
ZONDERVAN

A Kingdom Called Desire
Copyright © 2011 by Rick McKinley

This title is also available as a Zondervan ebook.  
Visit www.zondervan.com/ebooks.

This title is also available in a Zondervan audio edition.  
Visit www.zondervan.fm.  

Requests for information should be addressed to:

Zondervan, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49530

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

McKinley, Rick 
	 A kingdom called desire: confronted by the love of a risen king / Rick McKinley. 
		  p.  cm. 
	 Includes bibliographical references and index. 
	 ISBN  978-0-310-28543-4 (softcover) 
	 1. Spiritual life — Christianity.  2. Jesus Christ — Christianity.  3. Desire for God.  I. 
Title. 
BV4511.M45  2011 
248.4 — dc22� 2010049395

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New 
International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permis-
sion of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide.

Scripture quotations marked NASB are taken from the New American Standard Bible. 
Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foun-
dation. Used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked ESV are taken from The Holy Bible, English Standard Ver-
sion, copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good News Publishers. Used by 
permission. All rights reserved.

Any Internet addresses (websites, blogs, etc.) and telephone numbers printed in this book 
are offered as a resource. They are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement 
by Zondervan, nor does Zondervan vouch for the content of these sites and numbers for 
the life of this book. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy, 
recording, or any other — except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior 
permission of the publisher.

Published in association with Yates & Yates, www.yates2.com

Cover design: Aaron James, The Math Dept. 
Interior design: Michelle Espinoza

Printed in the United States of America

11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  /DCI/  18  17  16  15  14  13  12  11  10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

0310285437_kingdesr_sc_int.indd   4 2/7/11   4:32 PM



Contents

	 1.	 A Kingdom Called Desire	 9

	 2.	 Love Moves Us from Duty to Desire	 23

	 3.	 The Problem with Desire	 35

	 4.	 Life and Death	 49

	 5.	 The King of Life	 63

	 6.	 Jesus, the Object of Desire	 73

	 7.	 The Love of God	 83

	 8.	 Responding to the King	 97

	 9.	 The Security That Gives Birth to Hope	 107

	10.	 The Realization of Desire	 121

	11.	 Kingdom Identity	 133

	12.	 Kingdom Vocation	 145

	13.	 What Time Is It?	 155

		  Acknowledgments	 165

0310285437_kingdesr_sc_int.indd   7 2/7/11   4:32 PM



one

A Kingdom Called Desire

I have grown very tired of the question how. This question 
seems to permeate every inch of the world I live in. How-to 
books sell millions of copies every year promising that we 
can master a myriad of topics from weight loss to making it 
rich in the stock market. Every author gives us a different set 
of steps to take and makes promises to us that are never kept.

When we wake up feeling like crap again because we 
failed to climb the how-to ladder of success, in a matter of 
minutes we will see yet another commercial, infomercial, 
afternoon talk show, website, or news clip that points us in a 
new direction with another set of promises and steps to take 
to fix ourselves. The crazy part is we run to it like little kids 
running after the ice-cream truck in the heat of summer.

I am really tired of it, though. I am weary because the 
ice-cream truck never slows down for us, and after so many 
years I have begun to realize the truck didn’t even have ice 
cream in it. It just played the carnival noises in the mega-
phone and got us all excited, making us drop whatever it 
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10  /  A Kingdom Called Desire

was we were doing and rush outside to catch our hopes and 
dreams, only to see the rear brake lights fading into the sun-
set. We just stood there with our handful of change and dis-
sipating hope.

In many ways we have been robbed by the question of 
how. The question of how betrays us because it assumes the 
answers we long for are outside of us, held secretly by others, 
and only accessible for a small monthly fee. That’s not true, 
though. There are no secret answers, only lived moments 
that create some type of personal knowledge.

That knowledge may have worked for one guy who lost 
weight and wrote a book. So we see that the guy who wrote a 
book on how to lose weight actually went from fat to thin — ​
and he looks a lot happier and healthier — ​and we want that 
too, so we buy his book. I think I own all those books.

