “within you”, the community gathered here.  But “within you”, you Pharisees.  You 
people who follow me around to criticize me, you authorities who threaten me, you leaders 
who try to catch me in some verbal trap.  The kin-dom of God is within you, you Pharisees! 
 
Imagine looking at the person who stresses you out the most, the person who pushes your 
buttons, the person who never has a kind word to say about you - imagine looking at that 
person and saying “The kingdom of God is within you.”  Maybe you say it through clenched 
teeth the first 100 times.  Maybe you don’t believe it the first 200 times.  But maybe by the 
300th repetition, you get just a glimpse of the kin-dom of God that dwells within that child 
of God.  Yup, she’s got the divine light within her too, even if it’s a little flickery.  Yeah, he’s 
part of God’s vision of wholeness...somehow... 
 
So three variations on what Jesus might have meant when he said “the kingdom of God is 
within you”.  Maybe he meant all of these; or none of these; or maybe the words were a 
koan, a puzzle on which to meditate; and maybe Jesus himself didn’t know quite what he 
meant.  But one thing seems clear.  The kin-dom of God - a place and a time in which 
God’s vision of justice and peace is coming true for this world - isn’t something we’re 
waiting for, hoping for, trusting will come someday, maybe after we die, but surely through 
somebody else. 
 
Friends, the kin-dom of God is here, now, in this time and in this place; within each of us 
as individuals and among us as a community;  
we have all that we need to bring wholeness to the world  
and that wholeness exists even in the people who challenge us.   
The kin-dom of God is within us, 
but God help us it better not stay there - 
let’s let that light shine forth 
so that reign of justice and peace 
can fill the whole world.  Amen. 


