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Editorial:  
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No one can read the Gospels without 
being struck by the centrality of “the 
kingdom of God,” especially in the life 
and ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
But unfortunately, in spite of its impor-
tance, over the years there has been 
a lot of confusion regarding what the 
kingdom of God precisely is, how the 
kingdom relates to the church, and how 
we should live in light of the coming of 
the kingdom. For example, the Roman 
Catholic Church identified the kingdom 
with the church as if they referred to the 
same thing. Most acknowledge today that 
this is an untenable position. Even in the 
Reformed tradition, though in a modified 
form, the kingdom and church have also 
been closely identified, particularly in 
appeal to Matt 3:24-30, the parable of the 
weeds. Here the argument is made that 
the church is not necessarily a regenerate 
community because she is comprised of 
both believers and unbelievers, due to the 
fact that the kingdom of God is a “mixed” 
reality of wheat and tares. But, as has been 
repeatedly pointed out, this interpreta-
tion greatly misunderstands Jesus’ own 
commentary on this parable where he 
clearly distinguishes the kingdom from 
the church. Other examples could be mul-
tiplied, whether it is Dispensationalism’s 
sharp distinction between the “kingdom 
of God and heaven,” or, more recently, 
the Emerging Church’s emphasis on the 
kingdom which views it more in terms of 
contemporary social activism than bibli-
cal teaching. Suffice it to say that there is 

still a lot of confusion and misunderstand-
ings over that which is so central to our 
Lord and the entire NT.

It is partly due to this ongoing con-
fusion as well as the importance of the 
subject in its own right, that we have 
devoted an entire edition of SBJT to this 
theme. It is imperative that we reflect 
rightly on what the kingdom is. All of our 
articles as well as the Forum are devoted 
to thinking biblically and theologically 
about the kingdom so that, in some small 
way, we are better equipped to handle the 
Word of truth for the glory of our King. 
In the remainder of this editorial, I want 
to sketch out six points that give a mini-
biblical theology of the kingdom. The 
reason for doing so is to set the stage for 
the articles and Forum, thus providing a 
basic framework for thinking about the 
kingdom across the canon. 

First, what is the kingdom of God? Basi-
cally, the kingdom of God refers to God’s 
kingly rule, and it is especially tied to God’s 
saving reign. It does not primarily refer to a 
certain geographical location. Rather the 
phrase tells us more about God (the fact 
that he reigns) than anything else. Also, 
it must be noted that the NT understand-
ing of the kingdom is firmly rooted in OT 
teaching and expectation. Even though 
the term “kingdom of God” is not found 
in the OT, the idea is everywhere. Second, 
Scripture begins with the declaration that 
God, as Creator, is the sovereign ruler of 
the universe. In this important sense, the 
entire universe is God’s kingdom. In fact, 
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in creating human beings as his image 
bearers, God gives us rule over his cre-
ation, under his authority, to display the 
glory of the King. 

However, third, given the Fall, every-
thing changes. The rightful rule of God 
over the entire creation is now rejected by 
the human race. Sin is essentially rebel-
lion against the claims of the King, and, 
so, we now stand under God’s judgment 
of death. In this important way, the OT 
makes a distinction between the sover-
eignty of God over the entire creation 
and the coming of his saving reign in the 
context of a rebellious creation. Thus, on 
the one hand, the kingdom of God will 
exclude all sin and rebellion. On the other 
hand, it will include all that is redeemed 
according to God’s gracious will. Eventu-
ally, when all sin and evil is put down, we 
will see the fullness of God’s kingdom.

Fourth, as the OT unfolds, God’s king-
dom, in this saving sense, is revealed in a 
number of ways. Following the loss of 
Eden, redemption is linked to the election 
of a people, the descendants of Abraham, 
to be the chosen people of God. They are 
promised a land to dwell in; they will be 
the means of blessing to the nations. These 
covenant promises are realized in the 
Exodus, a pattern of redemption. At Sinai, 
the people of God are constituted as a 
theocratic nation. Though rebellion leads 
to delay, the nation is eventually given 
possession of the land. Here the structures 
of government develop towards kingship 
under the dynasty of David in Jerusalem. 
Solomon builds the temple as the place 
where reconciliation and fellowship 
with God are established. The rule of the 
Davidic kings is representative of the rule 
of God over his kingdom. But the kings 
and Israel fail. The kingdom divides and 
judgment falls. However, fifth, the proph-

ets hold out hope. The overall pattern of 
renewal is seen as a recapitulation of the 
past history of redemption: a new Exodus; 
a new covenant; a new Jerusalem; a new 
Davidic king to rule in a glorious and 
eternal kingdom. In this way, the prophets 
anticipate the coming of the Messiah who 
will usher in God’s kingdom, making all 
things right and reversing the effects of 
sin and death.

Sixth, it is against this background that 
the NT announces that, in Jesus, the long 
awaited kingdom has come and that the 
rule of sin and death has been destroyed. 
Thus, through Jesus’ life and cross-work, 
he has inaugurated the kingdom of God 
over which he now rules and reigns. And, 
as the ascended King, he commands all 
people to repent and to enter that king-
dom of life. But even though the kingdom 
has come, it still awaits its consumma-
tion. The biblical story does not end with 
Christ’s first coming, but presses on to the 
parousia, when he shall appear once again 
and usher in the kingdom in its fullness 
and power. At that time, what is God’s 
prerogative by right will be universally 
true as all people will acknowledge Christ 
to be Lord (Phil 2:10-11), and the entire 
universe will become in fact the realm of 
God’s rule.

In brief, these six points lay out the 
Bible’s overall teaching of the glorious 
kingdom of God. In what remains, this 
overall perspective will be developed 
in a variety of ways. It is our prayer that 
this edition of SBJT will not only help us 
understand better the biblical teaching, 
but also enable us to worship and serve 
our great King, as we cry with the entire 
church, “Come, Lord Jesus.”
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Introduction
Much of what I would want to say on 

this subject has already been expressed in 
a previous article.1 I will try not to repeat 
myself too much in this article, but the 
concerns of the two articles are closely 
related. In focusing on the kingdom of 
God we are really looking at a key element 
that gives biblical theology its coherence. 
We start with our view of the Bible and its 
authority. The word of God must be self-
authenticating and thus self-interpreting. 
There can be no higher authority than 
God and his word for interpreting not 
only the Bible but also every other fact in 
the universe. That is the simple corollary 
of the reality that God created all things, 
all facts, and he alone can say what they 
ultimately mean and how they relate. This 
is also part of what we believe the Bible 
to mean when it sets forth the kingdom 
of God as a central concept. The kingdom 
involves God’s absolute sovereignty in all 
things. The biblical story from beginning 
to end is one of God’s active rule, however 
much it is challenged, from creation to 
new creation. 

I cannot agree with those scholars who 
are nervous about proposing the kingdom 
as central to the biblical message on the 
grounds that the term “kingdom of God” 
does not occur until the New Testament. 
The particular phrase might not be a fea-
ture of the Old Testament but the concept 
is central to it. If, as suggested, the herme-
neutics of the Bible must be revealed and 
come from within the Bible itself, the role 

of biblical theology as a discipline will be 
crucial. This is because of the nature of the 
Bible and the dogmatic presuppositions 
we bring to it. We are dealing with a time-
related set of documents that are contex-
tualized by a particular series of events 
within the history of our world. They are 
people-related documents in that they are 
what human authors wrote about people 
using their own languages and history-
related thought forms. The documents are 
also God-related in that they are first and 
foremost about God, and the Spirit of God 
inspired and oversaw the writing so that 
what the human authors wrote as their 
own words are received as the canon of 
Holy Scripture. In other words, what the 
Bible says is what God says.

The Problem of a  
Theological Center

Biblical theology as a discipline has 
regained some acceptance amongst bibli-
cal scholars and theologians. Most agree 
that there is a place for the study of the 
theological ideas of the various parts, 
books, or corpora that make up the canon 
of Scripture. The question of the unity or 
a central core idea of biblical theology 
raises, understandably, questions of the 
unity of the canon itself. Here there is no 
consensus. At the extreme “left” are the 
views that perpetuate the Enlightenment 
and its perspective that the Bible is a col-
lection of purely human writings that 
can claim no privilege on the grounds 
of divine intervention or inspiration. On 
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the other hand, so-called fundamental-
ism is usually thought of as being on the 
extreme “right.” The problem with this 
suggestion is that “fundamentalism” has 
become a religious swear-word which, 
in popular parlance, refers to fanatical 
extremists who are constantly rocking the 
theological, ecclesiastical, and political 
boats. I am inclined to think that those 
Christians branded as fundamentalists 
are often nothing of the kind. A funda-
mentalist Christian should be fundamen-
tally Christian in the interpretation of 
the Bible. In my view, this means having 
a gospel-centered hermeneutic which is 
often lacking in fundamentalists. Some 
so-called fundamentalists are actually 
more “liberal” than evangelical because 
their hermeneutic grid is one that is alien 
to the Bible. 

There is, furthermore, an obvious 
rejoinder to the misuse of the term “fun-
damentalist.” There is a sense in which 
we are all fundamentalists, for we all 
have some fundamental frame of refer-
ence or starting point for our views of 
reality. At long last it is being recognized 
that the term “scientific” can no longer 
be applied in biblical studies to mean 
objectivity without presuppositions. No 
such neutrality exists. The question then 
becomes one of what fundamentals are 
viable and why. Secular modernism has 
long assumed that some kind of empirical 
objectivity exists. It has claimed a neutral 
and objective position which is contrasted 
radically with “faith” positions that are 
said to have no basis in fact. This is the 
concern of Christian apologetics and not 
the subject of this article. 

My own conservative evangelical posi-
tion adopts certain fundamentals that are, 
as I understand them, based on Scripture. 
At the heart of these is the gospel or, more 

specifically, the person and work of Jesus 
Christ for our salvation. One place to 
start is Luke 24 as it records for us certain 
post-resurrection discourses of Jesus. 
That Jesus identifies the three parts of the 
Hebrew canon of the Old Testament as 
about him interacts with the theological 
basis for the recognition of the canon of 
Scripture as authoritative. The Christian 
acceptance of the Old Testament as part 
of Christian Scripture must stem from 
the fact that there is a close relationship 
between the person and work of Christ 
and the Old Testament. The New Testa-
ment is the Spirit-inspired exposition of 
this relationship as it focuses on Jesus 
and on the ramifications of his life, death, 
resurrection, and ascension. Evangelicals 
accept the Old Testament as Christian 
Scripture because Jesus and the apostles 
claimed it for us. 

As biblical theologians seeking to 
express the heart of the matter we can 
never escape the interaction of dogmatic 
theology with the assessment of how the 
Scriptures provide us with a unified bibli-
cal theology. Our interest in biblical the-
ology would not exist if we did not have 
some prior theological understanding that 
Scripture relates to the fact that God has 
spoken. Thus, if all the Scriptures testify 
to Christ, they must express in some way 
the kind of unity that is in him. This unity 
is neither Ebionite nor Docetic. That is, 
the Chalcedonian definition serves us 
well as a dogmatic rule for describing the 
relationship of the divine to the human 
in Jesus. There is unity, but no fusion of 
the natures; there is distinction but no 
separation. The Ebionite heresy declared 
Jesus to be only human, even if he did 
have more of the divine spark than the 
rest of us. Modern “Ebionite” Enlighten-
ment theologians have a similar approach 
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to the Bible. It is not a union of the divine 
and human word, but records of purely 
human religious ideas. 

On the other side, when John warns 
of the antichrist which denies that Jesus 
has come in the flesh (1 John 4:1-3) he 
addresses a prevalent Docetic error that 
was a constant threat to orthodoxy. Unfor-
tunately, this error is still alive and well 
even among evangelicals. The Docetists 
said that Jesus was pure divine spirit and 
only appeared (Greek, dokein) to have a 
body. They thus expressed their Gnostic 
heritage and the Hellenistic notion that 
all matter is inherently evil. If this were 
true, Jesus could not, therefore, have 
had a material body. Evangelicals err 
as Docetists when they eclipse the real 
humanity of the believer (“I’m just a suit 
of clothes that Jesus wears”). In this they 
are actually, or by implication, denying 
the true humanity of Christ. The principal 
focus becomes “Jesus living in me,” rather 
than the historic gospel of Jesus in his life, 
death, and resurrection for me. Jesus liv-
ing in me is not the incarnate God/Man. I 
hasten to add that no genuine evangelical 
would deliberately deny the humanity of 
Jesus, nor the importance of the cross and 
resurrection as historic events. But the 
focal emphasis has shifted and the heart 
of the gospel is now seen as what God is 
doing in my life rather than what God 
has done in the life of Jesus. This crypto-
Catholicism of infused grace undermines 
the principal basis for assurance of salva-
tion in the finished and perfect work of 
Christ. It confuses Jesus Christ, the God/
Man, with his Spirit whom he sends to 
indwell his people. Such a focus affects 
our perception of what the gospel of the 
kingdom is about.

Another way of approaching this mat-
ter is to inquire into the relationship of 

Jesus as the Word of God incarnate and 
the Bible as the word of God inscriptur-
ate. If we can conclude that the two uses 
of the phrase “word of God” are more 
that a mere homonym, or a weak anal-
ogy, the implications are significant. If, 
as we assert, the Bible as the word and 
Jesus as the word share a common basis 
in the revelation of God and of the way 
of salvation, then the relationship is one 
of a close unity. God does not have two 
words that bear no relationship to one 
another. Furthermore, Jesus indicates 
that the Scriptures are about him.2 The 
authority of Scripture as the word of 
God is directly related, not only to the 
Spirit’s role in inspiration, but also to the 
authority of their subject: the incarnate 
Word of God. 

There are, of course, distinctions 
between the Bible and Jesus. We worship 
Jesus as God but we do not worship the 
Bible. Nevertheless, as the word of God 
spoken is self-authenticating and authori-
tative, so Jesus Christ is self-authenticat-
ing and authoritative. We break the real 
nexus between Jesus and the Bible either 
by concluding that the Scriptures are not 
about the Christ, or by maintaining that 
the perspectives on the Christ in both Old 
and New Testaments are so diverse as to 
lack any real unity. But, if we conclude 
that it is true to say that the Scriptures 
are all about the Christ, then he provides 
the hermeneutical grid for all Scripture. 
This demands explication as to how we 
can discern the significance of the Christ 
as the center and interpretative key to 
the whole Bible. Once we establish the 
relationship of Jesus to the all-pervasive 
message of the kingdom of God we can 
assess the kingdom’s role as a hermeneu-
tical grid for the Bible. I contend that the 
incarnation must be uncompromised if 
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we are to perceive the manifestation of 
the kingdom in Jesus.

The Gospel of the Kingdom of God
Jesus began his ministry by proclaim-

ing that the moment of fulfilment had 
come and the kingdom of God was immi-
nent (Matt 4:17; Mark 1:14-15). Kingdom 
references in the Gospel narratives flow in 
abundance. What the other Gospels refer 
to as the kingdom of God, Matthew usu-
ally refers to as the kingdom of heaven. 
The terms are demonstrably interchange-
able. At its simplest, the kingdom of God 
refers to God ruling. The task of biblical 
theology is to try to discern in what ways 
this fundamental principle is revealed 
and expressed throughout the canon. It is 
reasonable to say that if Jesus truly is the 
fulfilment of the Old Testament promises, 
if he is the truth, then we should start 
with his person and work as revealed in 
the New Testament. As we do this, we 
will recognize that the New Testament 
constantly proclaims Jesus in relation to 
the Old Testament. We are, thus, always 
being referred back to the Old Testament 
antecedents in order to better understand 
what it is that the New Testament is saying 
about Jesus as the Christ. 

Part of our purpose in pursuing the 
kingdom references is to try to under-
stand the concept of the kingdom of 
God. But biblical theology should not 
be reduced, as it sometimes has been, to 
word studies. James Barr put that one to 
rest over forty years ago.3 What, then lies 
at the heart of the idea of God’s rule? Some 
have sought to distinguish between a 
realm and the dynamic of God ruling and 
to opt for one or the other as the meaning 
of the kingdom. I find this distinction 
unconvincing. The Bible does not leave 
the kingdom in the abstract. If God rules, 

he rules somewhere, even if somewhere 
is everywhere. There is no abstract rule 
without a realm. Some scholarly discus-
sions have focused on the Greek words 
usually translated in kingdom terms. As 
important as this is, it can only tell part 
of the story. The term used in translation 
cannot alone determine the meaning; only 
the usage can do that. 

The significance of calling the gospel 
“the gospel of the kingdom” needs to be 
ascertained from the wider testimony of 
the New Testament. That Jesus is intro-
duced by Matthew as the “Son of David” 
recalls the climactic role of David in the 
history of redemption and the formation 
of the kingdom pattern in the Old Testa-
ment. Luke-Acts also majors on a Davidic 
Christology which focuses on God’s rule 
through his vicegerent.4 Mark’s starting 
point is that the beginning of the gospel 
is something foretold in prophecy (Mark 
1:1). Thus, “the time is fulfilled” (Mark 
1:15) indicates something a lot stronger 
than the inadequate NIV translation “the 
time has come.” If the time is fulfilled it 
means that the kingdom of God is at hand. 
This is the fullness of time in which the 
Old Testament promises are fulfilled and 
redemption comes through the incarna-
tion of God (Gal 4:4); the time when all 
things are summed up in Christ (Eph 1:10). 
Mark indicates that the gospel that fulfills 
the Old Testament promises is the gospel 
of the kingdom of God. 

The point in all this is that the gospel 
of our salvation is, of necessity, the gospel 
of the kingdom. The evangelical propen-
sity to focus on the work of God in us is 
sometimes expressed as the reigning of 
Jesus in our hearts. But, the biblical focus 
is that Jesus reigns at the right hand of 
God. Certainly he reigns in our hearts 
through his word and Spirit, but this 
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reflects the reality of Christ’s exaltation 
and that God has made him both Lord and 
Christ (Acts 2:36). His humiliation and 
death, which bought for us forgiveness, is 
the prelude to his exaltation by which we 
are justified (Rom 4:25). This exaltation is 
a kingly thing (Phil 2:9-11). The resurrec-
tion demonstrates that Jesus is the royal 
Davidic Son (Rom 1:4).

Jesus Christ as the revealer of the 
kingdom of God is nowhere more clearly 
expressed than in John’s vision of the Lion 
and the Lamb in Rev 5:1-14. The rule of 
Christ is here linked with his worthiness 
to open the scrolls, that is, to reveal the 
truths of the kingdom. This worthiness 
is in turn linked with his suffering as the 
Lamb by which he makes a kingdom of 
priests to our God (vv. 9-10).5 In Revelation 
7, John sees the twin visions of the perfect 
number of redeemed Israel along with the 
great multitude of redeemed Gentiles.6 
The Lamb in the midst of the throne is 
their shepherd (v. 17). The shepherd is the 
common metaphor for the king in Israel 
(for example, Jer 23:1-8; Ezek 34:1-24; John 
10:1-30). The gospel is God’s means of 
bringing about the consummation of the 
kingdom, and at the heart of the gospel is 
the person of Jesus of Nazareth.

The Kingdom Structure  
and the Incarnation

When dealing with the complex unity 
of the Bible we may propose various 
starting points for the investigation of 
our subject of the kingdom of God. The 
fact that the term comes into prominence 
with the earthly ministry of Jesus gives 
us one more reason to start with him. The 
other is simply the fact that Jesus and the 
apostles, along with the other New Tes-
tament authors, focus on Jesus in a way 
that constantly draws attention to him 

as fulfilling the hope of Israel. It seems 
to me that there are at least two ways 
of approaching the person and work of 
Jesus. One is to consider the ontological 
significance of the incarnation of God. 
The other is to take up the matter of the 
nature of his role as fulfiller of the Old 
Testament hope.

The Old Testament gives ample evi-
dence of the centrality of the reign of 
God and the role of kingship in Israel 
in relationship to God’s rule. These two 
dimensions are seen in the creation 
account in Genesis 1. The implications 
of creation ex nihilo cannot be avoided. 
God is reigning Lord. Yet, he delegates 
to humans the role of dominion over the 
rest of creation. Thus, God rules through 
his human vicegerents. This dominion-
function is forfeited by rebellion so that 
the roles are confused. The redemptive 
promise of Gen 3:15 finds a preliminary 
expression in the salvation of Noah and 
his family, along with the animals, in the 
ark. The call of Abraham links the twin 
concepts of covenant as divine promise 
and kingdom as divine rule. The rule of 
God and the delegated rule of chosen 
humans, subsequently revealed as proph-
ets, priests, and kings, come to a climax 
in David and his son. 