Those diet books contradict each other in many ways 
except one: they all tell you to eat less and exercise more. But 
most of us don’t want to do that. Rather than doing the eat-
less-move-more diet we hide behind an assumed ignorance. 
“I don’t know how to lose weight.” I don’t have the answer. I 
need an expert to tell me how, and this skinny guy who used 
to be a fat guy has the answers I need.

We hide behind the question of how. I’ve hidden behind 
the question of how.

The betrayal isn’t really in the question of how. The 
betrayal comes from a culture that has convinced us to look 
to someone else to find what we most deeply want. Some 
thing will make your life full or happy.
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In one sense it’s true: if you need to lose weight and 
you do, you will feel better; if you get out of debt, you will 
find freedom. I don’t know 
how much the ShamWow will 
help your happiness, but after 
I watched the infomercial I 
really wanted it. A consumer 
culture depends on us being paralyzed by the question of 
how in order for it to work. It creates a codependent rela-
tionship where we will endlessly clamor to the experts to 
tell us what we most deeply need. We must be honest, 
though. We are not much happier after years of seeking the 
experts’ advice. In fact, most of us take our how-to books 
to Goodwill along with barely used exercise equipment 
we bought with great hopes that in just fifteen minutes a 
day our lives would be forever changed. Mine was called 
the Power Rider, and it made you go up and down like you 
were riding a bull or something, and I found riding it quite 
embarrassing, but not as embarrassing as when I think 
about how I bought it and just hung clothes on it for years 
until I threw it out.

So I am tired of the question how. I want to reclaim my 
freedom from having to ask it. I want to drill down deeper 
into my soul and the soul of our culture and ask a better 
question. The question may not have a simple answer or be 
able to be packaged and sold, but it may lead me to another 
question that takes me even farther into the deepest parts 
of me. Somewhere in there, somewhere in you, we may find 

I am tired of the question 
how. I want to drill down 
deeper into my soul and 

ask a better question.
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a place where transformation resides and the person with 
whom it resides.

In his book The Answer to How Is Yes, Peter Block tack-
les this very issue and makes the observation that “good 
questions work on us, we don’t work on them.” He mentions 
that the right questions are about values, purpose, aesthet-
ics, human connections, and deeper philosophical inquiry.1

Essentially he is saying the good questions are really 
about desire. What is it we most deeply want? Every adver-
tisement taps into something deeper in you than your inter-
est in the product. “If I had that I would enjoy my family 
more, I would embrace life with action, I would feel better 
about who I am, I wouldn’t feel so ashamed, I would be a 
better dad, people would finally be impressed with me, I 
would feel like I made something of myself, my life would 
be easier, it would help me get out of my nowhere job . . .”

And the list goes on and on.
The list is endless because our desires run so deep and 

yet barely get touched by anyone other than advertisers 
seeking to get us to want what they are selling. So where 
does all of that desire go? I think it gets stuffed deep down 
inside us somewhere, because in a culture that has para-

lyzed us by convincing us we 
don’t know how to do much in 
and of ourselves, desire scares us 
to death.

1. Peter Block, The Answer to How Is Yes (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2003), 27, 39.

The good questions  
are really about desire. 
What is it we most 
deeply want?
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Why does desire scare us so much? Why is it that we go 
through the motions of living by trading our deepest desires 
for cheaper desires that we know are making promises to us 
they can’t keep? Why do we run like kids after the ice-cream 
truck when we know it is empty or we’ll never catch it? I 
wonder if we are afraid — ​afraid that when we touch that 
thing we desire, we won’t know how to deal with it.

So let’s say I think my desire is for my kids to be happy. 
I really want something more than that, but I am not sure 
what it is yet. So I settle for trying to make them happy. I 
wander around some dead ends for a while, buying them 
what they want and taking them where they want to go. 
But they still whine and complain. So then I listen to some 
expert who tells me that kids do better when they spend 
time with their parents. What they really need is time with 
me!

So I think about it awhile, then reset my schedule, mak-
ing sure I’m home for family dinners and game night. I’m in 
the room with them, but it still feels as if something is miss-
ing. What is it? Is it me again? I am here, they are happy, 
but there is something more. Am I here emotionally and 
spiritually, or just physically? Are they content and do they 
have a deep sense of joy, or are they just happy because I 
bought them more stuff?

