
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon by Nicholas Henshall 

“Rise up, O God, judge the earth” (Psalm 82) 

 
Sunday 18 August 2019 

(Trinity 9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 2 of 4 
 

Sermon Text – “Rise up, O God, judge the earth” (Psalm 82) 

Sunday, 18 August 2019 (Trinity 9) 

by Nicholas Henshall, Dean of Chelsmford 

 

This sermon reflects on the themes of justice and love that arise from the 

first reading, Jeremiah 23.23-29; the psalm, 82; and the Gospel reading, 

Luke 12.49-56. These are not easy readings. They are words full of 

challenge. There is no parable or straightforward narrative. Jesus speaks to 

us here unexpectedly. His words are harsh, demanding and 

uncompromising.  

 

------------ 

 

From Psalm 82 

 

Rise up, O God, judge the earth; 

   for all the nations belong to you! 

 

In my last year at college our vice principal led a seminar on "signs of 

a successful church". Soon the walls of the seminar room were 

covered with our great ideas. 

 

He noted the great things we had written about numerical growth, 

powerful preaching and sacrificial giving; about investing in children's 

and youth work.  

 

Then he simply said “let’s look at the Bible and see if we’ve missed 

anything. Look – here it says that one of the signs of a successful 

church is that prisoners are released. Oh, and that the blind get their 

sight back. Oh, and the poor hear the good news.” Then Matthew 

25: feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting those in prison. 

And then a whole tour of the social teaching of the Old Testament.  

 

We were duly penitent. And it's a lesson I've never forgotten. We 

are very comfortable with the Jesus who tells the stories of the 

Good Samaritan and the Lost Son and we are good at letting our 

minds completely edit out the vast parts of the Bible that actually 
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draw attention to what life in the kingdom of God is going to look 

like. 

 

But let's turn to that Gospel: 

 

‘I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already 

kindled! I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I 

am under until it is completed! Do you think that I have come to 

bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!" 

 

Jesus goes on to - as he expects us to recognise – quote directly 

from Micah 7.9:  

 

for the son treats the father with contempt, 

   the daughter rises up against her mother, 

the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; 

   your enemies are members of your own household.  

 

Micah, an 8th century BC prophet, who sees the destruction of 

Samaria and Jerusalem coming and holds the people to account. He is 

virulent in his condemnation. But also speaks of hope and 

restoration, the fulfilment of the promises of God. 

 

Jesus like a prophet speaks words of condemnation on a world that 

has lost its way; quoting the words of Micah to ram home the point 

that the Messiah has come not to make everything better but to 

reveal just what a disaster we've made of it, to expose the reality of 

our misguided humanity and point to a different kind of future. 

 

It’s not despair but judgement and hope. Jesus - like Micah - unmasks 

the lie we tell ourselves. He unmasks the lie and reveals to us that 

we are living in a slum of our own making. Like Micah and his fellow 

prophets, Jesus is unrelenting. This passage is followed by parable 

after parable that rams the message home: repent or perish; turn 

your lives around or become like a barren fig tree; the narrow door; 

and culminating in a lament over Jerusalem "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, 

you who kill the prophets..." 
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And remember that in the Old Testament the normal word for 

prophet does not mean someone who sees the future but one who 

actively invites people to consider the implications of the present. 

Work out what is going to happen next if you don't turn around and 

begin seeing the world in a whole new way. And that's exactly what 

Jesus us doing here using Micah as his reference point. 

 

Jesus is the prophet of the kingdom of God, looking at the mess of 

our humanity, the catastrophe we've made of God's gifts. 

 

So when we pray "thy kingdom come..." we had better watch out. Is 

that what we really mean, or do we simply have a vague, fuzzy sense 

that the kingdom of God is going to be a place we are going to be at 

home? The kingdom of God is hardly likely to be what we expect, 

even though we pray for it daily. 

 

From what we know in the gospels, the kingdom of God is going to 

look a lot more like Mary's song, Jesus first sermon in Luke 4 and his 

last piece of teaching in Matthew 25. And the signs of a "successful " 

turn out not to be it's great children's work or wonderful worship or 

that it's full three times a Sunday. In the kingdom success is inevitably 

upside down. It turns out that a successful church is one where the 

hungry are fed, the naked are clothed and the poor hear good news. 

 

Nicholas Henshall 

Dean of Chelmsford 