That Yahweh reigns (YHWH mālak) 
may be regarded by some as an abstract 
notion.7 Yet this phrase, occurring as it 
does in certain Psalms and in David’s 
thanksgiving psalm in 1 Chron 16:31, 
expresses the rule of God in creation, in 
salvation, and in the affairs of the nations.8 
These are hardly abstract notions. The 
question of Israel’s kingship has always 
been disputed on the grounds of histori-
cal criticism. There are those, as Childs 
comments, that see the references to 
Yahweh’s kingship and the role of a king 
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in Israel going back to Moses as retrojec-
tions.9 Childs notes the criticism of John 
Bright’s organic notion of the kingdom as 
losing the tradition-history perspective. 
In other words, Bright is considered too 
conservative in his view of the Scripture 
record.10 

Elsewhere I have proposed a deliber-
ately reductionist approach to the king-
dom on the grounds that there appears 
to be a commonality that undergirds all 
the varying expressions of God’s rule 
throughout Scripture. This, I believe, in 
no way obscures the many nuances of 
the biblical idea of the kingdom, but it 
allows us to penetrate to the essential 
nature of it and to trace its progressive 
revelation in Scripture. The fact that 
the grand consummation in Revelation 
recalls the beginnings in Eden suggests 
that the first expression of the kingdom 
is creation with its climax in the Edenic 
fellowship between God and the human 
pair. Adam and Eve are subject to the 
Creator-Lord, and are intended to reflect 
his kingship through their own assigned 
dominion over the rest of creation. The 
proposal of a “skeleton” definition of the 
kingdom as “God’s people in God’s place 
under God’s rule” invites testing in the 
light of the entire canon of Scripture.11 
I cannot think of any place in Scripture 
that is not concerned with this structure 
in reality.12

To propose that Jesus is the kingdom 
is to go beyond the idea that he brought 
in the kingdom in the way he performed 
his role as savior. The implications of 
Paul’s view of the “cosmic” Christ in Col 
1:15-20 would seem to be that he is the 
“blueprint” for creation. That all things 
were created “in him” (en autō), and that 
in him “all things hold together” (Col 
1:16, 17) begs explanation in terms of the 

kingdom. This is where dogmatic theol-
ogy must help us. The hypostatic union of 
God and Man in Jesus is a perfect union 
of God and humanity. Humanity, in turn, 
is the pinnacle of the created order. Jesus, 
as God incarnate, combines perfectly, and 
without any dislocation of relationships, 
all aspects of reality: God, mankind, 
material and non-material creation.13 We 
cannot construe the phrase “firstborn 
of all creation” to mean that Christ is 
merely a created being (Col 1:15), since he 
himself is the Creator (Col 1:16-17). But, as 
the incarnation of God, he does embody 
the created order: “in him all things hold 
together” (Col 1:17). We could explore this 
in terms of the dogmatic formulation of 
the incarnation. Chalcedon again springs 
to mind in its essence declaring that God 
and Man unite with unity (but not fusion) 
and distinction (but not separation). This 
is how the Christian church has expressed 
the related realities of the triune Godhead 
and the incarnate Son. 

The kingdom is about the relationship 
of God to mankind made as the pin-
nacle of all creation. Jesus Christ is the 
perfect expression of this relationship 
and provides for us the pattern of truth. 
The age-old philosophical problem of 
the relationship of the one and the many, 
of particularity to generality, is given 
its definitive answer in the incarnation 
which, in turn, points to the relationships 
within the triune Godhead. Of course we 
need to do more than say that all relation-
ships are expressions of both unity and 
distinction. We need to be able to indicate 
the nature of the unity and the nature of 
the distinctions in each case. But this does 
give us a hermeneutical check for under-
standing all relationships within the Bible. 
We recognize the canon as a unity with 
diversity. Some want to stress the unity 
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to the point of fusion. This happens when 
there is no room for progressive revela-
tion or for typological transformations 
(in which the antitype is greater than the 
type). Some alleged literal interpretations 
of prophecy are prone to this problem 
depending on how one understands the 
meaning of “literal.”14 Inevitably, literalist 
interpretations are forced to adapt the ful-
filment of prophecy to suit contemporary 
or future political and technological cir-
cumstances, but seem unwilling to adapt 
to the gospel. Then there are others who 
so want to avoid “literal” that they stress 
the distinctions to the point of a virtually 
complete separation. This is the tendency 
of the history of religions approach (Reli-
gionsgeschichte) which sees religious devel-
opment as culturally contingent. 

The dogmatic application of the king-
dom matrix, then, approaches the rela-
tionships of the parts to the whole, and 
especially the relationship of the Old Tes-
tament to the New Testament, in the light 
of the unity/distinction paradigm that 
stems from the revelation of the triune 
God in the person of the God/Man Jesus 
Christ. The polarities of promise/fulfil-
ment, type/antitype, salvation-history/
eschatological consummation, and even 
of law/grace, all exhibit according to 
their own characteristics the structure of 
unity/distinction. Unity/distinction also 
structures so much within our dogmatic 
or systematic theology. The following two 
examples illustrate the point.

(1) The relationships expressing human 
sexuality, as God intended it to be, have a 
“kingdom” structure of unity/distinction. 
Some theologians (e.g., Barth and Brun-
ner) have suggested that sexual polarity 
is at the heart of our being created in the 
image of God. This implies that gender 
differences and mutuality reflect the 

unity/distinction of the Trinity. The two 
becoming “one flesh” (Gen. 2:24) does not 
eliminate this polarity nor their individu-
ality. Marriage should express the unity 
of man and wife without fusion; that is, 
without eliminating either the individual-
ity of each or the distinct sexuality of each. 
The reason same-sex unions should not 
be recognized as marriages, is that they 
involve unity that moves towards fusion 
by removing the proper distinctions. If 
Barth and Brunner are right, homosexu-
ality is one more confusion of the image 
of God in man.

(2) The big question of God’s sov-
ereignty and human responsibility is 
addressed by this framework. Once we 
recognize that Jesus was both sovereign 
God and responsible human without any 
conflict, the issue comes into focus. Many 
Christians object to the doctrine of pre-
destination because they cannot square 
it with a popular unbiblical notion of 
free-will. But, while the will is in bondage, 
nevertheless we are still held responsible 
for our deeds. We make choices, but apart 
from God’s grace, we make them as rebels 
against God’s rule. The unity/distinction 
framework should enable us to deal with 
the apparent antinomy of predestina-
tion and human responsibility. It also 
addresses the question of who hardened 
Pharaoh’s heart. Was it God or Pharaoh? 
Answer: Yes!15 

The doctrine of the incarnation indicates 
that Jesus is God, the people of God, and 
the place where God and humanity meet 
perfectly (Immanuel). He is, thus, within 
himself the kingdom of God perfectly, if 
representatively, expressed. As such he 
points to the unity and distinction in the 
Godhead and in all aspects of creation. 
The gospel of the kingdom thus revealed 
provides a hermeneutical grid for all real-
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ity which, of course, includes the Bible. The 
ultimate significance of every relationship, 
every fact, every event, is found in the per-
son and work of Jesus Christ. Nothing has 
ultimate meaning apart from him. And, in 
all relationships the operative structure is 
unity/distinction.

The Kingdom Structure  
of Scripture

The other approach that we may take to 
this question of the kingdom is to exam-
ine the actual way the biblical account of 
God’s activity unfolds. I have expressed 
my views on this in a number of places 
and I don’t want to repeat myself unnec-
essarily.16 In summary, I have followed 
the lead of some biblical theologians who 
have pointed out an essentially three-fold 
structure to biblical revelation. My own 
teacher, Donald Robinson, first sowed the 
seed in me of the idea of this approach 
when I was a student at Moore College. 
His views are set out in his writings.17 The 
proposal is that the kingdom of God is 
revealed in three stages: in Israel’s history 
from Abraham to Solomon’s building of 
the temple, in prophetic eschatology, and 
in its fulfilment in Christ. 

Since this understanding does, for me, 
provide a coherent structure for the whole 
Bible I have been disappointed to find 
so little of it in other evangelical biblical 
theologians. It involves, after all, a way 
of understanding that most difficult and 
important matter of the relationship of 
the Old Testament to the New Testament. 
What seems to me to be demonstrable does 
not seem so to a lot of other evangelicals. 
This may be due to a blinkered approach 
on my part, which is why I feel the need 
to continually test the rationale for such 
a scheme. A lot is at stake for, if this is a 
valid understanding of biblical theology 

and the grand theme of God’s kingdom, it 
provides us with an indispensable herme-
neutic grid for the understanding of the 
whole of Scripture.

There are two complementary modes 
of attack for this matter. The one is to 
examine the New Testament for evidence 
of such a structural understanding. The 
other is to look at the Old Testament on 
its own terms to see if there is an obvious 
structure there. If we allow the unity of 
Scripture as the one word of the one God 
about the one way of salvation, we can 
proceed without the diversion of ques-
tions of sources and their pre-history. 
The Torah and the Prophets (Former and 
Latter) present a coherent account of the 
acts of God in creation and redemption. 
On this basis we may propose that the first 
expression of the kingdom is in the Gar-
den of Eden. The fall and the subsequent 
degradation of human relationships in 
Genesis 3-11 point to the absolute neces-
sity for some kind of action to rectify the 
situation. This comes about with the call-
ing of Abraham and the promises made 
to him and to all the nations of the world 
(Gen 12:1-3). The notion of covenant is 
thus taken up in earnest though not for 
the first time.18 Some would prefer cov-
enant as a central theme rather than that 
of kingdom. But the covenant is the for-
malizing of a relationship which conveys 
membership in the kingdom. A covenant 
theology sets out the promises of God as 
the basis of the acts of God in establishing 
his kingdom. 

There is a theological bracketing or 
inclusio in the covenant perspective that 
is significant. The summary of the Abra-
hamic covenant in Gen 17:7 is that God 
establishes the covenant “to be God to 
you and to your offspring after you.” This 
is later expressed in a phrase that will be 
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repeated from time to time with kingdom 
overtones, “And I will walk among you 
and will be your God, and you shall be 
my people” (Lev 26:12).19 The theological 
link occurs in the covenant made with 
David that points to David’s son as temple 
builder and possessor of the throne in the 
kingdom: “I will establish his kingdom. 
He shall build a house for my name, and 
I will be to him a father, and he shall be 
to me a son.” (2 Sam 7:13-14) Two things 
happen here: the covenant summary is 
now focused on one man who is the son 
of David and the son of God, and the 
themes of covenant, kingdom, temple, 
and son of God are explicitly related. 
Son of God is the title of God’s people, 
Israel, and here Solomon as king is their 
representative.20 This is a matter which 
has important implications for Christol-
ogy. When God declared that Jesus, at 
his baptism, was his Son, he names him 
as the true Israel. Luke’s genealogy (Luke 
3:23-38) extends this to show that, as the 
Son, Jesus is the true Adam and, thus, the 
true humanity.

The pericope of 1 Kings 3-10 focuses 
on Solomon’s God-given wisdom. This is 
demonstrated in his splendid kingdom, 
his court, the building of the temple, and 
finally his “ministry” to the queen from 
one of the nations. But, 1 Kings 11-23 tells 
a different story: one of apostasy and 
decline. Whereas the kingship of Yahweh 
had up this point been seen mostly in his 
acts of redemption, it is now expressed 
more markedly in terms of judgment.21 
Of course the redemption and judgment 
go together, but the emphasis from Gen-
esis 12 to 1 Kings 10 is on redemption. 
Furthermore, until the eschatology of 
the prophets emerges, we do not see any 
conceptual development of the kingdom 
of God in Israel beyond the glories of 

Solomon’s reign. It may seem curious, 
given this prominence of Solomon who 
is the wise, temple-building king, that he 
is almost completely ignored in the New 
Testament. The explanation seems to be 
that the covenant promise of the king-
dom is made to David. Solomon as son of 
David, by his failures, points to the need 
for a true Son of David yet to come. 

The second structural point emerges 
out of the Latter Prophets and, in par-
ticular, their eschatology. Uniformly, the 
prophetic books contain three elements 
albeit differently expressed according to 
their circumstances. These elements are 
indictment of sin or covenant-breaking, 
judgment, and redemptive promises. 
Furthermore, the Prophets express their 
eschatology as a recapitulation of the 
events of Israel’s history from Abraham 
to David and Solomon (i.e., to the temple 
in Zion). Covenant, redemption from 
captivity, entry in to the promised land, 
Jerusalem (Zion), the temple, and the 
Davidic kingship are all themes of the 
prophetic view of restoration. The King-
dom, then, has been given two major 
expressions in the Old Testament. The first 
has been experienced in history but has 
failed because of Israel’s sin. The second is 
promised for the future as perfect, with-
out possibility of failure, glorious, and 
forever. This kingdom does not eventuate 
during the Old Testament period.

It remains then for the New Testament 
to assert that in and through Jesus of 
Nazareth there is a new covenant, a new 
exodus, and a new kingdom of the new 
Israel. It declares that Jesus is the Son of 
David, the new temple, and the new realm 
in which God is with people (Immanuel). 
We must examine to what extent the New 
Testament writers give expression to this 
kingdom structure of the Old Testament 
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in relation to the New. The emphasis on 
Jesus as the son of David is in keeping 
with his self-designation as Son of Man. 
Both are kingship terms. Both point to the 
kingdom of God as brought in by Jesus 
and as the basic concept of the Old Testa-
ment which testifies to him.

The nature of the kingdom of God 
as a hermeneutic grid is testable by the 
New Testament and its use of the Old. 
Of course this is a complex matter and 
different New Testament authors have 
their own approach. Matthew’s use of the 
genealogy, and the structure he gives it, 
is important. As son of Abraham and son 
of David Jesus is the son of the covenant 
and of the kingdom. Matthew groups 
the generations from Abraham to David, 
from David to the captivity, and from the 
captivity to Jesus. If David is the climax 
of kingdom expression in Israel’s history, 
the exile shows why it is not the ultimate 
expression. Only by moving on to Jesus 
can we find the reality. The significance of 
this genealogical descent of Jesus emerges 
in the birth narrative that follows. The 
angel addresses Joseph as son of David 
(Matt 1:20). The magi come looking for 
the king (Matt 2:2) and immediately the 
conflict with the false king Herod begins; 
a conflict that anticipates the conflict with 
Satan’s bid for kingship (Matt 4:8-10). 

In Israel’s history the role of Moses 
and the law was integral to the nature of 
God’s kingdom. Above all, the king was 
intended to rule according to God’s law 
(Deut 17:14-20). So in Matthew’s Gospel 
the son of David shows the grace of law 
in the Sermon on the Mount. His miracles 
and parables of the kingdom lead to the 
time of suffering when he will be mocked 
as king of the Jews (Matt 27:11, 29). The 
grand climax is the claim of the resur-
rected Jesus to be king; to have all author-

ity in heaven and earth (Matt 28:18). 
Other New Testament writers have 

their own perspectives on the kingdom as 
it comes with Jesus, but it is always there. 
Thus, Mark sees the fulfilment of the Old 
Testament promises as the bringing in 
of the kingdom (Mark 1:1, 14-15). Luke’s 
birth narrative focuses on the kingdom 
of David (Luke 1:27, 32-33, 68-69; 2:4, 11) 
which includes the temple and its redemp-
tive ministry (Luke 1:57-79; 2:22-35, 46-49). 
Luke is full of Royal Davidic Christol-
ogy.22 John goes straight to the Word who 
is the Creator-Lord (John 1:1-5). Through 
faith in this Word believers are given the 
right to be children of God, people of the 
kingdom (John 1:12; 3:1-16). In Acts we 
have Luke’s account of how the kingdom 
comes by the preaching of the gospel in 
all the world (Acts 1:6-8; 2:22-36). Stephen’s 
message to the Jews is that they must 
move on from the temple of Solomon and, 
by implication, embrace the reality of the 
new as it is in Jesus (Acts 7:44-53). Paul’s 
first sermon establishes the eschatology of 
all his writings (Acts 13:16-39). The essen-
tial point is that the resurrection of Jesus 
is the fulfilment of all God’s promises to 
Israel (Acts 2:32-33). For Paul, the gospel 
is the fulfilment of the hope of Israel (Acts 
26:6-8; 28:20).

One last observation needs to be made 
about the kingdom and its coming in the 
New Testament. The Day of the Lord is 
seen in the Old Testament as a single great 
event in which final salvation and final 
judgment are worked out. The New Testa-
ment gives us a fuller perspective based 
on the way the gospel actually achieves 
the coming of the kingdom. It does this by 
declaring all to be fulfilled in the resurrec-
tion of Jesus which, of course, implies his 
birth, life, ministry, and death. Thus, the 
end time came with the earthly ministry 
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and exaltation of Jesus (Acts 2:32-33; 1 Cor 
10:11, 2 Cor 1:20; 1 Pet 1:20; 1 John 2:18). The 
things that the Old Testament promises 
as events of the end-time Day of the Lord 
are things that are found in Jesus. He is 
Immanuel; he is the new temple; he is true 
Israel; he is the reigning son of David; he 
is the seed of Abraham. 

But this end is not confined to Jesus 
in his exaltation. It unites believers to 
the risen Christ through the ministry of 
word and Spirit. The kingdom that has 
come is also the kingdom that is now 
coming. Such is the relationship of these 
two “ends” that the believer is deemed 
to have been a part of the kingdom that 
has come. Union with Christ means that 
we are already at the end and our goal in 
heaven (Eph 2:5-6; Col 3:1-5; 1 John 3:1-3). 
The kingdom that has come in Jesus, 
and is now coming in the world, is the 
kingdom that will be revealed in glory 
at the return of Jesus to judge the living 
and the dead. 

Conclusion
In this article I have argued two main 

points. The first is that Jesus is the king-
dom of God that has already come in a 
representative though potent way. Conse-
quently, the relationship of Jesus the God/
Man to the word of Scripture about the 
kingdom is basic. The way God is as Trin-
ity, and the way Jesus is as the incarnate 
God, is reflected in the way the creation 
is. The universe is a Trinity-reflecting uni-
verse. Part of this universe is the Bible. The 
kingdom, as it is in Jesus affects the way 
the Bible is and thus the way we should 
read and understand it.

The second main point is that the Bible 
speaks of the reality of the kingdom as 
its central issue. Other perspectives are 
simply that: other perspectives on the 

kingdom of God. The paradigm in Israel’s 
history is that of the covenant which leads 
to the glories of the kingdom under David 
and Solomon. At the heart lie Zion, the 
temple, and the kingship. This kingdom 
that develops in the narrative history 
of the Old Testament, and that is reca-
pitulated in prophetic eschatology, is the 
basis for the New Testament’s kingship 
Christology. 

The kingdom, then, functions as a 
hermeneutical grid for the whole of 
Scripture. It must do this since it is the 
hermeneutical reference point for the 
universe and its destiny as Scripture 
portrays it. When properly conceived, the 
kingdom of God is the way God reveals 
and interprets his being, his doing, and 
his purposes for all reality. In submitting 
to the rule of Christ we must include with 
that submission our acceptance of the 
divine revelation of Scripture that is self-
authenticating and self-interpreting. 
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Although centuries of analysis and debate 
have been focused on interpre tation of 
the divine image in Gen 1:26-28, a signifi-
cant contribution can yet be made to our 
understanding of this text by combining 
biblical theology on the one hand and 
recent insights into the cultural setting 
and language of the text on the other. 
The biblical theological framework of Gen 
1:26-28 will be discussed first and then an 
exegesis of the text itself with attention to 
its cultural and lin guistic setting.

Biblical Theological Framework of 
Gen 1:26-28

The major agreements or covenants 
defining divine-human relationships 
form the backbone of the larger story of 
scripture and, therefore, constitute the 
biblical theological framework. Whether 
or not a covenant is entailed in Genesis 
1-3 continues to be debated. This question 
will be addressed first from the larger 
metanarrative of Scripture before con-
sideration of exegetical issues in Genesis 
1-3.

The Hebrew word for covenant in the 
Old Testament is berît. A brief defini tion 
of this term and description of its use in 
the Old Testament provide the con text 
necessary to address issues concerning 
the biblical metanarrative.

Covenants in the Old Testament
The term covenant is used in Scrip-

ture for a diversity of oath-bound com-
mitments in various relationships. It is 

used to refer to international treaties 
(Josh 9:6; 1 Kgs 15:19), clan alliances (Gen 
14:13), personal agreements (Gen 31:44), 
legal contracts (Jer 34:8-10), and loyalty 
agreements (1 Sam 20:14-17), including 
marriage (Mal 2:14).

Definition and Illustration
Defining the term “covenant” is 

debated, but for heuristic purposes the 
fol lowing may be used as a place to 
start:

A covenant is an enduring agree-
ment which defines a relationship 
be tween two parties involving a 
solemn, binding obligation(s) speci-
fied on the part of at least one of the 
parties toward the other, made by 
oath under threat of divine curse, 
and ratified by a visual ritual.2

Gordon Hugenberger, who has pro-
duced a thorough and scholarly treat ment 
of marriage as a covenant, notes that in the 
history of Israel a covenant al ways entails 
(1) a relationship (2) with a non-relative (3) 
that involves obligations and (4) is es tab-
lished through an oath.3

The events described in Gen 21:22-34 
provide an excellent example of what is 
entailed in a covenant in the ancient Near 
East. The narrative concerns a king of 
Gerar, a city in the south of Canaan, who 
makes a covenant / treaty with Abraham. 
Four features characterise this treaty and 
indeed covenants in general:

(1) A covenant does not necessarily 
begin or initiate a relationship. It for ges 
or for malises in binding and legal terms 
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a relationship between parties devel oped 
and established before the covenant is 
made. Abimelech and Abraham have 
already developed a relationship together. 
And when the covenant is made, Abi-
melech appeals to this already established 
under standing between them by speak-
ing of the lovingkind ness (ḥesed) he has 
shown Abraham in the past. It is true that 
the covenant does specify a new level to 
this relationship, but the par ties have had 
dealings in the past. (2) There is a conven-
tional language for initiating covenants 
or treaties which is standard in the Old 
Testament. The standard expression for 
initiating a covenant is ‘to cut a covenant’ 
(kārat berît). (3) A covenant gives binding 
and quasi-legal status to a relationship by 
means of a formal and solemn ceremony. 
(4) Covenant making involved an oath 
or promise and signs or witnesses. Here 
the parties of the treaty solemnly swear 
to the agreement. As William J. Dum brell 
notes, the oath “is obviously an important 
ingredient in the total arrange ment, but it 
is not the covenant itself.”4

Although the ceremony is not described 
in detail in Genesis 21, we can put the 
pieces together from different sources. 
Animals are slaughtered and sacrificed. 
The animals are cut in two and the halves 
are placed facing each other. Then the 
parties of the treaty walk between the 
halves of the dead animal. This action is 
symbolic. What is being expressed is this: 
each party is saying, “If I fail to keep my 
obligation or my promise, may I be cut 
in two like this dead animal.” The oath, 
then involves bringing a curse upon one-
self for violating the treaty. This is why 
the expression “to cut a covenant” is the 
conventional language for initiat ing a 
covenant in the Old Testament.