Then let’s say I reflect some more and come to a place 
where I can actually name my deepest desire and embrace 
it: I love my kids! Nothing in the world can express the 
power of the love I feel for them. I feel that in me; I embrace 

0310285437_kingdesr_sc_int.indd   13 2/7/11   4:32 PM



14  /  A Kingdom Called Desire

it in me. Because of that love, I desire deep, personal, 
fatherly connection with my kids. Then something in me 
gets scared and is convinced I don’t know how to make that 
deep connection happen. So I shun it or stuff it or avoid it, 
and — ​rather than creating my own story, together with my 
kids — ​in my fear of not knowing how, I simply rent another 
movie and try to enjoy someone else’s story for the next 
ninety minutes or so with my kids.

Movies are fun, but they are not a substitute for making 
my own adventures with my kids. They are just a great way 
to hang out together on a Friday night. And this scenario 
repeats itself every day in every life. The question of how 
paralyzes me from just being fully present with my kids. 
In reality all I have to do is go do something, anything, pay 
attention, laugh, play, listen, make mistakes and memories, 
and feel that deep place fill with love.

So I am tired of asking how.
I am tired of cheap desires.
I am tired of avoiding the deeper desires.
One of the most damaging places for the question how 

is in our spiritual lives. The question itself has a place, but 
it should not be primary, and it should show up a ways 
down the road. The better questions, the ones that work 
on us and in us — ​those are the questions we need to deal 
with sooner.

In the West, Christians have leaned too heavily on the 
pragmatics of how. When we assume the answer we most 
deeply need is an answer outside of us that only an expert 
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can give, we become a paralyzed people waiting to be told 
what to do next:

Go to church on Sunday? Check.
Belong to small group? Check.
Read Bible and pray daily? Check.
Wear appropriate Christian apparel, listen to Christian 

radio, home school, work in the soup kitchen, write letters 
to missionaries, take casserole to church potluck, drink fair-
trade coffee, work to alleviate extreme poverty, eat vege
tarian, recycle, sign human rights petition? Check, check, 
check, and check.

When we turn following Jesus into a product instead of 
a relationship, the only question we end up asking is, how 
do we do that? And we look for 
clues in what everyone else is 
doing and do that too. Pretty 
soon we are doing all sorts of 
things but we don’t know why 
anymore.

I realize this is a tremen-
dous oversimplification, but 
time and time again it comes 
back to haunt us. Truthfully 
a lot of the books we buy in 
regards to following Jesus are couched in this how-to lan-
guage as well: Will someone out there tell me how to follow 
Jesus?

Jesus didn’t spend a lot of time answering that question.

When we turn  
following Jesus into a 

product instead of a  
relationship, the only 

question we end up  
asking is, how do we  

do that? And we look for 
clues in what everyone 

else is doing, and  
do that too.
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I find that to be really hopeful. When he did answer 
the how question, he did so in a way that was very personal 
to the one he was talking to. For example, a rich young 
ruler came and asked Jesus how to gain eternal life (Luke 
18:18 – 27). Jesus told him to keep the commandments, to 
which the man basically replied, “Been there. Done that!” 
He had a checklist for salvation, licking his pencil as he 
marked off each step.

So Jesus masterfully tapped into the deeper question of 
desire in the rich young man’s life. The question is: What 
are you really putting your security in? What do you really 
think is going to save you? For that rich young man, the 
answer was his own personal wealth and his ability to do the 
right things. That’s where his security was. And when Jesus 
pointed out one area where the young man couldn’t do the 
right thing, the man gave up.

In other places Jesus simply asked people, “What do 
you want?” or “Do you want to get well?” — ​questions that 
pushed right past the how-to questions and went directly to 
the issues most important to the person, the issues of desire.

“Do you really want to follow me or do you need your 
money to make you feel secure?”

“Do you want to be healed or do you need to be sick 
because you don’t believe anyone will care about you if you 
are made well?”

The questions are deep, involved, not simple or reduced, 
and they cannot be packaged into a one-size-fits-all con-
tainer. What do you desire most? Do you really want Jesus, 
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or do you want beauty, a career, success, and happy relation-
ships? Do you really want Jesus, or do you just want to fill 
in some boxes to prove that you are saved?