Many other covenants and treaties 

are recorded in the Bible: the covenant 
between Joshua and the Gibeonites 
(Joshua 9), the men of Jabesh Gilead and 
Nahash the Ammonite (1 Sam 11:1-3), 
David and Jonathan (1 Sam 18:3), David 
and Abner (2 Sam 3:12-21), David and 
Israel (2 Sam 3:21; 5:1-3), Ahab of Israel and 
Ben Hadad of Syria (1 Kgs 20:31-34), and 
Jehoiada the High Priest and King Joash 
of Judah (2 Kgs 11:17). While the compo-
nents and also the nature and status of 
the parties differ, and the language varies 
somewhat, in each case a covenant con-
cluded involves commitment solemnized 
by oath in which a relationship be tween 
parties is specified.

This survey of covenants in the Old 
Testament is indebted to the pioneer ing 
labors of Dumbrell whose work has been 
sharply criticized in re cent studies by 
Paul Williamson5 and Jeffrey J. Niehaus.6 
Niehaus summarizes the definition of 
Dumbrell as follows: “a covenant does 
not create a relationship between two 
parties. Rather it confirms an already 
existing relationship.”7 He argues that 
the approach of Dumbrell blurs the dis-
tinction between covenant and covenant 
renewals. His critique of Hafemann, who 
follows Dumbrell, should be cited:

[Hafemann] follows in Dumbrell’s 
footsteps by believing that “[l]ike 
a treaty or a marriage, a ‘covenant’ 
is a particular kind of political or 
legal arrangement that confirms 
or formalizes a relationship that 
already exists between two parties.” 
As in Dumbrell’s case, so with Hafe-
mann, it is this mistaken definition 
of covenant which makes the “one 
covenantal rela tion  ship” view pos-
sible. Yet, as we have pointed out 
above, it was cove nant renewals, 
and not covenants, that served this 
function in the ancient Near East 
and in the Bible. The fact that mar-
riage is a covenant is actually a piece 
of contrary evidence. Marriage does 
not confirm an existing rela tion ship: 
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it takes an existing relationship (in 
which a couple is en gaged) to an 
entirely new level—thus transform-
ing it—and establishes a new state 
of affairs, with new privileges and 
new responsibilities.8

This critique is helpful, but only partially 
right. A covenant, e.g. marriage, does 
specify a different and new level of rela-
tionship from what has been true in the 
past, but Dumbrell is right in noting that 
this is not the beginning of relationship 
between the two par ties. Dumbrell may 
in some instances blur the distinction 
be tween covenant and covenant renew-
als, but his definition is based on pas-
sages like the treaty in Genesis 21. Craig 
Bartholomew’s adjustment of Dumbrell’s 
defini tion is helpful:

Dumbrell neglects the constitutive 
side of the divine covenants in his 
un derstanding of covenants as com-
mitments that normalize existing 
rela tionships. The divine covenants 
do operate within existing relation-
ships, but they shape and give future 
direction to the relationship, just as 
does the marriage covenant.9

Covenants in the Ancient Near East
We must not think that the kind of 

agreements or covenants described in the 
Bible were unique to the nation of Israel. 
Covenants or treaties similar to the ones 
mentioned in the Old Testament were 
common all across the ancient Near East, 
whether Egyptian, Hittite, or Mesopota-
mian. Indeed, cognates of the word berît 
are found in texts from Egypt and Syria 
from at least the thirteenth century B.C.10 
Two types of treaties in the an cient Near 
East are especially noteworthy: (1) the 
suzerain-vassal treaty and (2) the royal 
charter or land grant. The first is a cove-
nant between a sovereign or great king 
and a vassal or petty king of a territory 
subject to the sovereign. The second is a 

covenant between a king and a noble or 
prince in his kingdom. Moshe Weinfeld 
describes the differences between the 
treaty and the grant this way:

While the “treaty” constitutes an 
obligation of the vassal to his master, 
the suzerain, the “grant” constitutes 
an obligation of the master to his 
servant. In the “grant” the curse is 
directed towards the one who will 
violate the rights of the king’s vas-
sal, while in the treaty the curse is 
directed towards the vassal who 
will violate the rights of his king. 
In other words, the “grant” serves 
mainly to protect the rights of the 
servant, while the treaty comes to 
protect the rights of the master. What 
is more, while the grant is a reward 
for loyalty and good deeds already 
performed, the treaty is an induce-
ment for future loyalty.11

In addition to the differences between 
the two, there are important similarities 
as well, also described by Weinfeld as 
follows:

While the grant is mainly a prom-
ise by the donor to the recipient, it 
presup poses the loyalty of the latter. 
By the same token the treaty, whose 
principal concern is with the obliga-
tion of the vassal, presupposes the 
sovereign’s promise to protect his 
vassal’s country and dynasty.12

A number of biblical covenants such 
as the Sinai Covenant in the Book of Exo-
dus and the addition to it in the Book of 
Deuteronomy are identical in form (but 
not in content) to international treaties in 
the Ancient Near East, especially to the 
Vassal Treaties of the Hittites (fourteenth 
century B.C.).

The Major Covenants as the 
Framework of the Biblical 
Metanarrative

In the Bible, certain agreements or 
covenants between God and humans are 
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especially significant and may be briefly 
listed as follows:

(1) Covenant with Creation  
 (Genesis 1-3)
(2) Covenant with Noah  
 (Genesis 6-9)
(3) Covenant with Abraham  
 (Genesis 12, 15, 17)
(4) Mosaic Covenant  
 (Exod 19:3b-8; 20-24)
(5) Covenant with David  
 (2 Samuel 7; Psalm 89)
(6) New Covenant  
 (Jeremiah 31-34;  
 Ezek 33:29-39:29)

These covenants constitute the framework 
of the larger story. They are the backbone 
of the biblical narrative.13

The biblical narrative begins with the 
fact that there is only one God. He has 
made everything, and especially made 
humankind to rule under him. In this 
context, God is the center of the universe 
and we find our purpose in having a right 
relation ship to God and to one another. 
The first man and woman, however, 
rejected this way. Now what happens 
when God is no longer the center of our 
universe. Who steps in to take his place? 
Why, we do. I want to be at the center of 
the universe. Will this work? No, because 
you want to be there too. And so chaos 
and evil have reigned since Adam and 
Eve because we no longer have a right 
rela tionship to God or to one another as 
humans. God judged the human race and 
made a new start with Noah. This too 
ended up in chaos and evil. Finally he 
made a last new start with Abraham. He 
would restore a crea tion and humanity 
ruined by pride and rebellion by using 
Abraham and his family as a pilot project. 
The people of Israel would be an example, 
a light to the world of what it meant to be 
properly related to God and to treat each 
other properly according to the dignity 

of our humanity. We may call this the 
Mosaic Covenant. But the people of Israel 
did not keep the Mosaic Covenant. They 
were to be blessed for obedience, cursed 
for disobedience. And that is why the 
biblical story ends up by talking about 
a New Covenant. This time it would be 
possible to keep this covenant.

This brief summary of the biblical story 
shows that the covenants are the key to 
the inner literary structure of the Old 
Testament as a book, not as an an tho logy 
of texts. The point has been well put by 
Rabbi Richard Elliott Friedman:

With the Noahic covenant promising 
the stability of the cosmic struc ture, 
the Abrahamic covenant promising 
people and land, the Davidic cov-
enant prom ising sovereignty, and 
the Israelite covenant promising life, 
security, and prosperity, the bibli-
cal authors and editors possessed 
a platform from which they could 
portray and reconcile nearly every 
historical, legendary, didactic, folk, 
and the like, account in their tradi-
tion. If we could delete all references 
to covenant—which we cannot do, 
precisely because it is regu larly 
integral to its contexts—we would 
have an anthology of stories. As it is 
we have a struc ture that can house 
a plot.14

A Covenant With Creation/Adam?
The question of whether or not a 

covenant between God and humans or 
creation is supported by exegesis of the 
biblical text continues to be debated to 
the present. The first occurrences of the 
term berît in the Hebrew Scriptures are 
sig nificant in determining the existence 
of a covenant in Genesis 1-3. The word 
cove nant first appears in the Noah story 
(Gen 6:18; 9:9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17). In four 
instances God speaks of “confirming” 
or “establishing” a covenant with Noah 
(Gen 6:18; 9:9, 11, 17). The expression in 
Hebrew is hēqîm berît. The re maining four 
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occurrences have to do with the sign of the 
covenant and remembering the cove nant. 
Thus, when we consider the covenant God 
made with Noah and his descen dants, we 
notice right away that the normal expres-
sion or language for covenant initiation 
is lacking. Nowhere do we read of God 
cutting a covenant (kārat berît). Why is the 
language different here and what does it 
signify? A careful and exhaus tive analysis 
of all instances of berît in the Hebrew Bible 
reveals a completely con sistent usage: the 
expression “cut a covenant” (kārat berît) 
refers to covenant initi ation while the 
expression “establish a covenant” (hēqîm 
berît) refers to bringing to personal experi-
ence in the life of someone who is already 
a covenant-partner a promise entailed in 
a covenant initiated previously.

The difference in the expressions can 
be illustrated in the case of the cove nant 
with Abraham. The covenant is initiated 
in Genesis 15. Notice that in 15:18 we have 
the standard terminology in the Hebrew 
text: ”to cut a covenant.” Later in Genesis 
17, God confirms or establishes his cov-
enant. Verses 7, 19, and 21 consis tently 
employ the expression hēqîm berît while 
the expression kārat berît is not used. Here 
God is bringing to pass the promise he 
had made in the covenant initi ated earlier 
in chapter 15.

So the expression used in Genesis 6 and 
9, in the covenant with Noah, indicates 
that God is not initiating something new, 
but rather establishing for Noah and his 
descendants a commit ment already ini-
tiated previously. This lan guage clearly 
indicates a covenant between God and 
creation, made at creation. When God 
says that he is confirming or establish-
ing his covenant with Noah, he is saying 
that his com mitment to his creation, the 
care of the creator to preserve, provide 

for, and rule over all that he has made 
including the blessings and ordi nances 
that he initiated with Adam and Eve and 
their family are now to be with Noah and 
his de scendants.

This analysis, although advanced by 
Dumbrell, did not originate with him.15 
Already in 1934 Cassuto described the 
usage this way.16 Subsequent scholar ship 
has supported this understanding,17 but 
recently it has been challenged by Paul 
Williamson. Unfortunately, full review of 
Williamson’s critique of Dumbrell cannot 
be given here. Williamson’s discussion of 
the expressions in which berît is a verbal 
object contains fatal flaws. He appears to 
base his research on the study of Weinfeld 
instead of examining all the data him-
self.18 One example from his dis cussion 
will be given. In attempting to show that 
hēqîm berît can mean to initiate a covenant 
and is equivalent in meaning to kārat berît 
he states, “[s]imilarly, in Jeremiah 34:18 
a strong case can be made in support of 
a covenant being insti tuted and not just 
renewed (cf. Jer 34:10).”19 The evidence, 
however, is other wise. The expression 
kārat berît is employed in Jer 34:8, 13, and 
15 as well as a similar expression bô’ bibrît 
(enter a covenant) in 34:10 for the initiating 
or making of a covenant between King 
Zedekiah and all the people of Jerusalem 
to proclaim freedom for Hebrew slaves. 
The people then fulfilled the obligation by 
freeing the slaves, but later reneged on the 
covenant and re-enslaved the manumit-
ted slaves. Jeremiah was sent to challenge 
this covenant violation (see the expression 
`ābar berît in 34:18) and called upon the 
people to “uphold the covenant” (hēqîm 
berît) meaning to bring to pass in the expe-
rience of the people the promise en tailed 
in the covenant made earlier to free the 
slaves. A simple straightforward reading 
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of this text, then, shows that a strong case 
can be made for the usage as described 
by Dumbrell rather than a “strong case” 
against. Williamson construed the argu-
ment of Dumbrell to mean that hēqîm berît 
meant covenant renewal and has misun-
derstood the usage in Hebrew.20 The 
metanarrative constructed by Wil liamson 
is one essentially beginning with Noah 
in which Adam has largely disap peared. 
This damages the parallels Paul draws 
between Adam and Christ.

In addition to linguistic usage, literary 
techniques such as key words, dominant 
ideas, parallel sequences of actions, and 
similar themes clearly link the Noah nar-
rative to the Creation narrative in Genesis 
1 and 2. First, the flood story is presented 
in the narrative as a new creation. Just as 
God ordered the original heavens and 
earth out of the chaotic deep, so here God 
orders the present heavens and earth out 
of the chaotic floodwaters. Genesis 8:1 
records that God caused a wind to pass 
over the waters of the flood covering the 
entire earth, which reminds one of the 
creation narrative where the Spirit of God 
hovers over the waters of the original 
chaotic deep.21 In the creation narrative, 
God gathers the waters together and the 
dry land emerges, then he com mands the 
earth to bring forth vegetation. After the 
flood, the dry land emerges as the waters 
subside and the earth brings forth vegeta-
tion as we see when the dove returns with 
an olive leaf in her beak. These parallels 
indicate that after the flood, we have a 
new beginning like the first beginning.

Second, Noah is presented in the 
narrative as a new Adam. The blessing 
and commission given to Noah is the 
same as the one given to Adam (Gen 9:1 
= 1:28a). So Noah is presented to us as a 
new Adam. As we look at the terms of 

the covenant next, we will see that Noah 
is re-commissioned with all of the ordi-
nances given at creation to Adam and Eve 
and their family.

From the Flood Narrative in Genesis 
6-9, then, both the language used there as 
well as the literary techniques indicate a 
covenant confirmed which had been ini-
tiated previously. This covenant entails a 
divine-human relationship initi ated and 
specified at creation. Such a covenant 
could not, by definition, involve a cer-
emony between both parties, since what 
was involved was the creation of one of 
the parties in the relationship. That is 
probably why the normal or stan dard 
language “to cut a covenant” is absent 
in Genesis 1-11.22 Another reason is sug-
gested by John H. Stek. He argues as 
follows:

[B]iblical covenants do not belong 
to the fundamentals of the God-
creature relationship.… Covenants 
served rather to offer assur ances, 
bolster faith, and reinforce commit-
ments. In a world not invaded by sin, 
there would be no need for adding 
oaths to commitments, no need for 
“covenants”—no more than in such 
a world would oaths be necessary to 
establish the truth of one’s “yes” or 
“no” (see Matt. 5:34-37; Jas. 5:12; cf., 
Heb. 6:16). Biblical covenants were 
ad hoc emergency measures occa-
sioned by and ministering to human 
weaknesses—until the kingdom of 
God has fully come.23

Stek might possibly have a point in argu-
ing that the term covenant is used after 
the fall into sin because only then were 
oaths needed to provide assurances for 
com mitments. Yet Craig Bartholomew 
notes in answer to Stek that marriage is 
an example of a cove nant that is not just 
a postfall phenomenon.24 Thus Genesis 
1-3 may well be des cribed as a covenant 
between God and his creation, or at least 
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a commit ment on God’s part to his cre-
ation, including conduct stipulated for 
his creatures. Let us remem ber, too, that 
covenants include oaths, but the oath is 
not the covenant itself.

Strong support for a covenant in Gen-
esis 1-3 is found from consideration of 
the biblical-theological metanarrative. 
We need now to provide the particulars 
of this covenant by detailed exegesis of 
Gen 1:26-28.

The Divine Image in Genesis 
1:26-28
Humans are the Crown of Creation

The creation narrative, Gen 1:1-2:3, is 
divided according to the chrono logical 
structure of a week into seven paragraphs. 
Genesis 1:26-28 describes the creation 
of humans in a paragraph delimited by 
Gen 1:24-31 that is devoted to the events 
of day six. The following considerations 
may appear to belabor the point unnec-
essarily, but vv. 26-28 are intended to be 
viewed as the climax and crown of God’s 
creative work.

(1) The clauses describing the creation 
of humans are marked by a notable 
change in style. To this point the creation 
has been achieved by a series of divine 
words always introduced by third person 
singular verbs. Surely the first person plu-
ral “Let us …” catches the attention of the 
reader and signals something significant. 
The interpretation of the first person plu-
ral will be discussed later, but whatever 
the interpretation, the main point is that 
something special is happening in this 
section.

(2) The paragraph in Gen 1:24-31 has 
a different pattern from the other para-
graphs. The paragraphs in the creation 
narrative follow a standard se quence 
of (a) announcement, (b) command, (c) 

action, (d) evaluation or report, and (e) 
temporal framework, with minor varia-
tions. The pattern of events in paragraph 
six deviates from the norm considerably 
and thus informs the reader that the topic 
is important.

(3) In terms of the larger literary struc-
ture, the work of creation is accom plished 
in six days. In such a sequence, day six is 
clearly the climax of this crea tion work. 

(4) The number of words in paragraph 
six is far above the norm—another indi-
cation of the significance of the creation 
of humans.25

(5) Genesis 2:4-25, the so-called “sec-
ond account” of creation, is in fact not 
evidence of an editor patching together 
different sources, but corresponds well to 
the normal pattern of Hebrew narrative to 
consider a topic in a resump tive man ner. 
We cannot critique ancient, eastern texts 
using principles of literary analysis based 
upon modern, western literature. Instead, 
the approach in ancient Hebrew lit erature 
is to take up a topic and develop it from 
a particular perspective and then to stop 
and take up the same theme again from 
another point of view. This pattern is 
kaleido scopic and recursive. The first cre-
ation story (1:1-2:3) gives a global perspec-
tive. The second creation story (2:4-3:24) 
begins by focusing on the creation of man. 
Thus the first focuses on the origin of the 
uni verse, the second on humanity. There-
fore, 2:4-3:24 is, in fact, devoted to further 
devel opment of the topics broached in the 
sixth para graph of the “first account’’ and 
so adds to the significance of the creation 
of man kind.

(6) The clause marking the temporal 
framework normally has the pattern “and 
it was evening and it was morning, a 
___th day. It is interesting to note that for 
paragraph six, the definite article is used: 
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“the sixth day.” The function of the article 
here has yet to be explained satisfactorily, 
but adds to the significance of the creation 
of humans.26

(7) The use of bāra’, the verb “to cre-
ate,” is interesting. This verb always and 
only has God as subject and seems to be 
a special word. It occurs on ly three times 
in the creation narrative: in 1:1 which 
some commenta tors see as the creation of 
matter ex nihilo, in 1:21 at the creation of 
organic life, and in 1:26 at the creation of 
human life.27 In between, other synonyms 
are used. Thus this verb seems to mark 
important points in the creation work.

(8) ’ādām, a generic term for mankind 
as both male and female, is created as the 
image of God. This is another indication 
of humans as the crown of God’s crea-
tion.28

(9) Humans exercise royal rule. This 
requires some discussion, but points to 
the significance of mankind within cre-
ation as a whole.

(10) Psalm 8, attributed to David, in vv. 
5-8 constitutes a word-by-word commen-
tary and meditation on Gen 1:26-28. The 
psalmist understands that mankind is at 
the apex of God’s creation, however one 
understands the disputed verse 5.

In sum, a large number of literary 
techniques point to the significance of the 
creation of humans. The interpretation of 
the creation of man as the divine image 
will unfold this significance.

The Image of God: Survey of Views
Explanations of the divine image dur-

ing the last two thousand years have been 
numerous and varied.29 Since the amount 
of ink spilled on the subject is enormous, 
careful exegesis is necessary as well as 
humility in interpretation. An extremely 
brief survey of the different views follows, 

adapted from the commen tary by Gordon 
Wenham.30 The present writer, however, is 
ultimately responsible for the evalua tion 
of each view.31

(1) The terms “image” and “likeness” 
are distinct aspects of man’s nature (from 
Irenaeus, ca. 180 A.D. onwards). The 
“image” denotes the natural qualities in 
man (person ality, reason, etc.) that make 
him resemble God, while the “like ness” 
refers to the super natural (i.e., ethical) 
graces that make the redeemed godlike. 
Lexical analysis of “image” and “like-
ness” according to the cultural setting of 
the biblical text shows that this distinction 
is foreign to Genesis.

(2) The divine image refers to the men-
tal and spiritual qualities that man shares 
with his creator. The fact that commenta-
tors cannot agree in identifying these 
qualities makes this approach suspect.