To the rich young ruler, Jesus said, primarily, “Come, 
follow me” (Luke 18:22). Get rid of the checklists. Stop 
thinking you can buy your way into heaven. Follow me. 
Quit asking how and starting asking who!

Sadly, I sometimes wonder if there is much of an audi-
ence for this type of spiritual undertaking today. We have 
traded in a great spiritual lifelong adventure with Jesus for 
religious chores that we can check off our list. The deeper 
questions that deal with the mystery of following Jesus — ​
the parables that leave us puzzled, the art of being in Christ 
in a world of doing things for Christ, the dilemmas of pain 
and suffering — ​these questions get thrown out because we 
are too busy checking off our boxes, proving we are Chris
tians. In throwing out the deeper questions we trade in the 
deeper desires for the cheaper ones.

Recently I have eliminated the question of how, espe-
cially in regard to following Jesus. I just quit asking that 
question. I am discovering 
and discarding my cheaper 
desires in order to pursue my 
deeper desires. I want a faith 
that isn’t reduced, and I want 
to sit inside the questions Jesus 
and his kingdom cause me to ask and to sit inside the ques-
tions they are asking of me. I want to live into a new way 

We have traded in a 
great spiritual lifelong 

adventure with Jesus for 
religious chores that we 

can check off our list.
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of being — ​because Jesus not only addresses our desires; he 
created them.

Transformation happens not through more how-to spir-
ituality but by reclaiming our freedom so we can embrace 
the beauty and complexity of the kingdom of God. We have 
the freedom to realize we don’t have to figure it all out or 
understand everything, but we can live in relationship with 
the living God through Christ.

Being who we were created to be in the midst of his 
kingdom and allowing Jesus to lead us to wherever he wants 
to take us ultimately will always make us come back to a 
place of desire, where our emotional life meets our faith and 
our reason in a beautiful way.

What I find in Jesus and his kingdom does not make me 
tired; instead he awakens me and invites me to learn to be 
and to become in ways unique to me. Jesus brings us free-
dom. We will know we are getting close to Jesus’ kingdom 
when our deepest joy is confronted by our greatest fears. 
But if we press into those deeper questions, joys, and fears, 
they may open us up to the unlimited possibilities of living 
into the life of Jesus.

Some of our most difficult choices occur when we are 
unable or unwilling to admit that if the ice-cream truck is 
empty then we don’t really know what we want. For me, 
realizing the truck will never stop at my house means I am 
left with some really big questions.

What if Jesus wants me to address a desire that is false? 
What if that false desire has become a safe place for me to 
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live because I don’t have to ask the deeper questions or exam-
ine the deeper places and desires within me? I can mask all of 
that by trying to figure out how — ​how to fix, how to change, 
how to understand, or how to master just about everything.

Instead Jesus asks me to embrace the life he has given 
me. He asks me to live that life out in the kingdom he has 
created. Tasks get turned into relationships and have-to’s 
become want-to’s, but all of it will remain at arm’s length if I 
refuse to sit inside the question, what do I desire most? The 
question forces me to consider there is a distinct possibility 
that I don’t desire God the most.

What do you want? What do you really want?
Isn’t it weird that it’s so hard to answer that question? 

Shouldn’t we know the answer?
In Matthew 13, Jesus is teaching his followers about the 

kingdom. Halfway through the chapter we find one verse, 
one pregnant sentence that will ruin you if you really under-
stand what he is talking about. It’s the forty-fourth verse in 
the chapter, and it reads like this.

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden 
in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and 
then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought 
that field.”

Jesus places a picture of the kingdom before us — ​a pic-
ture of desire. In my most honest moment, this picture con-
fronts my greatest fears with my greatest desires and opens 
up into a picture of his unlimited possibilities.
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We see the kingdom tap into this person’s deep desire: 
A treasure hidden . . .

We see the kingdom tap into perhaps his greatest fear: 
Losing all he had . . .

We see the kingdom confront that fear with something 
larger than all his fears.

We see his desire transformed before our eyes so that 
in his joy he goes and sells all he has to gain what he most 
deeply wants.