(3) The image consists of a physi-
cal resemblance. In favour of this, the 
He brew term ṣelem does refer to a physi-
cal image or statue in a majority of its 
occur rences. Moreover, in Gen 5:3 Adam 
is described as fathering Seth “after his 
image,” which most naturally refers to 
physical appearance. The Old Testament, 
however, emphasizes the incorporeality 
and invisibility of God (Deut 4:12). Also, 
if the terminology is related to Egyptian 
and Mesopotamian thinking, the image 
of God there refers to the function of the 
king and not to his appearance. Further-
more, the Old Testament does not sharply 
distinguish the material and spiritual 
realms in the way that we sometimes 
do. The image of God must characterize 
the whole man, not simply his mind or 
spirit on the one hand or his body on the 
other. Finally, the image of God is what 
separates man from the animals, and yet 
the practice of sacrifice must have made 
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the an cient people of Israel well aware 
of the physi ological similarities between 
humans and animals.

(4) The divine image makes man God’s 
representative on earth. Careful exegesis 
below indicates that the ruling function is 
a result of being made in the divine image 
and not the image itself.

(5) The image is a capacity to relate to 
God. The divine image means that God 
can enter into personal relationships with 
man, speak to him, and make cove nants 
with him. Karl Barth propounded this 
view and C. Westermann further argued 
that the “image of God” is not part of 
the human constitution so much as it is 
a description of the process of creation 
which made man different. Although this 
view has something to commend it in that 
relationship to God is fundamental to the 
image of God, nonetheless passages like 
Gen 5:3 and Exod 25:40 sug gest that the 
phrase “in the image” describes the prod-
uct of creation rather than the process.

The majority of Christians have fol-
lowed the second view, believing that 
the image refers to mental and spiritual 
qualities which humans share with 
the creator God. Since God is invisible 
(John 4:24), man does not resemble God 
physically, but rather in terms of morality, 
personality, reason, and spirituality. This 
interpretation did not originate with the 
Christian church, but can be traced to 
Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish philosopher 
living in the time 30 B.C. to 45 A.D. (On 
The Creation § 69).

The traditional view is inadequate 
because it is not the result of grammati-
cal and historical interpretation of the 
text. Rather, it is based largely on a kind 
of reasoning from systematic theology. It 
does not come to grips with the fact that 
“image” normally refers to a physical 

statue and cannot be exegetically vali-
dated as the author’s intended meaning or 
the first audience’s natural understanding 
of the text in terms of the ancient Near 
Eastern cultural and linguistic setting.

The Image of God: Exegesis of 
Genesis 1:26-28

An attempt to determine the meaning 
of this text according to the histori cal 
setting and linguistic usage of the time 
in which it was written begins with the 
literary structure, consideration of gram-
matical and lexical issues, and ancient 
Near Eastern back ground.

The Structure of Genesis 1:24-31 
As already noted, the paragraph in the 

creation narrative devoted to describing 
events of the sixth day is structured dif-
ferently from the other paragraphs. The 
following outline builds upon the work 
of P. E. Dion as best repre senting the 
structure in the text.32

  
The Sixth Day – Gen 1:24-31
A. Creation of the Animals 1:24-25
 1. Command for creation  
     of animals 24A
  Confirmation 24B
 2. Execution of creation  
          of animals 25A
  Evaluation 25B
B. Creation of Mankind 1:26-31
 1. Decision for creation of man 26
  To make man 26A
  To give him a certain role 26B
 2. Execution of creation of man 27-28
  Creation of man 27
  Proclamation of his role 28
 3. Food regulations 29-30
  For man 29
  For animals 30
 Conclusion 31
  Evaluation 31A
  Day notation 31B

For the creation of humans, instead of 
the normal pattern giving a com mand 
and indicating a result, there is first a 

.
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divine decision followed by a divine 
execution of that decision. Note that the 
decision has two parts and the execution 
of the decision has the same two corre-
sponding parts. This observation leads to 
consideration of two separate grammati-
cal issues before looking at the ancient 
Near Eastern setting.

Key Grammatical Issues in  
Genesis 1:26-28

The sequence of verbs in v. 26 is inad-
equately represented in most modern 
translations. The first verb in the divine 
speech is נעשה. Randall Garr’s analysis 
is both adequate and complete: 

Technically, this form is ambigu-
ous; the imperfect and cohortative 
of final weak roots are usually not 
distinguished in the morphology 
but are expres sed by the self-same 
ending ֶה -. The interpretation of 
 .however, is clear enough ,נעשה
Not only does the clause-initial posi-
tion of the verb suggest the cohorta-
tive reading, but a comparison with 
the jussives that engaged other acts 
of creation reinforces its desiderative 
sense.33

The first verb, then, is a command form 
and correctly rendered “let us make” in all 
of the English versions. The second verb in 
the sequence is וירדו. This, too, could be 
construed as either imperfect or jussive. 
What is important, however, is that gram-
marians of Hebrew agree that this partic-
ular sequence marks purpose or result.34 
The correct translation, therefore, is “let us 
make man … so that they may rule.” Here 
many modern versions fail to represent 
properly the gram mar of the Hebrew text. 
An important exegetical point is at stake: 
the ruling is not the essence of the divine 
image, but rather a result of being made 
as the divine image.

Another grammatical issue concerns 

the clause patterns in v. 27. The verse 
contains three clauses or sentences: (1) and 
God created man in his image; (2) in the 
image of God he created him; (3) male and 
female he created them. The first sentence 
has a normal clause pattern: Verb-Subject-
Object. The conjunction waw is used and 
the verb is a waw-consecutive imper-
fect—standard in Hebrew narra tive. The 
remaining two sentences have a different 
clause pattern: Modifier-Verb-Object. Both 
are also asyndetic, i.e., not connected by 
the conjunction waw; the verbs are both 
perfects. This is a clear macrosyntacti-
cal signal with pragmatic sig nificance: 
these clauses do not advance the narra-
tive but digress and pause to comment 
on the first clause in the verse.35 These 
two short sentences are gram matically 
marked as cir cumstantial information 
or parenthetical remarks. The author is 
digressing from the narrative in order to 
stress two particular aspects or features 
of the creation of man:

 (a) creation of mankind entails male  
  and female
 (b) mankind resembles God in some  
  way

By pausing to stress these two things, the 
author prepares us for the two commands 
given to man in the very next verse:

 (a) be fruitful (three imperatives in 
  Hebrew)
 (b) rule over the other creatures (two  
  imperatives in Hebrew)

The actual literary presentation is chiastic 
in structure:
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God created mankind in His image
according to His likeness:

A in the image of God He created  
 him
B male and female He created them
======
B´ be fruitful and increase in  
  number and fill the earth
Á   and subdue it
 and rule over the fish/birds/ 
 animals

Thus, duality of gender is the basis for 
being fruitful, while the divine image is 
correlated with the command to rule as 
God’s viceroy. These observations from 
the discourse grammar of the narrative 
are crucial. They are decisive in show-
ing that the divine image is not to be 
explained by or located in terms of duality 
of gender in humanity.

We are now in a position to explain 
the meaning of the clause in 1:26a: “let us 
make man in our image according to our 
likeness.” The exegetical microscope will 
be focused on (1) the ancient Near Eastern 
background to the text, (2) the meaning 
of the nouns “image” and “likeness,” (3) 
the exact force of the preposi tions “in” 
and “according to” and (4) the referent of 
the first person plural pronoun “let us” 
in that order.

The Ancient Near Eastern Background 
In biblical revelation God communi-

cates in the culture and language of the 
people. Yet in employing language God 
also fills the terms with new meaning. The 
key to correct interpretation, therefore, is 
to compare and con trast the biblical text and 
the data from the contemporary cultures. 
One must not only notice similarities 
between the Bible and the ancient Near 
Eastern back ground, but the differences 
which show the new meaning being 
revealed by God.

This can be illustrated by consider-
ing the Tabernacle (Exodus 25-40). If we 
consider the plan of the Tabernacle or the 
plan of Solomon’s Temple, there is nothing 
unusual or unique.36 Its overall plan was 
just like any other temple in the ancient 
Near East. They all had an outer court-
yard, an altar of sacrifice, and a central 
building divided into a “Holy Place” and 
a “Holy of Holies.” What made the faith 
of Israel different from the faith of the 
pagan religions surrounding her? If one 
were to enter a pagan temple, passing 
through the courtyard, and the Holy Place 
into the Holy of Holies, what would one 
find there? An image representing one of 
the forces of nature. But that is not what 
one finds at the center of Israel’s worship. 
What was in the Holy of Holies in the Tab-
ernacle? First of all, there was no image or 
statue there because God is spirit and can-
not be properly represented by man-made 
images. All there is in the Holy of Holies 
is just a little box. And what is in that box? 
The Ten Commandments. Thus, what God 
is saying to the Israelites is that he cannot 
be manipulated by magic. If they want 
the good life, they must conform their 
lifestyle to his revealed standards of right 
and wrong. Ethics guarantees the good 
life, not manipulation of the powers that 
be by magic. The meaning is clear when 
one both compares and contrasts the bibli-
cal text with the ancient Near Eastern cul-
tural setting. At the outset, the differences 
appear to be small and insignificant. Yet 
in the end, the differences are so radical 
that only divine revelation can explain the 
origin of the text.

Paul Dion has produced one of the 
most careful and thorough studies of the 
ancient Near Eastern background to the 
image of God.37 His work can be con sulted 
for the detailed evidence which the fol-
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lowing only briefly summarizes. In the 
ancient Near East, we see the flourishing 
of plastic arts; it was part and parcel of 
religion. Statues and likenesses of all sorts 
have been preserved to the present time.

The epithet or descriptive title of the 
Egyptian king as a “living statue of such 
and such a god,” was common in Egypt 
from 1630 B.C. onwards and, there fore, 
was well-known to the Israelites. In Egyp-
tian thinking, the king is the image of god 
because he is the son of god.38 The empha-
sis or stress is not on physical appearance, 
e.g., a male king could be the image of a 
female goddess. Rather the behavior of 
the king reflects the behavior of the god. 
The image re flects the characteristics of 
the god. The image reflects the essential 
notions of the god.

Commonly associated with the image 
is the notion of conquest and power. A 
clear example is an inscription from the 
Karnak Temple marking the triumph of 
Thutmoses III at Karnak, c. 1460 B.C. In 
the following stanza, the god is speaking 
in the first person and the second person 
refers to the king:

I came to let you tread on Djahi’s  
chiefs,
 I spread them under your  
 feet throughout their lands;
I let them see your majesty as lord 
of light,
 so that you shone before them  
 in my likeness.39

The god Amen-Re in giving victory to 
Thutmoses III calls the king his son in the 
prologue of the poem and in this stanza 
indicates that the extension of the rule of 
the king entails him shining before his 
enemies in the likeness of his god.

In the thirteenth century B.C., Pharaoh 
Ramesses II had his image hewn out of 
rock at the mouth of the Kelb River, on the 
Mediterranean just north of Beirut. His 

image—displayed like the presidents at 
Mount Rushmore—meant that he was the 
ruler of this area. In the ancient Near East, 
since the king is the living statue of the god, 
he represents the god on earth. He makes 
the power of the god a present reality.

To sum up, the term “the image of 
god” in the culture and language of the 
ancient Near East in the fifteenth century 
B.C. would have communicated two main 
ideas: (1) rulership and (2) sonship. The 
king is the image of god because he has 
a relationship to the deity as the son of 
god and a relationship to the world as 
ruler for the god. We ought to assume 
that the meaning in the Bible is identical 
or at least similar, unless the biblical text 
clearly distinguishes its meaning from the 
surrounding culture.

Likeness and Image 
Careful and exhaustive lexical studies of 

the Hebrew terms “likeness” (דמות) and 
“image” (צלם) indicate the possible range 
of meaning.40 “Likeness” (דמות) may refer 
to a physical entity such as the model of the 
altar King Ahaz sent Uriah the priest (2 Kgs 
16:10b). It may also refer to a likeness that is 
real yet referentially unspecific or inexact 
(Isa 40:18). It can even be nonrefer ential to 
express resemblance or relative similarity 
(Isa 13:4). Ezekiel 1:26 is instructive since 
it is opposite to Gen 1:26, which speaks of 
humanity created in the likeness of God; 
Ezekiel’s vision speaks of God appearing 
in the likeness of humanity. As Garr notes, 
either way, God and humanity are morpho-
logically similar.

“Image” (צלם) frequently refers to 
an object in the real world that can have 
size, shape, color, material composition 
and value. The image erected by King 
Nebuchadnezzar in the plain of Dura 
is an example (Dan 3:1). Yet as Ps 39:6-7 
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shows, ṣelem can also be abstract and 
nonconcrete. And like demût, “image” can 
simply be an imprint etched on a wall 
(Ezek 23:14b, 15b).

Particularly instructive for Gen 1:26-28 
is the usage of the words “like ness” and 
“image” in the Tell Fakhariyeh Inscrip-
tion.41 Inscribed on a large statue of King 
Hadduyith`î of Gozan, a city in what 
is now eastern Syria, is an Akkadian-
Aramaic bilingual text from the tenth 
or ninth century B.C. The text is divided 
the matically in two sections. The first half 
focuses on the role of the king as a sup-
plicant and wor shipper of his god and is 
headed in the Aramaic text by דמותא, 
equivalent of the Hebrew דמות. The 
second half focuses on the majesty and 
power of the king in his role in relation to 
his subjects. This is headed in the Aramaic 
text by the word צלםא, equivalent of the 
Hebrew צלם. While both terms can and 
do refer to the statue of the king, each has 
a different nuance.

Akkadian Texts containing the cognate 
for the Hebrew word “image” support 
the force and meaning of the word in the 
Tell Fakhariyeh Inscription. Three brief 
examples will suffice to further clarify 
the use of the term “image.”

ABL 6:14b-19 (from the time of 
Esarhaddon, 681-668 BC): 
As to what the king my lord wrote 
me, “From the lips of my father I 
have heard that you are a loyal fam-
ily, but now I know it, I have seen 
it.” The father of the king my lord 
was the (very) image of Bel, and the 
king my lord is likewise the (very) 
image of Bel.42

The author of the letter is a loyal subject. 
He proclaims that the king is the image of 
the god Bel because he is acknowledging 
the authority and majesty of the king in 
the king-subject relationship.

  

ABL 5 r. 4 (from the time of Esar-
haddon, 681-668 BC):
Why should not a meal be served 
before the king my lord a second 
time today? Whoever mourns for 
Shamash, the king of the gods, 
mourns for a day, a whole night and 
again two days. The king, the lord of 
the countries, is the (very) image of 
Shamash; for half a day only should 
he put on mourning.43

The king is the image of the god Shamash 
and should be treated as representing his 
authority and power.

Thompson 170 r. 2 (from the period 
1000-625 BC):
O King! thou art the image of 
Marduk, when thou art angry, to 
thy servants! When we draw near 
the king, our lord, we shall see his 
peace!44

The king represents the majesty, authority 
and power of god to his subjects.

We must now compare and contrast the 
data in Gen 1:26-28 with these ancient 
Near Eastern data. In regard to the 
similarities, let me note the following. 
As Garr notes, the grammar of the first 
sentence in Gen 1:26a is un usual.45 Fol-
lowing a hortatory predicate (נעשה) and 
an undetermined direct object (אדם) are 
two distinct prepositional phrases which 
are not obligatory either grammatically 
or semantically. The exact force of each 
preposition will be discussed shortly. This 
much is clear: the nonobligatory phrases 
specify a divine- human relation in the 
creation of mankind and the differential 
marking suggests each phrase has distinct 
meaning.

Given the normal meanings of “image” 
and “likeness” in the cultural and lin-
guistic setting of Old Testament and the 
ancient Near East, “likeness” specifies a 
relationship between God and humans 
such that ’ādām can be described as the 
son of God, and “image” describes a 
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relationship between God and humans 
such that ’ādām can be described as 
a servant king. Although both terms 
specify the divine-human relationship, 
the first focuses on the human in relation 
to God and the second focuses on the 
human in relation to the world. These 
would be under stood to be relationships 
characterized by faithfulness and loyal 
love, obedience and trust—exactly the 
character of relationships specified by 
covenants after the fall. In this sense the 
divine image entails a covenant relation-
ship between God and humans on the 
one hand, and between humans and the 
world on the other. In describing a divine-
human relationship, the terms in Gen 
1:26-28 corre spond precisely to the usage 
of the same words in the Tell Fakhariyah 
Inscription.

Confirmation of this interpretation of 
“likeness” and “image” comes from both 
the context of Genesis 1 and interpretation 
of Genesis 1 found later in the Old Testa-
ment. (1) The term “likeness” indicates 
that ’ādām has a special relationship to 
God like that of father and son. This is 
clearly implied by Gen 5:1-3:

1 This is the book of the genera-
tions of Adam. When God created 
man, he made him in the likeness 
of God.
2 Male and female he created them, 
and he blessed them and named 
them Man when they were cre-
ated.
3 When Adam had lived a hundred 
and thirty years, he became the 
father of a son in his own likeness, 
after his image, and named him 
Seth (RSV).

The comment of Stephen Dempster is both 
adequate and succinct:

By juxtaposing the divine creation of 
Adam in the image of God and the 
subsequent human creation of Seth 
in the image of Adam, the transmis-

sion of the image of God through 
this genealogical line is implied, as 
well as the link between sonship 
and the image of God. As Seth is a 
son of Adam, so Adam is a son of 
God. Language is being stretched 
here as a literal son of God is cer-
tainly not in view, but nevertheless 
the writer is using an analogy to 
make a point.46 

This can be further supported from later 
texts: (1) Luke 3:38 interprets the “like ness 
of God” in Genesis to indicate that Adam 
is the son of God; (2) Israel inherits the role 
of Adam and Eve and is specifically called 
the son of God (Exod 4:22, 23). The Song 
at the Sea (Exod 15:17) pictures Israel as a 
new Adam entering the Promised Land 
as a new Eden. Later the divine sonship 
devolves particularly upon the king in the 
Davidic Covenant (2 Sam 7:14-15): what 
was true of the nation will now be fulfilled 
specifically and solely by her king.

(2) The term “image” indicates that 
’ādām has a special position and status as 
king under God. Humans rule as a result 
of this royal status. The term “to rule” 
(rādâ) in Gen 1:26, 28) is particularly true of 
kings as Ps 72:8 illustrates. Also the term 
“to subdue” especially speaks of the work 
of a king (e.g., 2 Sam 8:11).

Further confirmation comes from 
Psalm 8 in which vv. 5-8 constitute a 
word-by-word commentary and medita-
tion on Gen 1:26-28. Verse 5 which says 
“you have made him a little less than the 
gods; you have crowned him with glory 
and honor” is a commentary on 1:26a 
“let us make mankind in our image and 
according to our likeness.” Verses 6-8 then 
detail and unfold the rule of man kind 
specified in 1:26b. It is clear and obvious 
that the psalm writer has the text of Gen 
1:26 before his mind word-by-word. Note 
in particular that the terms in Hebrew for 
“crowned” (עטר), “glory” (ּכָבוׂד), and 
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“honor” (הֺדָר) are all royal terms. This 
shows that the psalm writer understood 
“image” to speak of royal status. Fur-
thermore, the Hebrew word “rule” (lvm) 
used in Ps 8:7 is a broad term meaning 
“have dominion, reign, rule,” but gener-
ally speaks of a king (examples of royal 
uses are Ps 103:19, Micah 5:1, Isa 14:5; 
19:4, 2 Sam 23:3, Prov 29:26a). The phrase 
“place under his feet” (tyv txt lgryw) is 
an image associated with royalty. This is 
clear from 1 Kgs 5:17, Egyptian texts like 
the Poem of Thutmoses III cited above, 
Phoenician inscriptions (Karatepe A.i.16), 
and Assyrian Royal Texts.47 In verses 7-8 
of Psalm 8, humans rule over the animals. 
P. Dion appro pri ately suggested that the 
word “all” in Ps 8:6b is restricted to the 
earthly sphere in the light of Gen 1:14-19 
and 26-28 where man only rules the 
earthly sphere.48

With regard to the difference between 
the biblical text and the contemporary 
documents, we should note the following. 
In Egypt, only the king is the image of 
god. In the Bible, all humans con stitute the 
image of God. The covenant relationship 
between God and Man is not restricted to 
an elite sector within human society.

Precise Meaning of the Prepositions 
“in” and “as / according to” 

As already noted, the grammar of the 
first sentence in Gen 1:26a is unusual. Two 
distinct prepositional phrases which are 
not obligatory either gram matically or 
semantically follow the predicate (נעשה) 
and direct object (אדם): “in our image, 
according to our likeness.” The preposi-
tion “in” corresponds to the preposition 
be in Hebrew while “as” or “according 
to” corresponds to Hebrew ke. What is 
the exact semantic value of each preposi-
tion?