In a one-sentence parable I am invited to begin asking 
significant questions about my life, my heart, and my desire. 
Why don’t I desire Jesus and the kingdom like that? What 
do I fear losing in order to buy this field? Why doesn’t this 
scenario feel like joy to me?

But there hidden in my confusion over the parable is the 
story my heart is telling about what I desire.

I want security now, in this world. And my stuff, my 
things, my cash — ​they all give me a sense of security.

My heart isn’t attracted to the kingdom like this man’s 
was. What am I missing? What am I not seeing that he saw?

I really do put my trust in things I can touch and feel in 
the here and now. This invisible kingdom is hard for me to 
trust.

What happens if I sell everything I have to buy the trea-
sure and it turns out to be disappointing?

What other thing in my life gives me this kind of joy?
What would I be willing to sell it all for?
The questions keep rising up from somewhere deep 
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within me, and I think Jesus wanted that to happen; in fact 
I believe he is behind the whole process. When I sit here in 
the midst of these questions — ​where my heart is confronted 
by Jesus’ vision of the kingdom — ​something seismic takes 
place. I face up to the question Jesus is asking: What do you 
really want?

The kingdom does that to us. Jesus does that to us. Jesus 
wants us to sit with those questions, be driven to the Bible 
and to our knees with them.

What do you really desire? What do you really want? 
Take some time and think about that. Read that parable and 
chew on it awhile and jot down your own list of questions. 
What do I really want? Jesus is interested in your answer 
because Jesus is interested in becoming what you really 
want. “Sell everything you have. . . . Then come, follow me” 
(Luke 18:22).

Jesus answered that question for himself. He knows 
what he truly desires. In his joy he left all he had: the perfec-
tion of heaven, intimacy with the Father, the glory of glory. 
And he did it to buy a field that he purchased with his own 
blood, so he could have the treasure hidden within it.

You are the treasure in the field.
You are what he desires. Is he what you desire?
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Formation Questions

1.	 Have you ever made a checklist of what makes you 
“Christian”? What is on that list?

2.	 In what ways has the question of how caused you to avoid 
what you really should be asking?

3.	 What are the top three cheaper desires that you find 
yourself wanting?

4.	 Read the parable of the hidden treasure again from Mat-
thew 13:44. What do you think “selling everything you 
have” means for you?

5.	 What fear shows up inside of you when you think of los-
ing that thing to gain the treasure?

6.	 Does it feel like joy to you to give it up to gain Jesus? If 
not, why do you think that is?
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Love Moves Us  
from Duty to Desire

I remember sitting with my mentor in his office, which 
smelled of musty books, old and well read. For several 
years we met every Thursday at three o’clock. He was in 
his late sixties, a sage in my eyes. His eyebrows were thick 
and bushy, and when he talked about Jesus, his eyes would 
go big like he was seeing Jesus himself standing behind 
me. His prayers were never stale or pious or trite. When he 
prayed he was somewhere else, present to Jesus, his lover 
and Lord. I was happy just to breathe in the fumes of his 
passion for God.

At the time I was zealous and naïve, broken and frus-
trated. My questions often betrayed the depths of my spiri-
tual ignorance. And my inner compass had moved from 
true north to due south. A spiritual journey that began 
with my heart responding to grace had quickly turned into 
a white-knuckle, willful attempt to pay Jesus back through 
a lifetime of duty.
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I was failing at it. Three steps forward, two steps back, 
and after a few days I fell to a zero on a scale of one to ten. It 
might have been lust or greed or my temper going off. I am 
not sure which one it was that day, and it might have been 
all of the above.

It didn’t take me long to veer off the path of responding 
to the grace given to me in Jesus and head down the path of 
works, striving to get God to like me by trying hard to obey 
him. The church had needs, the world had needs, there was 
a lot of sin and a lot that was broken, and I was happy to 
accept the job of making things — ​or people — ​right. And I 
was not overly religious in all of this, at least not outwardly.

But inwardly I was playing religious games as well as 
any Pharisee. In my mind, God had done his job, and now 
it was time to do mine. Without really knowing it or paying 
attention to it, I woke up most days hoping I could keep it 
together enough to get God to accept me.