The phrase “made in his image” has 
been construed in two different ways. 
First, the “in” has been interpreted to 
indicate the norm or standard. This is 
nor mal usage of the preposition “in” fol-
lowing the verb “to make.” The statement 
that man is created “in” the image of God 
would then mean that man conforms to 
a representation of God.49 As Gordon 
Wenham explains, “man is made ‘in the 
di vine image,’ just as the tabernacle was 
made ‘in the divine pattern.’ This sug-
gests that man is a copy of something that 
had the divine image, not necessarily a 
copy of God himself” (italics his).50 The 
traditional view, however, does not do 
full jus tice to the mean ing of the words 
“image” and “likeness,” nor does the 
explanation of Wenham account for the 
fact that the prepositions seem some what 
inter change able. The phrase is found in 
six instances:

Genesis 1:26a in our image,  
  according to our  
  likeness
Genesis 1:27aα in his image
Genesis 1:27aβ in the image of God
Genesis 5:1b in the likeness of  
  God
Genesis 5:3a in his likeness,  
  according to his image
Genesis 9:6b in the image of God

It is possible to use “in” with “likeness” 
as well as “image” and Gen 5:3a has the 
prepositions exactly the reverse of what 
we find in Gen 1:26a. Indeed, in the exam-
ple of the tabernacle used by Wenham, the 
expression “made in the pattern” in Exod 
25:40 is “made according to the pattern” 
in Exod 25:9. James Barr has shrewdly 
observed, “that be, commonly ‘in’ when 
combined with nouns of the semantic function 
‘likeness’, is thereby brought to have almost 
the same effect as the preposition ke ‘like, 
as’. It is the semantics of the noun, not 
those of the prepo sition alone, which are 



31

here decisive” (italics his).51 Thus, when 
the verb “make” is followed by “in” (be), 
because it is used with nouns indicating like-
ness, the “in” likewise receives by this fact 
a value almost identical to “as” (ke).52 This 
makes the expression in Gen 1:26a differ 
somewhat from that in Exod 25:9 where 
the object of the preposition is “pattern” 
(tabnît).

It is possible, then, that the preposi-
tion “in” could be translated “as” in Gen 
1:26a. The usage shows that be = “in” and 
ke = “as” have roughly the same value in 
these texts. God indeed created man as the 
divine image. Humans do not con form 
to a representation of God, they are the 
divine image. This interpretation is sup-
ported by the New Testament. In 1 Cor 
11:7, Paul states that man is the image of 
God. Why, then, is the statement in Gen-
esis not more forthright in explicitly say-
ing that man is the divine image? Why is 
this expressed in a slightly more indirect 
manner? I suggest that a more indirect 
expression is used in the cultural and 
linguistic setting of the ancient Near East 
to prevent man from being considered an 
idol and worshipped as such.

In spite of the fact that the two preposi-
tions are close in meaning, we must not 
assume that the meaning is identical. 
This has been discussed extensively in a 
recent 300 page monograph on the divine 
image by W. Randall Garr. Garr is cor rect 
to affirm that “the differential marking of 
each nonobligatory phrase suggests that 
each phrase has distinct meaning, at least 
in relation to one [an]other.”53 His careful 
and thorough linguistic analysis reveals 
that the preposition be = “in” em phasizes 
proximity while the prepo sition ke = “as” 
or “according to” empha sizes something 
similar, yet distinct and separate. Garr’s 
linguistic analysis is also sup ported by 

the exhaustive research of Ernst Jenni 
who has produced an entire monograph 
on each of the three basic prepositions in 
Hebrew. One volume ana lyses all 15,570 
instances of the preposition be, a second 
all 3,000 instances of ke, and a third all 
20,000 instances of the preposition le 
(“to” or “for”) in the Hebrew Bible. Jenni 
concludes that in fundamental meaning 
ke stands between the oppo sition pair 
be (marking an equating relation) and le 
(marking a non-equating rela tion) as an 
expression of partial equation (and so also 
partial non-equation) of the semantic char-
acteristics of two quantifications.54 Thus, 
again, be indicates some thing locative and 
proximate while ke indicates something 
similar but distal and separate.

We have already seen that although 
the words “image” and “likeness” share 
simi lar meanings, each has a different 
emphasis. In the Tell Fakhariyeh Inscrip-
tion the word “likeness” focuses on the 
king as a suppliant and worshiper of 
his god and communicates sonship. The 
word “image” focuses on the majesty 
and power of the king in relation to his 
subjects. These ancient Near Eastern data 
con firm and correspond to the use in the 
biblical text. The word “likeness” in Gen-
esis is closely asso ciated with the creation 
of the human race, human genealogy, 
and sonship. It occurs in Gen 1:26 in the 
creation of humans and again in 5:1 when 
this is recapi tulated un der the heading 
“Birth History of Humankind.” The third 
use is in 5:3 with the generation of Seth. 
The word “image” is consistently used of 
man repre senting God in terms of royal 
rule. Putting the nouns and prepositions 
together, humans closely represent God 
in image, i.e., they represent his rule in 
the world. Humans are also similar to 
God in performing the action of creating 
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human life, but not in the same way. Thus 
be emphasizes a way in which humans 
are closely like God, ke a way in which 
humans are similar, but distinct. This 
in terpretation also explains the reversal 
of the prepositions in Gen 5:3. Seth shares 
precisely in the matter of generation and 
sonship, but is only similar and not iden-
tical in the representation of his father’s 
image.

Before considering the difficult first 
person plural “let us” it may be useful to 
crystalize, consolidate, and summarize 
the exegetical results to this point. Genesis 
1:26 defines a divine-human relationship 
with two dimensions: one vertical and one 
horizontal. First, it defines human ontol-
ogy in terms of a covenant relationship 
between God and man on the one hand 
and second, it defines a covenant relation-
ship between man and the earth on the 
other. The relationship between humans 
and God is best captured by the term son-
ship. The relationship between humans 
and the creation may be expressed by 
the terms king ship and servanthood, or 
better, servant kingship.

This interpretation best honors the nor-
mal meaning of ṣelem (“image”) according 
to the cultural and linguistic setting. Hans 
Walter Wolff expressed the matter well 
as follows:

In the ancient East the setting up of 
the king’s statue was the equivalent 
to the proclamation of his domina-
tion over the sphere in which the 
statue was erected (cf. Dan. 3.1, 5f.). 
When in the thirteenth century BC 
the Pharaoh Ramesses II had his 
image hewn out of rock at the mouth 
of the nahr el-kelb, on the Mediter-
ranean north of Beirut, the image 
meant that he was the ruler of this 
area. Accordingly, man is set in the 
midst of crea tion as God’s statue. 
He is evidence that God is the Lord 
of creation; but as God’s steward 
he also exerts his rule, fulfilling his 

task not in arbitrary despotism but 
as a responsible agent. His rule and 
his duty to rule are not autonomous; 
they are copies.55

Thus the image is both physical and yet 
goes far beyond being merely physical. 
This is an interpretation that allows for 
the physical aspect of “image” but results 
in an emphasis such that the character 
of humans in ruling the world is what 
represents God.

It is important to note that this defini-
tion of the divine image is not a functional 
one, but an ontological one. As Wenham 
points out, the phrase “in the image” 
describes the product rather than the 
process of creation as suggested by usage 
in Gen 5:3 and Exod 25:40.56 The grammar 
reveals that man rules as a result of being 
made as the divine image; ruling is not 
the essence of the image itself. Thus those 
who define the image merely in functional 
terms are in error both linguistically and 
theologically.57

Man is the divine image. As servant-
king and son of God mankind will 
mediate God’s rule to the creation in the 
context of a covenant relationship with 
God on the one hand and the earth on 
the other. Hence the concept of the king-
dom of God is found on the first page of 
Scripture. Indeed, the theme is kingdom 
through covenant. No wonder the Mosaic 
Covenant, which seeks to implement this 
in Abraham’s Family, can be summarized 
as providing divine direction con cerning 
(1) a right relationship to God, (2) how to 
treat each other in genuinely human ways, 
and (3) how to be good stewards of the 
earth’s resources.

Theologians have debated the extent 
to which the divine image was marred 
or even lost by the fall into sin (Genesis 
3). Normally it is argued that the divine 
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image was marred but not lost through 
the fall (Gen 9:6; James 3:9). The inter-
preta tion given here of the divine image 
as God establishing his rule in the world 
through covenant clarifies the matter. The 
human rebellion described in Genesis 3 
violated the love, loyalty, obedience, and 
trust at the heart of the covenant. God 
sought to confirm and re-establish this 
relationship in the covenant with Noah; 
hence the expression hēqîm berît. The 
story of the drunkenness of Noah (Gen 
9:20-27) shows once more the inability 
of the human partner in the covenant 
relationship. God makes a new start with 
Abraham and his family in the covenant 
made with Abraham. The Abrahamic 
covenant is implemented in the Iron Age 
with Israel as Abraham’s family through 
the Mosaic Covenant. Israel, or more 
particularly, Israel’s King, as the Davidic 
Covenant later makes plain, will be the 
instrument for re newing the cove nant 
relationship and establishing the instruc-
tion and will of Yahweh (i.e., tôrâ) in the 
hearts and lives of his people and through 
them, to the nations. In a long history of 
apparent failure, Jesus of Nazareth came 
as Israel’s King to renew the relationship 
by inaugurating a New Covenant and 
bringing about the rule of God in the 
lives of those who are part of his new 
creation. Thus Jesus’ proclamation of the 
kingdom is nothing less than the message 
we already find in Gen 1:26-27.

When we look at the New Testament 
and the references there to the re newal 
of the divine image brought about by the 
work of Jesus Christ, terms are used that 
em phasize man’s relation to God. This is 
clear in the parallel texts in Ephesians and 
Colossians: “and put on the new human-
ity created according to God in righteous-
ness and holiness which derives from the 

truth” (Eph 4:24); “and have put on the 
new humanity that is being renewed to 
a true knowledge according to the image 
of the One who created it” (Col 3:10). 
God has planned a new creation—a new 
heavens and a new earth. Unlike the first 
creation where he first made the place and 
afterwards the people to live there, in the 
new creation he is first making the people 
and afterwards the place where they will 
live. The new creation begins in the midst 
of the old: when God raised Jesus from 
the dead, he was the first man in the new 
creation. And anyone who is joined to 
Jesus Christ by faith is new creation (2 
Cor 5:17). This happens first in the inner 
person, and later at the resurrection, in 
the outer person. The passages in Eph 
4:24 and Col 3:10 call believers to adopt 
in daily lifestyle all that is entailed in the 
new creation life within them. The phrase 
“according to God” in Eph 4:24 may be 
ambiguous by itself, but is clarified by 
the parallel in Col 3:10 and means that the 
new creation is, like the old, according to 
the image and likeness of God. The words 
that Paul uses in connection with this are 
righteousness and holiness in Ephesians 
4 and knowledge in Colossians 3.58 This 
has been misconstrued in studies on the 
divine image in the past. Paul mentions 
holiness, knowledge, and righteousness, 
not because one can identify ethical or 
mental or spiritual qualities as elements of 
the divine image, but because these terms 
are covenantal and describe a covenant 
relationship. Thus the New Testa ment 
supports the explanation of the divine 
image in Gen 1:26 advanced here. The 
divine image indicates man’s relationship 
and spiritual fellowship with God.

The Meaning of the First Person Plural
The interpretation of the first person 
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plural “let us make” is a difficult problem. 
The recent commentary by Kenneth A. 
Mathews provides an excellent summary 
of the various views and the impasse in 
scholarship over this issue: 

Among commentators the plural ref-
erence is variously understood: (1) 
a remnant of polytheistic myth; (2) 
God’s address to creation, “heavens 
and earth”; (3) a plural indicating 
divine honor and majesty; (4) self-
delibera tion; (5) divine address to 
a heavenly court of angels; and (6) 
divine dia logue within the God-
head. It is unlikely when we con-
sider the elevated theology of 1:1-2:3, 
that any polytheistic element would 
be tolerated by the author; therefore, 
the first option can be ruled out. 
The second option is flatly contra-
dicted by v. 27, where God alone is 
identified as the Creator. The plural 
as used to show special reverence 
(honorific plural) is flawed since 
the point of the verse is the unique 
correspondence between God and 
man, not the majesty of God. The 
fourth viewpoint considers “Let us 
make” a plural of self-deliberation, 
depicting God anthropomorphic-
ally as someone in contemplation. 
This is supported by the change to 
the singular (“his own image”) in v. 
27 which indicates that the figure 
of “deliberation” is completed. In 
ancient myths divine deliberation 
prefaces the creation of humans. 
Self-deliberation is attested in the 
Old Testament (e.g. Pss 42:5, 11; 43:5), 
but there is no attestation that the 
plural form is used in this way.59

Mathews finds evidence from the Old 
Testament and from ancient Near East-
ern parallels for the view that God is 
addressing a heavenly court of angels to 
be im pressive, but rejects this view on 
theological grounds: how can humans be 
said to be created in the image of angels? 
He then develops the interpretation 
that it refers to divine dialogue within 
the Godhead, although he admits that 
this can only be entertained as a pos-

sible “canonical” reading of the text. This 
admission, in fact, shows how unlikely his 
final proposal is to be right. The Bible is 
a divine-human book. A reference to the 
Trinity may possibly have been intended 
by the divine author, but this cannot be 
discovered until one comes to the New 
Testa ment. D. Clines argues that the plu-
ral refers to a dialogue between God and 
the spirit of God mentioned in 1:2,60 but B. 
K. Waltke shows that this construes “spirit 
of God” in a New Testament sense.61 It is 
virtually impos sible that such a mean-
ing was intended by the human author 
of Genesis 1 or even understood by the 
original audience. Interpretation that 
rides roughshod over the human author-
ship and audience in the text in this way 
is highly suspect. Canonical reading of the 
text is imperative, but this appears more 
along the lines of special pleading.

Is there a way out of this impasse? Evi-
dence for the view that God is ad dressing 
his heavenly court is impressive. Some 
readers may be unfamiliar with this 
approach. Texts from ancient Canaan 
and Mesopotamia depict a pantheon in 
which the high or supreme god operates 
in an assembly or community of gods. 
Yet one need not look to the culture con-
temporary to the Old Testament since 
evidence abounds within the Old Testa-
ment itself. Psalm 82:1 is a case in point: 
“God presides in the divine assembly. He 
gives judgement in the midst of the gods.” 
We also glimpse the divine assembly in 
Job 1 and 2, 1 Kings 22, Isaiah 6, and Jer 
23:18. They are variously referred to as 
“messengers” / “angels” (מלכים), “gods” 
 = בני האלהים) ”or “divinities (אלהים)
sons of the gods, i.e., those of the class of 
gods or divinities). The angels or gods in 
the Old Testament are subordi nate and 
subservient to God. They bow down to 
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him (Ps 29:2), obey him (Ps 103:20-21), 
praise him (Ps 148:2-5), and minister and 
serve him (1 Kgs 22:19).62

John Walton has recently shown that 
the first commandment, when in terpreted 
in the context of the ancient Near Eastern 
setting, is directed against falsely constru-
ing these “gods” as sharing power with 
Yahweh or being worthy of worship in 
any sense. Although the command “you 
shall have no other gods before me” is 
normally understood in terms of priori-
ties, this interpretation is contrary to the 
linguistic data where every occurrence 
of the preposition “before” plus personal 
object in the Hebrew Bible is spatial. Wal-
ton argues that the correct interpretation 
entails a reference to the divine assembly. 
His argument must be cited in full to 
avoid misunderstanding:63

 In the light of even deeper prob-
ing of the practices and beliefs that 
were current in the ancient Near 
East, Werner Schmidt has proposed 
a couple of other alternatives. He 
begins by suggesting that the first 
commandment prohibited the set-
ting up of the images of other dei-
ties in the temple.64 However, this 
does not follow the common logic 
of ancient Near Eastern practices in 
which temples were typically made 
to honor a single deity along with 
his consort.65 Schmidt advocates 
another approach that focuses on 
God’s heavenly rather than His 
earthly presence. That is, when the 
first commandment prohibits other 
gods in the presence of Yahweh, it 
is ruling out the concept that He 
operates within a pantheon, a divine 
assembly, or with a consort. J. Bot-
téro compares this system to that of 
a king at the head of the state with 
his family and functionaries around 
him operating in a structured hier-
archy.66

 Having this image as background 
suggests that the Israelites were not 
to imagine any other gods in the 
presence of Yahweh. Scholars could 
have arrived at this meaning by 

simple lexical study, but without the 
benefit of the ancient Near Eastern 
material, the results of the lexical 
study made no sense to interpreters. 
Consequently, they devised alter-
native explanations, even though 
when the prepositional combination 
that occurs in the He brew text takes 
a personal object the meaning is 
consistently spatial. Using compara-
tive cultural information, we have 
recovered a neglected sense of the 
text that was there all the time.
 In view of the information pro-
vided from outside the Bible, this 
spatial sense gains credibility. In the 
ancient Near East the gods operated 
within pantheons and decisions 
were made in the divine assembly. 
Furthermore, the principal deities 
typically had consorts. For the gods 
life was a com mu nity experience. 
The destinies of the gods were 
decreed in assembly, as were the 
destinies of kings, cities, temples 
and people. The business of the gods 
was carried out in the presence of 
other gods. Lowell Handy helpfully 
summarizes this system as a hier-
archy of authoritative deities and 
active deities.

The highest authority in the 
pantheon was responsible for 
ordering and maintain ing 
earth and cosmos but was not 
actively engaged in the actual 
work necessary to maintain 
the universe. The next lower 
level of deities performed this 
function. Serving under the 
authority of those who actually 
owned the universe, the active 
gods were expected to perform 
in a way that would enable the 
cosmos to operate smoothly. 
Each of the gods at this level 
of the pantheon had a specific 
sphere of authority over which 
to exert his or her control. 
Ideally, all the gods were to 
per form their duties in a way 
that would keep the universe 
functioning perfectly in the 
manner desired by the highest 
authority. Yet the gods, like 
human beings, are portrayed 
as having weaknesses and 
rivalries that kept the cosmos 
from operating smoothly.67
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 Accordingly, by a comparative 
interpretation of the first command-
ment the Israelites were not to con-
strue Yahweh as operating within a 
commu nity of gods. Nor were they 
to imagine Him functioning as the 
head of a pantheon surrounded 
by a divine assembly, or having a 
consort. In short, He works alone. 
The concept of a pantheon/divine 
assembly assumed a distribution of 
power among many divine beings. 
The first commandment declared 
simply and unequivocally that Yah-
weh’s authority was absolute. Divine 
power was not distributed among 
other deities or limited by the will 
of the assembly.
 The point of the prohibition of the 
worship of any other gods “besides” 
Yahweh was to ensure that Israel’s 
perception of divinity was to be dis-
tinct from the peoples around them. 
This text is readily misunderstood 
if the interpreter is not aware of the 
notions being rejected. According to 
this revised interpretation, the pur-
pose of the first commandment was 
not simply to promote monolatry; 
it served the monotheistic agenda 
another way. Although this text 
does not explicitly deny the exis-
tence of other gods, it does remove 
them from the presence of Yahweh. 
If Yahweh does not share power, 
authority, or jurisdiction with them, 
they are not gods in any meaningful 
sense of the word.68 Thus, the first 
commandment does not insist on 
the non-existence of other gods; only 
that they are powerless. In so doing 
it disenfranchises them, not merely 
by declaring that they should not be 
worshiped; it leaves them with no 
status worthy of worship.69

The approach in the Old Testament to the 
divine assembly is thus twofold. On the 
one hand it acknowledges the existence 
of beings known as angels or gods who 
serve God in his presence. On the other 
hand, it rejects the notion prevalent in the 
societies around Israel that these gods 
share authority or power or status worthy 
of worship with Yahweh.

Evidence that the phrase “let us” refers 

to the divine assembly is stronger than 
even Mathews allows as a result of the 
work of Garr. Garr notes that Gen 1:26-27 
follows the formula or pattern for clauses 
introduced by hābâ. In form, hābâ is an 
extended imperative, qal stem, masculine 
singular from the root yāhab, “to give.” 
There are two distinct uses of this verb: 
literal and non-literal. In the literal use, 
the verb actually means to give. In the 
non-literal use, the verb functions as a 
manipulative and suasive particle pre-
fixed asyndetically to com mands exactly 
like “c’mon” in English: “C’mon, let’s play 
together.” Unlike לכה and קומה, how-
ever, the imperative hābâ is always con-
nected without a conjunc tion and need 
not agree in number and person with the 
command to which it is prefixed. What is 
significant is that all clauses beginning 
with hābâ have a fixed pattern as follows: 
(1) a directive or assertive utterance (rep-
resented by a cohortative or imperfect 
respectively) (2) which proposes an activ-
ity (event) (3) jointly and cooperatively, 
between the speaker and a referentially 
distinct addressee; (4) the speaker’s pro-
posal receives the tacit consent of the 
addressee and (5) is executed by an agent, 
whether unidentified or identified and 
salient (e.g., addressee, leader).

This pattern can be observed in all 
instances: Gen 11:3, 4, 7; 38:16; and Exod 
1:10. What is noteworthy is the fact that 
Gen 1:26-27 has exactly this formulaic 
pattern, albeit without the introductory 
particle hābâ. The absence of the particle 
hābâ in Gen 1:26 is explained by Garr as 
dialect-specific to a particular source, but 
this approach is unnecessary. During his 
exhaustive analysis he also observes that 
the particle hābâ is always used to intro-
duce situations spelling trouble and there 
is no sign of trouble in Gen 1:26. This is 



37

a compelling explanation for the absence 
of the particle hābâ. Thus, the formulaic 
pattern of Gen 1:26-27 provides a strong 
argument that God is addressing the 
heavenly court.

It remains to show what this could 
possibly mean in context. A proposal is at 
hand from the discussion of the ancient 
Near Eastern setting described by John 
Walton. The ancients believed that the rul-
ing of the world was a community effort 
on the part of the gods. I propose that 
Gen 1:26-27 be understood as a polemic 
to subvert such an idea. God announces 
to the heavenly court his decision to 
share rule with humanity. This entails 
both a negative and positive result. On 
the posi tive side, it elevates humanity to 
a status almost equal to the angels. Like 
the angels, humans will in obedience and 
subservience to Yahweh effect the rule of 
God in the world. This is exactly the point 
being made in Ps 8:5: “you have made him 
a little less than the gods.” There is also, 
however, a negative side. This decision in 
effect disenfranchizes the gods according 
to ancient Near Eastern thinking. Yahweh 
does not share rule with them in the sense 
understood in ancient Canaan.70 This is 
another way of saying “You shall have no 
other gods before me” and strongly makes 
the point of monotheism.