My gospel was confused and I was either burning out or 
blowing up — ​and I’m not sure which it was, but I do know 
that it was subtle, not drastic. No grand tragedy, just a slow 
drift away from a relationship with Jesus driven by desire 
into a relationship based on duty. I ignored my heart and 
stuffed my desires.

So I sat with my mentor and bellowed on and on about 
this question and that question, all the time skirting around 
the central issue, which the wise man saw through quite 
easily.

Those large eyebrows squeezed together and his eyes 
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grew tight with concern. “Ohhhh, Rick,” he said, with a 
deep sigh, looking away from me and staring out of his win-
dow, which looked out over the parking lot from his second-
story office.

We sat for quite a while, and I started to squirm. You 
know that feeling deep in your stomach when you have been 
found out? That was the feeling. I had no idea what he was 
going to say next; I simply knew he was greatly concerned, 
not over an idea or a question I had asked, but for me.

He finally looked back at me, leaning forward with his 
huge eyes now in a squint, and as a grandfather would speak 
to a grandson, with a great and loving concern, he simply 
said: “God didn’t call you to 
himself to use you, Rick. He 
called you to love you.”

And then he leaned back 
in his chair. “God loves you, 
Rick.”

I suppose I had heard that 
truth a few thousand times 
before, but this time I heard 
it. I really heard it.

I had left that knowledge of God’s love behind in my 
failed attempts to pay God back for my salvation. You can’t 
earn grace, which is well defined as “God’s love for us.” Yet 
deep down I believed that because God had died for me 
on the cross, I needed to make myself approvable to him. 
Hence I was caught up in doing my duty.

Dutiful obedience done 
as a response to the love 

of God is a good work. 
Willful obedience done 
to gain God’s approval 
and to earn his love is 

a religious work and is 
rooted in unbelief — ​and 

thus not a good work.
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Without knowing it, we often try to justify ourselves 
through our good works. Though many good works are 
a response to God’s love, not all of them are. And some 
of them are done without a love for God at all. So simply 
doing good things is not a sign of spiritual security. A work 
is done for God only when it is done with the right motive, 
and many times our motives are decidedly mixed. Certainly 
when we do a good work to justify ourselves before God, it 
isn’t a good work — ​it’s heresy.

Dutiful obedience done as a response to the love of 
God is a good work. Willful obedience done to gain God’s 
approval and to earn his love is a religious work and is rooted 
in unbelief — ​and thus not a good work.

I’m dumbfounded when I think how easy it was to 
become a person driven by religious work. Even when I 
began to wake up to my problem, I would often justify my 
religiosity. “God called me to help out here,” I’d think. “He 
really needs me to get this mission going.”

The old man’s words pierced my self-importance, mak-
ing me disoriented and uncomfortable. If his words were 
true, then all my work was fruitless. All my efforts to get 
Jesus to love me were of no use to him since he already loved 
me — ​and had even loved me when I sinned. If Jesus already 
loved me, I sensed, then my religious treadmill would lead 
to burnout, and I would become bitter with God and his 
people.

In fact I see a lot of people today who are bitter with 
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God, the church, or other believers. Most of those disil-
lusioned people are living out the aftermath of not trust-
ing Jesus and of trying to earn their salvation. When they 
couldn’t save themselves, they blamed other people.

But if God called us to his love freely by grace and apart 
from works, then that love changes everything, because 
God called us to love us, not simply to use us.

I don’t know that I fully understood it all that day. I’m 
pretty certain I didn’t. God’s love is one of those deep truths 
that takes a lifetime to apply. The beauty of God’s love is 
so powerful and good that it continues to disorient us. It 
throws us off, then catches us as we are about to fall. God’s 
love picks us up with all our broken pieces — ​our raw, sinful 
humanity — ​and begins to heal us with a gentleness, severe 
discipline, and kindness that keeps us clinging to Jesus, and 
not our own ability, as our only hope.

Duty can deceive us. Many things we do in the kingdom 
and for the King are motivated by duty. Somewhere inside 
of us we are captured by the reality that Jesus is Lord and we 
are not, and that moves us to serve, obey, and proclaim him. 
But the emotion fades, the vision falters, the desire dies out, 
and we begin to serve out of duty. Sometimes duty is all you 
have, because your desire gets twisted. Desire seems weak, 
so you fall back on duty. The season is dry, but you don’t 
quit. You keep going, and much of this happens because 
you believe Jesus is worthy as your King. You serve him out 
of duty. Duty as a response to love is powerful. Duty as an 
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attempt to earn God’s love is destructive. Don’t confuse the 
two. Duty that is a response to love is different than duty 
that is trying to get love to show up.