Clines’s objection to this view “that 
the elohim would be said to have shared 
in man’s creation” does not give adequate 
attention to the details of the text.71 As 
Garr notes citing Gemser:

in the plural of v. 26 a plurality of 
heavenly beings may be understood, 
but there is not a hint of diversity of 
will or purpose. God’s divine court 
agrees to his proposal.72

Garr also points out the contrast between 
proposal and execution in the text. In 

the proposal, God involves his heavenly 
court. Yet in the execution, the sole use 
of third person verbs and the significant 
shift from עשה to ברא, shows that the 
execu tion is absolutely and exclusively 
reserved for God.73 The creation of all, 
including the creation of humans, is solely 
the work of God.

Some, no doubt, may not be persuaded 
by the above argument. It is not necessary 
for the exegesis given of Gen 1:26-27, but 
it is in harmony with it be cause it fits 
the interpretation of the divine image as 
expressing the theme of kingdom through 
covenant. God has communicated to the 
divine assembly, that his rule in the world 
will be effected largely through humans, 
not through “gods” or “angels.”

Concluding Observation:  
Genesis 1:26-27 in the Context of 
Genesis 2:8-17

The interpretation advanced here for 
the creation of humans as the divine 
image and according to the divine like-
ness is corroborated by Gen 2:8-17 and 
developed further there. Wenham, fol-
lowed by Dumbrell, has described the 
garden of Eden as a sanctuary and Adam 
as a priest worshipping there. This may 
be briefly summarised and connected to 
the divine image.

The Garden as Separate Space
Hebrew word for garden (gan) comes 

from a root meaning to “enclose,” “fence,” 
or “protect.” The garden envisioned in Gen 
2:8-17 is an enclosed or protected space. In 
the Old Testament, walls surrounded both 
royal gardens (2 Kgs 25:4, Neh 3:15, Jer 
39:4, 52:7) and vineyards (Prov 24:30-31, 
Isa 5:5). The Septuagint, the Greek Trans-
lation of the Old Testament, employed a 
loan word from Persian (παράδεισος) in 
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Genesis 2 that means a pleasure garden 
surrounded by an earthen or stone wall. 
Kings in Mesopotamia created and kept 
extravagant gardens. In fact, gardener was 
a descriptive title or epithet for monarchs 
in Meso po tamia.74 The role of Adam as 
gardener further portrays him as a royal 
figure.

The Garden as Sacred  
Space / Sanctuary

Creation accounts in the ancient Near 
East commonly connected creation 
and temple building. For example, the 
temple Esagila was built for Marduk in 
Enuma Elish. Genesis 2:8-17 portrays the 
first man as a kind of priest in a garden 
sanctuary. In terms of literary structure, 
2:8a describes the creation of the garden 
and 2:8b the placing of the man there. In 
what follows, 2:9-15 elaborates on 2:8a and 
2:16-17 elaborates on 2:8b.

Parallels between the description of the 
garden of Eden and descriptions of sanctu-
aries elsewhere in the Old Testa ment and 
ancient Near East reveal that the garden 
is being portrayed as as sanctuary.75 Some 
of the evidence is summarized as follows: 
(1) The garden of Eden is characterized by 
the presence of God. There God comes to 
meet man at the cool of the day. The verb 
hālak in the hithpael stem (“to walk to and 
fro,” Gen 3:8) is the same term employed 
to describe the divine presence in the later 
tent sanctuaries (Lev 26:12, Deut 23:15, 2 
Sam 7:6-7). (2) Like the later Tabernacle 
and Temple, the entrance to the garden 
of Eden was in the east and guarded 
by kerûbîm (1 Kgs 6:23-29; Exod 25:18-22; 
26:31). (3) In the center of the garden of 
Eden is the Tree of Life. Similarly, in the 
center of the Tabernacle and Temple is the 
menorah (i.e., the branching lampstand), 
which as Carol Meyers has shown, is a 

stylized tree of life.76 The idea that fulness 
of life can be found in the sanctuary is 
basic to the instructions for the sacrifices 
in the Torah and a recurrent theme in the 
Psalms. (4) The responsibility and task 
given to Adam in the garden is lè obdāh 
ûlešomrāh (to serve/work it and to keep 
it). The only other passages in the Torah 
where the same two verbs occur together 
are found in Num 3:7-8, 8:26, 18:5-6, of the 
duties of the Levites in guarding and min-
istering in the sanctuary. These words are 
also commonly used in the Old Testament 
for worship. Thus Adam is portrayed as a 
kind of Levite who fulfills his rôle or task 
by maintaining the priority of worship. 
(5) According to Gen 2:10, “A river flows 
out of Eden to water the garden.” This 
river brings fertility and life to the entire 
world as we see in vv. 11-14. Similarly, in 
Ps 46:5 we read of “a river whose streams 
make glad the city of God” and Ezekiel 
47 describes a great river flowing out of 
the new Jerusalem temple to sweeten the 
Dead Sea. Such a source of fertility and life 
is an indication that the divine presence is 
there. (6) Since the river divides into four 
as it goes out from the garden, clearly the 
Garden of Eden was an elevated place. 
In the ancient Near East, temples were 
situated on mountains because that is 
where the earth and heavens meet. In 
Ezek 28:13-14, Eden is also conceived of as 
a mountain sanctuary. (7) The garden is 
the place of divine decrees. Similarly, the 
Tabernacle is the place from which God 
rules as King.77 

Thus Gen 2:8-17 pictures Adam as 
a kind of king-priest worshipping in a 
garden sanctuary. This passage explains 
how the royal rule given to human kind 
within a covenant structure in 1:26-27 is 
to operate. Dumbrell begins to draw out 
the implications of this as follows:
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In short, created in the world with 
dominion over it, man is immedi-
ately abstracted from the world and 
placed directly in the divine pres-
ence. What is being said in all this is 
surely how the dominion mandate 
was to be exer cised.… Man was to 
control his world, not primarily by 
immersing himself in the tasks of 
ordering it, but by recognizing that 
there was a system of priorities by 
which all of life was to be regulated. 
If he were rightly related to his Cre-
ator, then he would rightly respond 
to creation.78

The relationship between Gen 2:8-17 
and Gen 1:26-27 is significant. Gen 
2:8-17 explains the relationship between 
“likeness” and “image” in the covenant 
relation ship between man and God. Only 
when the father-son relationship is nur-
tured through worship, fellowship, and 
obedient love will humankind appropri-
ately and properly reflect and represent 
to the world the kind of kingship and 
rule in trinsic to God himself. Kingship is 
effected through covenant relationship.
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One does not have to read very far in the 
Gospel of Matthew before noticing that 
the Evangelist has a distinctive way of 
speaking about the kingdom of God—by 
using the phrase “the kingdom of heaven” 
(h ` basilei ,a tw/ n ou vranw/ n). This phrase 
is not only frequent in Matthew (thirty-
two occurrences), but is also unique 
compared to the other Gospels, the rest 
of the New Testament, and all literature 
preceding Matthew. It is not until writ-
ings that post-date the NT that we begin 
to encounter this Matthean way of talk-
ing about God’s kingdom. Indeed, in the 
second-century and beyond, this phrase 
becomes a dominant mode of expression 
in Christian writings, undoubtedly due to 
the great influence that the First Gospel 
had on subsequent Christianity.

This article will explore the meaning 
of Matthew’s distinctive expression “the 
kingdom of heaven” and suggest that 
Matthew’s careful choice of words has 
great theological import and practical 
application for the ongoing mission of 
the church.

The Centrality of the Kingdom
In recent years there has been a spiked 

increase in talk about the kingdom of 
God—in the academy, from the pulpit, 
and in the pews. The issue of the journal 
you are holding is evidence of the same. 
This trend to think about the Bible’s mes-
sage in terms of the kingdom is a helpful 
and important move because there is no 
doubt that the kingdom is the central 

message of Jesus’ teaching. Moreover, 
a good argument can be made that the 
same is true for the rest of the Scriptures, 
Old and New.1 Of course, there is noth-
ing new under the sun, including in 
theological discussion, and we would be 
both ignorant and shortsighted to think 
that we are the first generation to discover 
the centrality of the kingdom in Scrip-
ture. Nevertheless, each age does have its 
blind spots, and it seems that our recent 
predecessors—especially our evangelical 
forerunners—have not frequently spoken 
of the kingdom nor seen it as the unifying 
theme of Scripture. Each generation has its 
own theological battles to fight, views to 
articulate, and contributions to make. We 
can be thankful to be living in time when 
the beauty and power of the message of 
God’s kingdom is again becoming a cen-
tral point of discussion and reflection.

I asserted above that the message of 
the kingdom is the central theme in Jesus’ 
ministry. This understanding is widely 
accepted by students of the Gospels and 
can even be said to be a rare example of 
a truth that is held as a consensus among 
all Gospels scholars. Each of the Synoptics 
clearly portrays Jesus’ ministry as one 
that focuses on the kingdom, but Mat-
thew stands out among the Evangelists. 
At the basic level of vocabulary, we see 
that Matthew uses basilei ,a some fifty-five 
times in a wide variety of phrases, includ-
ing “kingdom of heaven,” “kingdom of 
God,” “the Father’s kingdom,” and simply, 
“the kingdom.” This is more often than 
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any of the other Gospels. It is also more 
frequent than the rest of the NT docu-
ments combined.2 Additionally, we see 
that throughout Matthew the kingdom 
appears at crucial points in the story, 
such as at the introduction of John the 
Baptist (3:2) and the beginning of Jesus’ 
ministry (4:17). In both cases, the message 
preached is that the kingdom of heaven 
is at hand. And when Jesus subsequently 
sends his own disciples out they are told 
to preach the same message: “As you go, 
preach, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven 
is near.’” (10:7). Similarly, at several of 
the structural seams in Matthew, we 
encounter another of Matthew’s unique 
and intriguing phrases, “the gospel of 
the kingdom” (4:23; 9:35; 24:14). Addi-
tionally, much of Jesus’ teaching repeats 
the kingdom theme. The Beatitudes are 
framed with reference to the kingdom of 
heaven (5:3, 10). Entering the kingdom is 
what Jesus exhorts people to do (5:19-20; 
7:21; 18:3; 21:31; 23:13). The great Chris-
tian prayer—the Lord’s Prayer—has at 
its heart the request for God’s kingdom 
to come to earth (6:10). And Jesus gives 
a whole series of parables in chapter 13 
(and then again in chapters 20 and 22) 
which describe what the kingdom is like. 
The point is clear. Over and over again, in 
a variety of ways, Matthew (along with 
his fellow Evangelists) makes the reader 
aware of the central message of Jesus: the 
coming kingdom of God.

The Kingdom of Heaven— 
Not a Reverential Circumlocution

As stated above, Matthew’s typical 
way of describing the kingdom—as “the 
kingdom of heaven”—is also unique to 
him. Not until sometime later do we find 
this expression used in other literature, 
and often those places are dependent on 

Matthew. This striking fact has led many 
scholars to ask why Matthew speaks in 
this unexpected way. The common under-
standing for at least a century has been 
that Matthew uses “kingdom of heaven” 
instead of “kingdom of God” out of a 
desire to avoid using the word “God”—
what we might call a reverential circum-
locution.3 The argument is that when 
one compares Matthew’s use of “king-
dom” with the other Synoptic Gospels, it 
appears that he has simply replaced the 
original “kingdom of God” sayings with 
his favorite “kingdom of heaven.” This 
understanding is combined with the 
fact that there certainly was a tendency 
in Judaism to avoid pronouncing and 
writing the divine name. This avoidance 
was accomplished through a variety of 
techniques such as using “divine passive” 
verb forms and substituting other names 
for God such as “The Name,” “Adonai,” 
and “The Most High.”

I do not have space here to elaborate 
upon the many problems with this com-
mon view, but suffice it to say that this 
reverential circumlocution explanation 
for Matthew’s “kingdom of heaven” 
proves indefensible. To put the argument 
succinctly, it is clear that Matthew is not 
studiously avoiding the use of “God” 
(qe ,oj) by employing the phrase h ` basilei ,a 

tw/ n ou vranw/ n because he does indeed use h ` 
basilei ,a tou/ qeou/ four times (12:28; 19:24; 
21:31, 43)4 and in fact uses qe ,oj freely all 
throughout the Gospels (fifty-one times). 
Additionally, while circumlocutionary 
techniques are undoubtedly in use in the 
first century, there is no evidence that 
“heaven” was being used for this purpose 
during that time.5

So, if Matthew’s phrase “the kingdom 
of heaven” is not used simply to avoid the 
word “God,” then what is its purpose? 
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The answer is found in recognizing that 
Matthew’s “kingdom of heaven” language 
is but one part of an elaborate theme of 
“heaven and earth” woven all through-
out the First Gospel. Recognizing this 
theme sheds light on Matthew’s choice to 
speak of the kingdom in this unique way, 
and it also reveals a deep and powerful 
theological point—the apocalyptic and 
eschatological contrast between heaven 
and earth.

The Four-Fold “Heaven and Earth” 
Theme in Matthew

When one begins to recognize the 
language of heaven and “heaven and 
earth” in Matthew, it is striking to see 
how frequent and important this theme 
is. Not only does Matthew use “heaven” 
(ou vrano ,j) and “heavenly” (ou vra ,nioj) very 
frequently,6 he employs this language in 
a variety of key formulas and at crucial 
points in the narrative and teaching dis-
courses. Closer examination reveals that 
Matthew develops the theme of “heaven 
and earth” in four important ways. I will 
review these briefly.

(1) Singular Versus Plural Pattern of 
Heaven (Ouvrano,j)

The first way in which Matthew devel-
ops the theme of heaven and earth is 
through an intentional use of the word 
“heaven” with different nuances in the 
singular and plural forms. In addition 
to his frequent use of the word, one of 
the unexpected things about Matthew’s 
employment of ou vrano ,j is that he prefers 
to use plural forms of the word over the 
singular (fifty-five and twenty-seven, 
respectively). This may not at first seem 
odd until one understands that plural 
forms of ou vrano ,j are quite rare in ancient 
Greek, and even in the Greek version of 

the Old Testament they are quite uncom-
mon (8 – 9 percent). Plural forms are 
becoming more frequent in the time of 
the NT, but they are still not the normal 
parlance for this word. In fact, Matthew’s 
uses comprise 61 percent of the plural 
forms in the NT. Now all of this may still 
seem to be irrelevant data or simply coin-
cidence until one begins to see that there 
is an intentional pattern at play here. That 
pattern functions in this way: Matthew 
generally uses ou vrano ,j in the singular to 
refer to the visible (earthly) world and in 
“heaven and earth” pairs, and he uses 
the plural to refer to the invisible (divine) 
realm. This plural notably includes Mat-
thew’s expressions “kingdom of heaven” 
and “Father in heaven.” We can begin 
to see that there is much thought going 
on behind Matthew’s use of the word 
“heaven” and that it hinges on a heavenly 
realm versus earthly realm distinction.

(2) Heaven and Earth Pairs
“Heaven and earth” is a very important 

biblical phrase, from its first appearance in 
Gen 1:1 throughout to its use at the end of 
John’s Revelation. Of all the NT authors, 
no one uses this phrase more often than 
Matthew. And he particularly develops it 
into a theme in his Gospel. Heaven and 
earth are connected over twenty times in 
some form in Matthew. In comparison, 
Mark has only two instances of the heaven 
and earth pair and Luke five. Moreover, 
the language of “heaven and earth” as 
contrasting realities is found at the most 
important theological points throughout 
the Gospel such as in the Lord’s Prayer 
(6:9-10), the ecclesiological passages 
(16:17-19; 18:18-19), and the Great Commis-
sion (28:18-20). Again, it is not difficult to 
see that Matthew is consciously develop-
ing a heaven and earth theme.
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(3) Father in Heaven
Another common use of heaven lan-

guage in Matthew is with reference to 
God as Father. The fatherhood of God is 
an important theme in Matthew, and he 
quite commonly modifies this by attach-
ing heaven to it. Thirteen times we find 
the phrase o ` path .r o ` e vn [toi /j] ou vranoi /j 
(“Father in heaven”), and seven times the 
similar o ` path .r o ` ou vra ,nioj (“heavenly 
Father”). This language is very familiar 
to us because we as Christians often 
refer to God as our heavenly Father. But 
notably, in the Gospels “Father in heaven” 
occurs elsewhere only in Mark 11:25.7 This 
is apparently a particularly Matthean 
emphasis. All of this relates to the heaven 
and earth theme in two ways. First, when 
the noun “heaven” is connected with 
God as Father, Matthew always uses the 
uncommon plural form of ou vrano ,j. This is 
part of the singular versus plural pattern 
already mentioned. Second, references to 
God as Father very frequently occur in a 
way that presents a contrast between the 
Father in heaven and the things on earth 
(e.g., 23:9). 

(4) Kingdom of Heaven
As we have already observed, the 

most common use of heaven in Matthew 
is in his unique and important phrase 
“the kingdom of heaven.” In each of 
these thirty-two occurrences the form 
is always plural (tw/ n ou vranw/ n) and, like 
the references to “the Father in heaven,” 
is part of the singular versus plural pat-
tern observed above. Additionally, closer 
examination reveals that many times Mat-
thew uses “kingdom of heaven” as part 
of a contrast between the heavenly and 
earthly realms (e.g. 17:24-18:5; 4:1-11).

This last observation, combined with 
all that has been said so far, brings us to 

the main point. Analysis of this four-fold 
usage of heaven language in Matthew 
shows that there is a consistent and over-
arching theological point to all of it: Mat-
thew is repeatedly setting up a contrast 
between two realms—the heavenly and 
the earthly—which stand for God on the 
one hand, and humanity on the other. 

In other words, he is subtly but power-
fully weaving into his Gospel narrative the 
theme of heaven and earth, particularly 
emphasizing the contrast between these 
two polar realms. Through this four-fold 
technique—singular versus plural forms 
of ou vrano ,j; heaven and earth pairs, usually 
in contrast; the Father in heaven; and the 
kingdom of heaven—Matthew is urging 
upon us the sense that there is a great 
disjunction between heaven and earth, 
between God’s way of doing things and 
ours. There is a standing tension between 
the realms of heaven and earth and this 
represents the tension between God and 
humanity. In this way Matthew is very 
typically apocalyptic.

The Meaning of the  
Kingdom of Heaven

How does this relate to the meaning 
of “the kingdom of heaven” in Matthew? 
Matthew’s choice to describe the king-
dom as tw/ n ou vranw/ n (“of heaven,” “from 
heaven,” or even “heavenly”)8 is not 
motivated by an avoidance of the divine 
name but is part of a thoughtful literary 
pattern with an important theological 
point. The in-breaking of the kingdom 
of God that has come in the Lord Jesus is 
radically different from the way you and I 
naturally think and act and different from 
the way we structure human society. It is 
unexpected, shocking, and topsy-turvy to 
human sensibilities. The unexpected and 
radical nature of the kingdom is why Jesus 
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spends so much time trying to explain 
what this kingdom from heaven is like 
(and why people so seldom understand). 
The Beatitudes give us an image of the 
blessed ones that is just the opposite of 
what we would naturally value—they 
are the poor in spirit, the persecuted, the 
mourning, the meek. The parables of the 
kingdom paint for us pictures where debt-
ors are freely forgiven, where the smallest 
seed produces the largest tree, and where 
the last-come workers receive the same 
reward. Jesus’ model of life shows open-
armed compassion for the downtrodden, 
the touching of the leper, the exalting of 
the lowly child, the welcoming of the Gen-
tile, and the listening ear for blind outcast 
beggars. As King of the universe he enters 
Jerusalem not on a warhorse or golden 
chariot but riding humbly on the foal of 
a donkey. As king of all he willing rides 
into the city where iron nails will soon 
be used to hang him naked on a cross in 
the scorching sun. As this king instructs 
us we learn that the one who wants to be 
first should not exercise an overbearing 
leadership style, but should be the slave 
of all. The one who is blessed by God with 
material wealth should set it aside to fol-
low Christ. The one who desires to save 
his life must in fact die. Such is the radical 
nature of the vision of the kingdom that 
Jesus gives.

All of this is why it is so powerful and 
appropriate for Matthew to describe this 
as a kingdom tw/ n ou vranw/ n; it is funda-
mentally different from the kingdoms of 
this world and all human expectations. 
God’s Coming Kingdom—what Matthew 
likes to call the kingdom of heaven—is 
not built on human wisdom or human 
principles, but on God’s character and 
nature! Matthew has intentionally taken 
the cosmological language of heaven and 

earth from the OT and has used it to 
communicate the urgently eschatological 
message of Jesus. A new day has dawned 
with the coming of the Kingdom. All is 
overturned because of the epochal reality 
of the incarnation, life, death, and resur-
rection of the Lord Jesus.

Theological and Practical 
Application for the Church

As fascinating and interesting as this 
literary and theological theme is, we 
would be remiss if we did not ask fur-
ther what the theological and practical 
ramifications are. This is certainly what 
Matthew would want for his readers. To 
truly understand the Word is to theologi-
cally integrate it and most importantly, 
to obey it.

What did Matthew intend for his hear-
ers to take away from this emphasis on 
the contrast between the heavenly and 
earthly realms? One important observa-
tion is how this contrast theme provides 
a strong critique of all worldly kingdoms. 
In Matthew’s day this would have meant 
both a critique of the Roman Empire and 
the contemporary Jewish expectations for 
the Messiah’s kingdom. Regarding the 
application to the Roman imperial context 
of first-century Judaism (and Christian-
ity), it seems that Matthew is intentionally 
drawing on his many connections with 
the book of Daniel. In the same way that 
Daniel talks about the kingdom of the 
God of heaven over against the kingdom 
of Nebuchadnezzar, Matthew provides 
an implicit critique of the ruling power 
of his own day, the Romans. Matthew 
and his audience were facing a situation 
strikingly similar to the Jewish people 
of the Exilic and post-Exilic times. They 
were a defeated people under the power 
of the greatest earthly empire at the time. 
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Daniel’s language and stories about the 
God of heaven and this God’s superiority 
over the greatest king of the earth at the 
time, Nebuchadnezzar, provide hope and 
solace and vision for the Jewish people. In 
the same way, Matthew’s reference to the 
“kingdom of heaven” (as well as another 
significant Danielic phrase, the “Son of 
Man”) evokes sentiments and encourage-
ment regarding the ultimate superiority 
and eschatological hope of the God of 
Jesus. Thus, Matthew is beautifully and 
evocatively re-appropriating the vision 
and hope of Daniel for his own hearers’ 
context, now understood in light of the 
Christ. 

At the same time, Matthew critiques 
the common Jewish expectation for God’s 
coming kingdom. It seems that many Jews 
of Jesus’ day were expecting the Messiah 
to be a military leader who would drive 
out the heathen (Romans), deliver the Jews 
from bondage, and establish his Davidic 
kingdom in Jerusalem. Jesus’ model and 
message about God’s coming kingdom 
patently did not fulfill these expectations. 
Jesus not only repudiates the use of vio-
lence (e.g. 5:5, 9, 39; 26:52), but shockingly 
he heals and welcomes members of the 
Roman oppressors (e.g. 8:5-12). So, while 
the message about God’s kingdom does 
provide solace for those suffering under 
oppression, its message is one of humility, 
meekness, cheek-turning, and waiting. 
This is not what most Jews expected or 
wanted.

Related, another clear function of 
Matthew’s heaven and earth contrast 
theme is to provide a clear identity for 
the followers of Jesus. Matthew wants 
his hearers to understand that those who 
follow Christ are the true people of God 
and to encourage them with this reality. 
Jesus defines this new or true people not 

by ethnic pedigree, including having 
Abraham as one’s father (3:9-10; 8:11-12; 
23:9), nor by positions of honor (23:2-11), 
but as those who do the will of the Father 
who is in heaven (7:21; 12:50), as those 
whose lives bear the fruit of following 
God’s commands from the heart (3:7-10; 
7:15-23; 12:33-38). This theme creates a 
heaven-oriented identity for the disciples 
in the midst of a hostile earthly world. The 
world is depicted as bipartite—heaven 
and earth—and Jesus’ disciples are the 
true people of God aligned with heaven, 
as opposed to the rulers (Roman and 
Jewish) on earth. In this way, Matthew’s 
heaven and earth theme is an important 
part of his ecclesiology (see esp. 16:17-19; 
18:14-20).

A third theological function of the 
heaven and earth theme is to undergird 
the radical nature of the ethics and 
teachings of Jesus. Jesus’ teachings and 
parables have a clear ring about them 
of challenge, urgency, and world-over-
turning realities. This is true nowhere 
more than in Matthew’s Sermon on the 
Mount. The followers of Jesus are called 
to live now with a God-hoping ethical 
standard that is counter-intuitive and 
counter-cultural. Mourners, the poor, 
the persecuted, and the meek are said 
to blessed (5:3-5, 10-12). The standard of 
righteousness that Jesus requires must 
go beyond even the strictest interpreta-
tions of the scribes and Pharisees (5:20): 
it must cut to the level of the heart. Stated 
negatively, hating your brother is murder 
(5:21-26), and looking lustfully is adultery 
(5:27-30). Stated positively, instead of 
retaliation, the response should be gra-
cious giving (5:38-42); instead of loving 
only one’s neighbor, the disciples must 
love and pray for their enemies (5:43-47). 
The disciples’ piety must be done from 
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the heart and not from hypocrisy—as in 
the cases of almsgiving, prayer, and fast-
ing (6:1-21). In short, God’s standard of 
righteousness as proclaimed by Jesus is 
perfection, for single-heartedness in the 
very same way that the Father himself 
is perfect (5:48). The radical nature of all 
such teachings is clearly seen and felt by 
any hearer. I suggest that the pervasive 
heaven and earth theme (which is itself 
concentrated in the Sermon) undergirds 
these radical teachings by positing the 
ways of God against the ways of human-
ity. That is, Jesus is presented as calling 
disciples to align themselves with the 
kingdom of heaven, as calling them to be 
sons of the Father in heaven (5:44-45; 7:21; 
12:50), as calling them to lay up treasures 
in heaven and not on earth (6:19-21), as 
calling them to pray and hope for the 
kingdom of heaven to come to earth (6:9-10). 
This constant refrain of the tension or cur-
rent disjuncture between the two realms 
of heaven and earth provides a tangible 
vision for the kind of hope that transforms 
daily living.9 To use Bauckham and Hart’s 
language, it provides resources for the 
Christian imagination which give God-
ward hope.10 This heaven and earth dis-
junction is reminiscent of the same point 
in several of Paul’s exhortations to godly 
living.11 In Matthew, this way of speaking 
provides the framework of a symbolic 
universe that encourages the disciples to 
align themselves within the world with 
a different vision and set of values. Only 
this can sustain such a radical ethical call 
as Matthew presents. At the core of this 
vision is the heaven and earth theme.

Conclusion
In sum, there is great literary, theo-

logical, and pastoral weight to Matthew’s 
choice to depict the proclamation of Christ 

as about the “kingdom of heaven.” With 
great skill and finesse Matthew has woven 
a comprehensive narrative account of 
Jesus’ life and teachings. This account is 
full of memorable images and language, 
including the widespread theme of 
heaven and earth. Understanding this 
theme enables one to perceive the mean-
ing and function of Matthew’s unique 
phrase “kingdom of heaven.” While this 
expression denotes the same thing as the 
“kingdom of God,” it connotes many other 
things. Particularly, we sense that God’s 
(heavenly) ordering of life and society is 
radically different than the ways of sin-
ful earth. Now that the new creation or 
new genesis (see Matt 19:28) has dawned 
through Christ, those who follow Jesus 
must align themselves with this coming 
radical heavenly kingdom. And as we 
do so, we stand to inherit the greatest 
reward, God’s presence through Christ 
(cf. Matt 1:23; 28:20). In this time of waiting 
and hoping, the Christian’s stance can be 
summed up in the great prayer that Jesus 
teaches his disciples to pray: “Let your 
name be sanctified, let your kingdom 
come, let your will be done on earth even 
as it is in heaven” (Matt 6:9-10).

ENDNOTES
 1There are several valuable books that 

could be consulted on this matter. For 
many, a good place to start is Vaughan 
Roberts, God’s Big Picture (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity, 2002). Slightly lon-
ger and more comprehensive is Craig 
Bartholomew and Michael Goheen’s The 
Drama of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2004). Closely related to this latter work 
is the excellent and paradigm-shifting 
book by Al Wolters, entitled, Creation 
Regained (2d ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2005).
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 2Of course, there are many other 
ways in which the kingdom theme 
is communicated beyond simply the 
use of basilei ,a. These include refer-
ences to Jesus as king (basileu/j), 
actions that depict God’s coming 
reign, and texts that allude to OT 
images of God’s kingship (e.g., Isa 
40:1-12). Again, Matthew employs 
such language at least as frequently 
as the other Evangelists and often 
more.

 3The only other popular view was 
that of the classical Dispensation-
alists. They argued that there is a 
temporal difference in meaning 
between “kingdom of God” and 
“kingdom of heaven.” This view 
proves quite untenable biblically 
and has since been abandoned by 
most modern (“progressive”) Dis-
pensationalists.

 4Some manuscripts also have "king-
dom of God" at 6:33, but the original 
was almost certainly only "king-
dom." Inexplicably the ESV includes 
the whole phrase even though the 
critical editions of the Greek New 
Testament do not recommend it (nor 
does the RSV have it).

 5This is necessarily a very brief 
overview of the argument. A full 
exploration of the issue and docu-
mentation can be found in my 
Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of 
Matthew (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 13-37. 
This whole article is a concise expla-
nation of the main idea in this book, 
and I would refer the reader to that 
volume for more information on all 
the following arguments. 

 6Ou vrano ,j occurs eighty-two times in 
Matthew (30 percent of all the NT 
occurrences) and ou vra ,nioj seven 

times.
 7Mk 11:25 is parallel to one of Mat-

thew’s occurrences of o ` path .r um̀w/ n 

o ` ou vra ,nioj (6:14). Who is dependent 
on whom is unclear. There is also 
the less exact parallel o ` path .r ÎoÐ̀ 

e vx ou vranou/ in Luke 11:13, which in 
context is best understood as a refer-
ence to the Father giving the Holy 
Spirit from heaven.

 8These three translations are all 
potentially good glosses for the 
genitive phrase here. Indeed, we 
are not forced to choose only one 
and dismiss the others. As many 
scholars have observed, there is 
much ambiguity with regard to 
the Greek genitive and often more 
than one category is appropriate. 
Cf. Nigel Turner, Syntax (vol. 3 of  
A Grammar of New Testament Greek, 
ed. James Hope Moulton; Edin-
burgh: T. & T. Clark, 1963), 210; 
Maximilian Zerwick, Biblical Greek 
(trans. Joseph Smith; Rome: Pon-
tifical Biblical Institute, 1963), §25; 
Herbert Weir Smyth, Greek Grammar 
(rev. Gordon M. Messing; Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 
1984), §1295.

 9This corresponds closely with the 
interpretation of heaven language 
in Matthew offered by Robert Fos-
ter. Foster states that the “heavenly 
language” of the Sermon “purpose-
fully centres the lives of Matthew’s 
community on the reality that 
counts: heaven’s reality. Socio-
logically, the language of heaven 
encourages the disciples to continue 
in their counter-cultural lifestyle as 
they are assured that the FH [Father 
in heaven] cares about their earthly 
struggles and needs and will give 

them a heavenly reward. . . . Theo-
logically, this language guides the 
community’s decisions as they look 
toward heaven for their standard 
of righteousness, their strength 
for holy living, and their reward 
for their labours.” Robert Foster, 
“Why on Earth Use ‘Kingdom of 
Heaven’?: Matthew’s Terminology 
Revisited,” New Testament Studies 
48 (2002): 487-99.

10Bauck ham and Hart g ive an 
excellent account of how a grand 
Christian vision (via imagination) 
re-sources the Christian life in Rich-
ard Bauckham and Trevor Hart, 
Hope Against Hope: Christian Escha-
tology at the Turn of the Millennium 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999). 
I suggest that Matthew’s vision of 
the world now and in the eschaton, 
described regularly with reference 
to heaven and earth, provides the 
kind of imaginative vision Bauck-
ham and Hart are describing.

11For example, Col 3:1-4 makes the 
basis for godliness the fact that the 
believer has been raised up with 
Christ, therefore his or her mind 
should be set on “things above, 
not on the things that are on the 
earth.” This is followed by the 
exhortation: “Put to death therefore 
what is earthly in you: fornication, 
impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry” 
(3:5). Cf. Eph 1:19-20; 2:5-6.
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Introduction
The kingdom of God is a popular 

theme these days. The kingdom is a topic 
of books, articles, papers, conferences—
even a whole issue of a journal may be 
devoted to it. Though not everything writ-
ten about the kingdom is beneficial,1 the 
general recognition of the kingdom and 
the renewed emphasis on the kingdom as 
an important biblical-theological theme 
and concept is welcome. For the most 
part, discussion of the kingdom centers on 
Jesus and the Gospels. It is not difficult to 
see why this is so. Jesus inaugurated his 
ministry with a proclamation about the 
kingdom: “The time is fulfilled and the 
kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and 
believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15). His minis-
try is all about the arrival of the kingdom 
and discourse about who will (or will not) 
enter the kingdom, and what the kingdom 
is like fills the pages of the Gospels. When 
we leave the Gospels and turn to Paul, 
however, what happens to the kingdom? 
We might get the impression that outside 
the Gospels the kingdom, except for a few 
mentions here and there, fades away into 
the background of the New Testament. 
People who put most of their emphasis 
on the Gospels may draw the conclusion 
that there is a marked distinction between 
Jesus’ concept of the kingdom and Paul’s 
theology. Similarly, people who spend 
most of their time preaching, teaching, 
and writing on Paul’s epistles may rarely 
speak of the kingdom, perhaps inferring 
that since it does not appear explicitly 
that often it must not be that important. 
A careful consideration of Paul’s letters, 

however, should give us pause before we 
either assign the kingdom exclusively to 
the realm of the Gospels, or we relegate 
the kingdom to the outer reaches of Paul’s 
theology. 

The aim of this article is not primarily 
to compare and contrast the kingdom of 
God in the Gospels with the kingdom of 
God in Paul, though it will be necessary 
and helpful occasionally to do so, but to 
explore the theme of the kingdom in Paul 
and the role it plays in his presentation 
of the gospel.2 This article serves to set 
out the basic patterns of the kingdom 
as it appears in Paul with the hope that 
readers will be encouraged to pursue 
further study in this important but often 
neglected aspect of Paul’s theology. 
Ultimately, I hope that the kingdom will 
receive more emphasis in preaching and 
teaching on Paul’s epistles. 

What follows is a brief consideration 
of some of the kingdom texts in Paul. 
Though much of what appears here is 
not “new,” the arrangement and ordering 
of the texts and themes differs from the 
way they are typically handled in works 
on Paul. The texts are divided up in three 
thematic sections. First, for Paul the king-
dom of God is centered on the risen and 
ruling Christ and has a prevailing escha-
tological emphasis. Here the kingdom is 
inextricably linked to Paul’s soteriology. 
Second, Paul describes the citizens of the 
kingdom of God as those marked by char-
acter and conduct that identify them as 
the people who will inherit the consum-
mated kingdom. At this point we see the 
in-breaking of the kingdom in the lives of 
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its subjects who are empowered to live in 
a manner worthy of the kingdom. In the 
third section, which I call “Paul and the 
‘Mustard Seed’ Kingdom,” Paul himself 
is the subject showing himself as one who 
grasps and exemplifies the reality of the 
kingdom we read about in the Gospels. 
Paul’s life and ministry is an example of 
what the kingdom looks like in practice. 

 
The Rule and Reign of the Risen 
and Redeeming Christ

At the heart of Paul’s concept of 
the kingdom of God is the risen and 
enthroned Christ. Without suggesting yet 
another “center” of Paul’s theology, it is 
safe to say that the reality of the reigning 
Christ is a key component of Paul’s theol-
ogy. In each case, these kingdom texts in 
Paul are connected to the central Pauline 
theme of redemption through the cross. 
Paul’s soteriology and his concept of the 
kingdom are inseparable. 

Colossians 1
In Col 1:13 Paul gives the basis for his 

thanks to God on behalf of the Colossians 
that begins in 1:3 and reaches a climax in 
his prayer in 1:9-12. Paul’s ultimate reason 
for giving thanks and for his confidence 
that God will in fact grant knowledge, 
fruitfulness, and perseverance, is that 
God has “rescued us from the dominion 
of darkness and transferred us to the 
kingdom of His beloved Son” (1:13). 

At the forefront is the idea that the 
Colossians have been moved from one 
kingdom to another—from the kingdom 
of darkness to that of the Son—or, as he 
says in v. 12 to “an inheritance of the saints 
in the Light.” For Paul, the kingdom is 
now in the hands of the Son by virtue of 
the resurrection. Through the cross and 
resurrection believers are made members 

of a new kingdom. Note that here it is 
not the kingdom of God but that of “His 
beloved Son.” By asserting Jesus as King, 
Paul lays the foundation for verses 16-20 
in which Christ has preeminence over 
all things in part by virtue of being the 
creator of all “thrones or dominions or 
rulers or authorities” (v. 16).

Christ’s kingly preeminence is not 
grounded in creation alone but in redemp-
tion, for it is through the “blood of his 
cross” that all things are reconciled to 
God (v. 20). This same connection is made 
in chapter 2 where Christ, in whom all the 
fullness of God dwells, is declared as the 
“head over all rule and authority.” In him 
believers are cleansed (circumcision of 
Christ v. 11), buried, and raised with him 
(v. 12), and God makes them alive with 
Him, having forgiven all transgressions 
(v. 13), all of which was accomplished at 
the cross where the “rulers and authori-
ties” were defeated and put on “public 
display” (vv. 14-15). Thus in this text key 
elements of Paul’s Gospel—forgiveness, 
union, sanctification—are connected to 
the theme of Christ ruling and reigning. 
It should also be noted that Paul’s exhor-
tations to the Colossians are informed by 
the understanding that Christ is above 
“seated at the right hand of God.” In other 
words, Paul’s ethics is established in the 
reigning Christ—but more of that later. 

1 Corinthians 15:20-28 
In this text we find another conver-

gence of the themes of kingdom and 
redemption. Likewise, we see the concept 
of the kingdom, again centered in the 
risen and ruling Christ, appearing with 
another key element in Paul’s theology, 
i.e., Adam/Christ Christology. The second 
Adam, Christ, is also the reigning King 
under whose feet all things are subjected. 



54

His kingship is displayed ultimately in his 
defeat of the great Adamic enemy, namely, 
death (15:26). Like Colossians, there is 
a general theme of preeminence in this 
text, and again Christ’s preeminence is 
linked to the resurrection. In Col 1:18 he 
is the “first born from the dead,” here he 
is the “first fruits of those who are asleep” 
(15:20). As the first fruits of the resurrec-
tion, Christ is the guarantee of the resur-
rection for all believers. The phrase “first 
fruits,” is not simply a guarantee—the 
first fruits stand for the whole harvest.3 
The resurrection of the King guarantees 
the resurrection of his people. 

In this text Christ’s resurrection and 
the final resurrection of all believers is 
conceived as one, unbroken eschatological 
chain of events that begins with resurrec-
tion and is consummated by delivering 
“up the kingdom to the God and Father, 
when he has abolished all rule and all 
authority and power.” This seems to be 
in contrast to Colossians 1 where the 
kingdom belongs to the Son. The contrast, 
however, is a matter of eschatological 
emphasis and can be accounted for by the 
already/not yet aspect of the kingdom. 
Here Paul’s focus is on the consumma-
tion of the kingdom that began with the 
resurrection of Christ and progresses on 
to the resurrection of those in union with 
him. Thus Paul speaks of things happen-
ing in their proper order—or each in its 
own rank (tagma). When the “end” comes, 
the reigning Son will, in dramatic fash-
ion, subject even his rule to God who has 
subjected all things to the Son (v.28). All 
of this happens in fulfillment of Psalm 8 
and a consideration of the context of that 
Psalm along with the other Psalm that 
shapes this text, namely Psalm 110, reveals 
a vital connection between Colossians 
and 1 Corinthians. 

The Present and Future Rule of the 
Coming Messiah

In Psalm 8 the son of man is elevated 
to the status of a King whose kingdom 
extends over all creation: “Yet you have 
made him a little lower than God, And 
you crown him with glory and majesty! 
You cause him to rule over the works of 
Your hands; You have put all things under 
his feet, All sheep and oxen, And also 
the beasts of the field, The birds of the 
heavens, and the fish of the sea” (vv. 5-8). 
Significantly, the kingdom over which this 
son of man reigns is cast in language used 
to describe the universal dominion of God 
in other OT texts, particularly the Psalms. 
Psalm 47:7 declares that God is the King 
of all the earth; Psalm 93 envisions the 
Lord enthroned and ruling and reigning 
even over the raging seas; in Psalm 96, 
the heavens, the earth, the thundering 
sea and all it contains—along with all 
the nations—rejoice over the reigning 
Lord and his coming judgment; likewise, 
Psalm 97 says, “The Lord reigns, let the 
earth rejoice” and then portrays the earth 
as trembling, and the mountains “melted 
like wax at the presence of the Lord”; and 
finally, Psalm 99: “The Lord reigns, let the 
peoples tremble, He is enthroned above 
the cherubim, let the earth shake” (v.1). 
Paul, in the language of Psalm 8, which 
itself contains OT imagery reserved for 
God’s kingship, depicts Jesus as the sover-
eign ruler of God’s creation, reigning over 
all things as they have been submitted 
to him by God. This is a present reality, 
yet it is no static kingdom but a kingdom 
that is moving ever onwards toward an 
eschatological consummation when the 
final enemy of God’s kingdom is defeated. 
Paul’s conception of the kingdom brings 
the present and the future together. This 
forges a direct link between Paul and 
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Jesus and their concept of the kingdom—a 
topic to pursue at another time. 