Duty might work for short periods, but it won’t sus-
tain you for the long haul. God called you to love you. Do 

you know what to do with that? 
Do you know how to respond 
to that? In the kingdom of God, 
people are growing comfortable 
and familiar with living into the 
love of God.

When the love of God seems 
like an idea instead of a reality, I find myself drifting into 
a duty mind-set. When I do this, I have a big problem, 
because I drift out of grace and away from the desire God 
placed in my heart. I end up feeling like following Jesus is a 
burden to carry, a goal to achieve, instead of a relationship 
to live in.

As a dad I do a lot of things for my kids simply because I 
am their dad. I go to work, I buy their clothes, I coach their 
games, I help with homework, I take them on vacation, I 
teach them things, and I discipline them when they disobey. 
All of those things sound like duties. But they are things I 
do because I am a dad. Before my children were born I was 
not a dad. Then I became a dad. I entered into a relationship 
with the four most amazing kids on the planet. I love them. 
I do what I do out of that relationship. It can look like duty 
but it’s something much bigger than that. They made me a 

Duty as a response  
to love is powerful. 
Duty as an attempt 
to earn God’s love 
is destructive. Don’t 
confuse the two.
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father, and I made them a son or a daughter. What I do for 
them is because of relationship, not duty.

Duty is dangerous. It looks good but it’s deceptive. 
When duty runs out of steam, what will sustain you? But 
when your heart is growing in desire, then you will discover 
that God has an unlimited ability to fulfill your desire.

Love and duty are not competitors. In some ways they 
complement each other, but they are not equals either. Duty 
at its best is a response of love. 
When it becomes anything else 
you are at risk of perverting the 
entirety of your spiritual life. 
The Pharisees were dutiful, dis-
ciplined, and capable, but duty 
had taken an odd turn for them, 
and soon relationship with the 
lover of Israel was no longer part 
of their religious system, and their religious behaviors lost 
their spiritual meaning. The people Jesus frequently con-
fronted were the most dutiful and religious people of his 
day. He confronted them with desire — ​the desire for a rela-
tionship with him.

I think of Nicodemus, a Pharisee and member of the 
Jewish ruling council who came to Jesus in the night so no 
one would see him (John 3). Despite his religiosity, Nicode-
mus became intrigued with Jesus. He was convinced God 
was with Jesus, and something inside Nicodemus desired 
God and wanted to understand God. But Jesus confused 

The people Jesus  
frequently confronted 
were the most dutiful 

and religious people of 
his day. He confronted 

them with desire —  
​the desire for a  

relationship with him.
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Nicodemus with these words: “I tell you the truth, no one 
can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again” (3:3). 
“Born again” is a phrase that has become synonymous with 
crazy religious people, but it originated with Jesus speak-
ing to a man who was already very religious. Jesus used the 
phrase to blow up Nicodemus’s categories. Something only 
God could do would need to take place in Nicodemus’s life: 
a new birth.

Nicodemus was wondering what God was up to — ​
wondering what God required of him, why he would send 
someone like Jesus. Jesus announces to him that you cannot 
enter the kingdom of God unless you are reborn. And thus, 
duty-bound obedience hits its first roadblock. The question 
Nicodemus asks is: How can I experience birth again? I am 
old. I have already been born.

I assume Nicodemus had a duty problem like many 
of us do, because the question he wondered about was the 
same question our culture is fascinated with: How?

How can a man be born when he is old?
How can these things be?
I don’t fault him of course. I would be asking the same 

things. Jesus blows up the categories of duty — ​categories 
that tend to work along the lines of . . .

How can I show you that I am a Christian? What do 
you want me to do?

How can I get into heaven?
How can I make sure you accept me?
How do I decide who’s in and who’s out?
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When Jesus discards our duties as useless, then we are 
like people who’ve never been at sea who find themselves on 
the deck of a storm-tossed ship. We get seasick and stumble 
about at first, until we grow accustomed to the new way of 
being.

At first, like Nicodemus, we are confused, because Jesus 
is confronting duty with desire. He is scrambling the word 
how and turning it into who: How do I get into heaven? 
Answer: God so loved the world, he sent his Son.

In the kingdom of God we must be born of the Spirit, 
in the love of God, or we are not in the kingdom. God loves 
you, and doing your duty will never save you.

Back in my mentor’s office I could feel the wheels of my duty-
bound religion falling off. His gaze held God’s love for me, 
and I sat there awkwardly, afraid to receive it. Standing face 
to face with my desire, I was confronted by my fear. Could I 
trust this love that was so excellent that nothing I could do for 
God would add anything to it? I wanted to believe the best 
news I’d ever heard, but I was afraid to trust. I was afraid to 
put the full weight of my heart on that reality. I don’t know 
all the reasons why I was afraid, but I know I was.

My mentor sat in silence, waiting for my reply. In those 
quiet moments I began to realize what grace was: the love 
of God in the person of Jesus Christ. So powerful is love 
and grace that I could feel my heart attracted to the good-
ness and beauty of God. I was not trying to conjure up the 
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emotions. My heart was apprehending the awesome reality 
of God at the core of his essence. God is love.

All I had tried to will myself to do was happening within 
me. I was not initiating; I was responding. The difference 
between the two is massive. I was not making this happen. 
God was alive, and in the perfection of his being and the 
power of his love, he was changing me.

I walked out of his office exposed. My head held my 
self-willed duty, and my heart held the love of God like a 
plastic cup trying to carry the sea.

Duty had been converted to desire by the Spirit of Jesus, 
who poured out his love into my heart through his spirit and 
the loving wisdom of a godly man. As I reflect back on that 
day I realize I still find it easier sometimes to believe God 
called me to use me rather than to love me. It’s safer, it’s 

quantifiable, it’s something I 
can control, but I know when 
I go there that I am moving 
away from Jesus and the king-
dom, and the love of God pulls 
me back.

We all have the propensity 
to try to be God or play God. 
I even try to play God in my 
relationship with God! But I 

am just a sinful object of holy love. I am not even able to ini-
tiate a response to Jesus without the assistance of his Spirit.

So Jesus is effecting a deep change inside of me. Desire 

Duty without love turns 
us into workers without 
relationship. Instead 
of seeing ourselves 
as beloved sons and 
daughters of a heavenly 
Father who adores us, 
we become servants of a 
harsh and distant King.
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for Jesus is defining me. When he manages to display his 
kingdom through me, that is nothing more than an overflow 
of his love, which I have cultivated in authentic desire. The 
kingdom of God is displayed not simply in the good works 
of God’s people, but in love personally owned in the heart 
of his children and overflowing into the world for his glory.

Duty without love turns us into workers without rela-
tionship. Instead of seeing ourselves as beloved sons and 
daughters of a heavenly Father who adores us, we become 
servants of a harsh and distant King. We toil away down in 
the servants’ quarters, but we never come up to the party 
with the fattened calf and the flowing wine.

Jesus called you to love you, not to use you. He wants 
you to desire him, not the duties you can do for him. He 
wants you upstairs at the banquet, feasting on his love.

Formation Questions

1.	 Is it easier for you to be wanted or needed? Why?
2.	 What role does duty play in your relationship to Jesus?
3.	 Name some ways that you try to pay God back for saving 

you.
4.	 How does it feel knowing God called you to love you, not 

to use you?
5.	 In what ways is love more powerful than duty in your 

relationship with Jesus?
6.	 What are some things in your faith that would change 

if you were driven by God’s love for you rather than by 
duty?

0310285437_kingdesr_sc_int.indd   33 2/7/11   4:32 PM



48  /  A Kingdom Called Desire

Formation Questions

1.	 If you were to be honest about your faith right now, what 
would you say?

2.	 Can you describe a time that reinforced for you the “rule 
of religious living” that you shouldn’t be honest?

3.	 What fears do you have about being honest about your 
life with another person?

4.	 What fears do you have about being honest about your 
life with Jesus?

5.	 What would freedom look like for you if you could be 
honest?
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