It is also instructive to consider the 
broader context of the other Psalm 
employed by Paul in this text, namely 
Psalm 110.4 In verse 25 Paul says, “He 
must reign until he has put all enemies 
under his feet.” This allusion to Psalm 
110:1 links together Paul’s teaching on 
the present rule of Christ to the climactic 
episode that will come at the end. The 
Davidic Lord in Psalm 110 will, as both 
King and priest, finally defeat all other 
kings and nations (vv. 5-6). Yet in the 
meantime he will rule in the presence 
of his enemies at the right hand of God 
who is submitting and subduing all his 
enemies under his feet.” The messianic 
King has sovereign rule but the day is 
coming when that sovereign rule will be 
exerted fully and finally. 

This matches Paul’s trajectory of the 
kingdom. Christ, as the second Adam 
brings life in the wake of the death that 
spread from Adam (v. 22); as the first fruits 
his resurrection guarantees and stands 
for the future resurrection of all those 
in union with him—he rises, then those 
who belong to him rise (v.23). Then, with 
the resurrection of those in union with 
Christ, when every “ruler, authority, and 
power” is destroyed, the end comes and 
the kingdom is handed over to God the 
Father—this is the consummation of the 
kingdom (v.24). Verses 25-26 give us the 
reason for why it happens in just this 
way—because it is necessary for him to 
rule until the ultimate, Adamic enemy, 
death, is destroyed. The allusion to Psalm 
110 in v. 27 grounds Paul’s argument and 
chronology in Scripture and leads to the 
“when” of verse 28. The “when” in verse 
28 is the “then” that Paul speaks of in 24: 
“when all things are subjected to him, then 

the son himself will also be subjected to 
him who put all things under him, that 
God may be all in all.”5 So Christ is ruling 
from resurrection to consummation—or 
as Garland puts it, “Christ’s reign does not 
wait until the parousia, but rather begins 
at his resurrection.”6 His reign climaxes 
at the end when death, the enemy that 
arrived in the first Adam, is defeated and 
he delivers over the kingdom and subjects 
even himself to God—the unfolding of 
redemption comes to a close and we are 
left with “the unchallenged reign of God 
alone.” 

As in Colossians there is a direct con-
nection between Paul’s soteriology and 
his theology of the kingdom. The larger 
context of chapter 15 supports this idea. 
It is the life-giving, death-conquering sec-
ond Adam whose resurrection guarantees 
both the forgiveness of sins (v. 17) and the 
future, immortal, imperishable life (vv. 
53-54). Note that the enemies of the king-
dom cannot be reduced to earthly king-
doms and empires—no, Paul’s perspective 
is not as eschatologically over-realized as 
that—the true enemies are sin and death. 
Whatever this text might say or imply 
about earthly empires and kingdoms, it 
is clear that Paul understands the ulti-
mate enemy, the only enemy that really 
matters, to be spiritual in nature—death 
(which I take to be the condemnation that 
flows from Adam’s sin) must be defeated. 
That is the enemy that awaits final subjec-
tion under the feet of Jesus. It has been 
defeated in Christ’s resurrection, it will 
be finally defeated at the final resurrec-
tion where those in union with him will 
receive his final victory, the final subject-
ing of all things under the feet of the Lord 
of Psalm 110. 

This is helpful, I believe, for under-
standing Paul’s difficult statement in  
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v. 24: “then comes the end, when He deliv-
ers up the kingdom to the God and Father, 
when He has abolished all rule and all 
authority and power.” What Paul has in 
view here, I suggest, is the consummation 
of the entire history of redemption. The 
reign of Christ the King is spoken of here 
specifically in its redemptive function. 
His cross and resurrection establish his 
position as the ruling and reigning Christ 
who sits on the throne ruling over the 
enemies of the kingdom. These enemies, 
though defeated, must still be fully sub-
jected and destroyed. Once the enemies 
of the kingdom have been defeated once 
and for all, that specific redemptive role 
reaches its climax—there is nothing left 
to subject under his feet, it is the end of 
the “already and not yet.” When finally 
death is defeated, the “not yet” is real-
ized. At that time the kingdom of God 
is established on earth as it is in heaven, 
and the Son, with all enemies having 
been destroyed, completes, as it were, his 
redemptive role and subjects even himself 
to the Father so that, as Paul says in verse 
28, “God may be all in all.” As Schlatter 
puts it, “According to Pauline Christology, 
when Christ has fulfilled his commis-
sion, there can be no result other than the 
glorification of God, who is the author of 
all the authority and glory of Christ and 
all of life’s creation in union with him.”7 
While this interpretation may not tie up 
all loose ends, I think it does alleviate the 
tension interpreters have felt between this 
text and Rev 11:15 in which the seventh 
trumpet sounds and from heaven it is 
declared that “The kingdom of the world 
has become the kingdom of our Lord, and 
of His Christ; and He will reign forever 
and ever.” The end-goal of salvation and 
the ultimate manifestation of the kingdom 
of God go hand-in-hand. 

Now we’ll consider briefly a text not 
typically grouped with kingdom texts in 
Paul, but one that I think should be. 

Ephesians 1
Though Ephesians chapter 1 does not 

contain explicit lexical connections (that 
is, neither “kingdom” nor “kingdom of 
God” appear in them), it affirms that the 
kingdom in Paul’s Gospel is tied to Paul’s 
soteriology and focused on the rule of the 
risen King. 

In Ephesians 1 Paul prays that his read-
ers would, among other things, under-
stand that the power that is at work in 
them is the same power that raised Jesus 
from the dead (vv. 19-20). Not only did 
the power of God raise Jesus from the 
dead, it also 

seated him at His right hand in 
the heavens, far above all rule and 
authority and power and domin-
ion, and every name that is named, 
not only in this age, but also in the 
one to come. And He put all things 
in subjection under His feet, and 
gave Him as head over all things to 
the church, which is His body, the 
fullness of Him who fills all in all 
(1:20-23). 

Paul’s words pasēs archēs kai exousias kai 
dunameōs kai kuriotētos (v. 21) parallel 
Colossians 1 and 2 where, as we saw 
earlier, Paul asserts that Christ is both 
the creator of all things, eite thronoi eite 
kuriotētes eite archai eite exousiai (1:16) and 
the one through whom God disarmed 
“the rulers and powers” (tas archas kai tas 
exousias) at the cross and “triumphed over 
them through him” (2:15). In Ephesians 1 
the rule and reign of Christ is presented 
by Paul as the reality that exists as a result 
of God’s redemption in Christ. Again, as 
in both Colossians and 1 Corinthians, 
redemption and resurrection are the 
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precursors to the enthronement of Christ 
the King. The recitation of the gospel 
in Ephesians 1, in which Paul locates 
the believer’s election, predestination, 
adoption, redemption and forgiveness 
in Christ (1:4-7) and the following prayer 
concerning the transforming reality of the 
gospel (1:15-19), are anchored in the fact 
that Christ has risen and is enthroned as 
King over all things. Christ the redeemer 
and Christ the King are inseparable. Sote-
riology and kingdom go together.

There are two other links to the king-
dom in this passage. Paul affirms that 
when the Ephesians came to faith in 
Christ they were also “sealed in him with 
the Holy Spirit of promise, who is a down 
payment of our inheritance” (1:13-14). In 
Paul’s epistles inheritance language is cen-
tral to many kingdom texts. For instance, 
in Ephesians 5:5 Paul will again use the 
term “inheritance” and further define it 
as “inheritance in the kingdom of God.” 
The Spirit, as we shall see, is also present 
in a number of Paul’s kingdom texts. Here 
the Spirit himself is the down payment of 
the future inheritance and is implicitly the 
power that is working in them, the same 
power that raised Jesus from the dead 
when the Father placed the risen Christ at 
his right hand (1:19-20). The Spirit, who is 
the down payment, also empowers believ-
ers toward their inheritance.

This provides a good transition to the 
next section. We’ll now turn our attention 
to a second theme that characterizes the 
kingdom in Paul’s Gospel, the kind of 
life that characterizes the inheritors of 
the kingdom.

Living in the “Already Present” 
Kingdom of God—or, the Present 
Marks of a Future Inheritance

Perhaps the clearest overlap between 

the kingdom of God in the Synoptic 
Gospels and the kingdom of God in Paul 
is the association of the kingdom with 
ethics—or better put, the kind of behavior 
that characterizes those who are in the 
kingdom over against that which char-
acterizes those who are excluded from 
the kingdom. Like Jesus, Paul is not con-
cerned with proclaiming a mere objective, 
or abstract kingdom, but a real kingdom 
with real citizens who live according to 
the standards of the kingdom. This citi-
zenship is described in terms of having 
moved from death to life, or from dark-
ness to light—not just from one opinion 
to another or one view to another. Again 
we see a link to soteriology. The redeemed 
are the citizens of the kingdom of God. 
For Paul, like Jesus, the behavior that 
should characterize the citizens of the 
kingdom is not something optional, or 
taught as good advice worth thinking 
about and perhaps trying out from time 
to time. Paul is quite clear about who 
will and will not inherit the kingdom of 
God. The “already/not yet” aspect of the 
kingdom of God is evident here as well. 
Paul speaks of the kingdom of God in 
both present and future terms. There are 
expectations for the behavior and life of 
believers in the present that are linked to 
the future consummation of the kingdom. 
The future inheritance should be evident 
in the present. 

Galatians 5
In Galatians 5 Paul is clear about who 

will and will not inherit the kingdom 
of God.8 The starting point for Paul’s 
well-known list of the fruits of the Spirit 
is the summary of the whole Law from 
Lev 19:18—you shall love your neighbor 
as yourself (5:14). The fruit of the Spirit 
describes, in my view, the expectations 
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for the life of the justified. In other words, 
chapter 5 should be read while keeping 
the previous four chapters in mind. Paul’s 
soteriology provides the backdrop for 
what he has to say about the lives of those 
who inherit the kingdom in chapter 5. 
Justification by faith, rather than leading 
to antinomianism, leads to freedom. It 
leads to a life that looks outward, beyond 
oneself, to God and to neighbor, and it is 
worth noting that one thing that charac-
terizes all the fruit of the Spirit is the fact 
that it is all outward focused. The life of 
the justified is a life of true freedom—
freedom to obey the love command, a cen-
tral characteristic of life in the kingdom of 
God. And these are not mere personal or 
private traits, but things that are practiced 
in the community—it’s easy, after all, to 
be patient with yourself. The fruit of the 
Spirit is what loving one’s neighbor looks 
like in real life. It could justly be called 
“the fruit of the kingdom.” 

Set in stark contrast to the outward 
focused, other-centeredness of the fruit 
of the Spirit are the deeds of the flesh—
behavior that is self-motivated and 
self-centered. This behavior, spanning 
the globe from immorality to idolatry, 
jealously, dissention, and envy (to name 
but a few) have an ultimate consequence. 
As Paul puts it in verse 21, “those who do 
such will not inherit the kingdom of God.” 
I think it is safe to infer that the fruit of the 
Spirit, which follows in verses 22 and 23, 
describes what must characterize those 
who will inherit the kingdom of God. While 
this may cause us some discomfort—the 
conclusion seems unavoidable. Citizen-
ship in the kingdom of God must be 
marked by these fruits—otherwise, one 
will not inherit the kingdom. 

This conclusion should not raise the red 
flag of works-righteousness, after all these 

are the fruits of the Spirit not the fruits of 
the self. Besides, we have no problem what-
soever with what Paul states beforehand. 
No Christian is surprised at all by the 
fact that the immoral or the idolaters will 
not inherit the kingdom of God. In fact, 
evangelical Christians often take vocal 
stands against those who claim to be 
Christians but whose lives are marked by 
some of the very things Paul condemns. 
We simply do not believe that one can live 
a consistently immoral life and have hope 
of a future inheritance. Why, then, should 
we be hesitant to assert that those who 
inherit the kingdom ought to be charac-
terized by love, patience, gentleness, and 
all the rest? These virtues are the present 
marks of citizenship in the kingdom, they 
are evidence of a future inheritance. The 
key is to remember that the inheritors of 
the kingdom are the redeemed, they are 
those who have been justified by faith. 
The fruit of the Spirit, necessary for final 
inheritance is the evidence of the work 
that has taken place in them—a work that 
included the gift of the Spirit. When Paul 
scolds the Galatians in chapter 3 he asks, 
“did you receive the Spirit by works of the 
Law or by hearing and faith?” (v. 2). He 
then adds, “Are you so foolish? Having 
begun by the Spirit, are you now being 
perfected by the flesh?” (v. 3). “Works-
righteousness” was ruled out in chapter 
3 and Paul does not then turn around and 
make final inheritance of the kingdom 
based on works. The true inheritors of 
the kingdom—those who have received 
the Spirit—must not live as those who do 
not have the Spirit and will not inherit the 
kingdom. They must show the fruit of the 
Spirit they received. 

Ephesians 5 
In Eph 5:7 Paul urges his readers to 
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“walk as children of the light” over against 
the “unfruitful deeds of darkness”—that 
is, I take it, their manner of life, described 
in 2:2, “when you were dead in your tres-
passes and sins, in which you formerly 
walked according to the course of this 
world, according to the prince of the 
power of the air, of the spirit that is now 
working in the sons of disobedience” 
(2:1-2). This is supported by the fact that 
Paul here reminds them that they used 
to live in the darkness and he even uses 
a phrase taken right from 2:2, “the sons of 
disobedience.”9 It is clear that Paul has a 
reasonable expectation that the Ephesians 
will be new people characterized by a 
new life. As in Galatians 5, the kingdom 
is mentioned here in negative terms in 
regard to who will not inherit it. He is not 
simply concerned to show the differences 
objectively, but to warn his readers away 
from the kind of living that is unfitting for 
those for whom Christ died (see v. 1). So he 
commands them not to allow “immorality 
or any impurity or greed even be named 
among you, as is proper among saints; 
and no foolish, silly talk, or course jok-
ing, which are not fitting but rather give 
thanks” (vv. 3-4). He then reminds them 
“that no immoral or impure or covetous 
person who is an idolater has an inheri-
tance in the kingdom of Christ and God” (v. 
5). Again the inference seems clear: if it 
is not surprising that the immoral will 
not inherit the kingdom of God, then it 
should not be surprising if the converse 
is true – that there is a way of life that 
should characterize those who do have an 
inheritance in the kingdom of God. And 
this is exactly the inference we can draw 
from what Paul says. In contrast to those 
who walk in darkness and do not have an 
inheritance in the kingdom of God, the 
Ephesians are exhorted to “walk as chil-

dren of light” (v. 8). This walking in the 
light is accompanied by particular fruit, 
as he goes on to say, “for the fruit of the 
light is in all goodness and righteousness 
and truth” (v. 9). Given what we saw in 
Galatians 5 it should not surprise us that 
Paul will move from this section to teach-
ing that is community, or “other,” focused. 
Two kingdoms are in view here—the 
kingdom of darkness and the kingdom 
of God. Citizenship in both kingdoms is 
marked by ways of living that are set in 
contrast to life in the other kingdom. 

It is also worth noticing here that 
Paul’s discussion of the kingdom of God, 
though different from the texts consid-
ered earlier, is nevertheless rooted in the 
cross and resurrection. The way of liv-
ing Paul describes here, and throughout 
chapters 5 and 6, flows from 5:1. Paul calls 
them to “be imitators of God, as beloved 
children; and walk in love, just as Christ 
also loved you, and gave himself up for 
us, an offering and a sacrifice to God as a 
fragrant aroma.” There is no disconnect 
in Paul between soteriology and life. 
No real division between doctrine and 
practice. Having established in chapter 1 
that Christ is ruling and reigning over all 
things as a result of his cross and resur-
rection, and that believers have received 
the Holy Sprit as a down payment of their 
inheritance, Paul returns to the cross and 
resurrection as the basis for the new life 
lived out by those who are living under 
the exalted Christ and who will finally 
inherit the kingdom. 

1 Corinthians 6 
The beginning of chapter 6 concerns 

one of various problems Paul addresses 
in the Corinthian church. This is about 
lawsuits; particularly lawsuits between 
believers. Paul draws their attention to 
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the damage that such an action (believers 
being tried by unbelievers) does to the 
church. Paul’s solution for a better way to 
approach this matter and to avoid damage 
to the church from both inside and outside 
is radical and aimed at both parties: “Why 
not rather be wronged? Why not rather be 
defrauded?” he says to one party (v. 7), 
and then turns to condemn the party that 
did the initial wrong and defrauding in 
verse 8. For believers to behave like this is 
unthinkable for Paul. And why? However 
else we might answer, we can at least say 
that such an action runs contrary to what 
should characterize those who will inherit 
the kingdom of God. Again we can infer 
this conclusion from a negative statement 
about who will not inherit the kingdom of 
God. The behavior of the Corinthians in 
this matter is making them indistinguish-
able from the world (the other kingdom) 
and if they persist Paul reminds them of 
the consequences. In verse 9 he says, “Or 
do you not know that the unrighteous 
will not inherit the kingdom of God?” He 
then goes on to level the sinful playing 
field—their behavior, their unrighteous-
ness, is no light matter, it is on par with 
the lifestyle of others who will not inherit 
the kingdom, for “neither fornicators, nor 
idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, 
nor homosexuals, nor thieves, nor covet-
ous people, nor drunkards, nor revilers, 
nor swindlers, shall inherit the kingdom 
of God” (v. 10). Paul is, once again, mak-
ing a sharp distinction between who will 
and who will not inherit the kingdom. 
As in Ephesians 5 Paul points out to the 
Corinthians that they are not living up to 
the standards of the kingdom—they are 
living up to the standards of the kingdom 
in which they used to live. Thus in verse 
11, after the character vices in verses 9 
and 10, Paul says, “and such were some 

of you.” 
There is another connection here with a 

theme we have seen before and it is found 
in the second part of verse 11. Again we 
see the kingdom of God brought up in a 
close connection with Paul’s soteriology. 
Those who live as Paul describes in verses 
9 and 10 will not inherit the kingdom, and 
what the Corinthians need to remember 
is that though they used to be those very 
people, there is something that ought to 
cause a definite break with their former 
way of life—“you were washed, you 
were sanctified, your were justified in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
in the Spirit of God.” This leads to yet 
another connection with the kingdom 
in Paul. This time the connection is the 
Spirit. Earlier, in Galatians 5, we saw 
the connection between inheritance of 
the kingdom and the fruit of the Spirit. 
Here in 1 Corinthians 6 the agency of the 
Spirit in salvation is connected to Paul’s 
discussion of inheriting the kingdom. 
With these texts in mind, two more texts 
deserve attention.

 
Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 
4:20-21 – The Empowering Presence 
in the Kingdom

In a nutshell, Paul’s concern in Romans 
14 is that each believer make it his busi-
ness to think of the good of others before 
his own. The “strong” have no right to 
run roughshod over the “weak” and jus-
tify it on the basis of Christian freedom. 
Though a believer may have the freedom 
to partake of various things, nothing must 
be allowed to become a stumbling block 
for others. Paul’s concern is that a misuse 
of freedom may ultimately result in caus-
ing a brother to act against conscience, 
and thus apart from faith, in short, they 
may cause a brother to sin (vv. 14, 23). In 
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short, a brother in Christ should be more 
important than the exercise of personal 
freedom. A person for whom Christ died 
trumps personal indulgence in food and 
drink. As Paul puts it, “Do not destroy 
with your food him for whom Christ 
died” (v. 15). In the middle of this discus-
sion, Paul gives the Romans a larger per-
spective in which food and drink become 
mere trifling things in comparison; and 
that larger perspective is the kingdom of 
God. He says in verse 17, “the kingdom 
of God is not eating and drinking, but 
righteousness, and peace and joy in the 
Holy Spirit.” The kingdom is present and 
established in them by the Spirit (not by 
food or drink) and his gifts of righteous-
ness, joy, and peace “translate themselves 
into present-day realities.”10 These reali-
ties are lost when, rather than pursuing 
“the things which make for peace and the 
building up of one another” (v. 19), they 
pursue their own personal interests. By 
placing personal freedom, here in the 
form of eating and drinking, above the 
good of others, they are forgetting how 
they received the kingdom and what 
should mark those who belong to it.11 
What is really at stake is the evidence of 
the present reality of the kingdom in the 
lives of these believers. The “spiritual 
harm” the strong are inflicting on the 
weak through the exercise of personal 
freedom stands in direct opposition “to 
what is truly important in the kingdom 
of God.”12 This text is another example 
in Paul of the kingdom in connection to 
behavior and conduct in the churches. 
Note further that what is most evident 
here is the current reality of the kingdom. 
The “already” aspect is emphasized as a 
ground for Paul’s argument. What should 
characterizes life in the “already” king-
dom is joyful service to one another in 

the reality of a Spirit filled life. 
The “already” emphasis is also evident 

in 1 Cor 4:20-21. Paul asserts that the 
kingdom of God is not just empty talk, 
it is about God’s saving power.13 When 
Paul says “the kingdom of God does not 
consist in words but in power,” this fits 
with 2:5 where he says that his gospel 
came in the demonstration of the Spirit 
and of power. The kingdom is a present 
reality again linked to the presence of the 
Spirit. With this in mind, recall that the 
Holy Spirit appears in the context of both 
Galatians 5 and 1 Corinthians 6. The Spirit 
is the empowering force of the kingdom.14 
I would suggest that the Spirit of God is 
actually that which connects the present 
reality of the kingdom with the future 
consummation.15 The kingdom of God in 
Paul “occurs in such a way as to link the 
promise of the future reign of God with 
the present experience of the Spirit, with 
present lifestyles and priorities.”16 

If Colossians 1, 1 Corinthians 15, and 
Ephesians 1 emphasize the current reign 
of the risen Christ as the inauguration of 
the present kingdom of God, then Ephe-
sians 5, along with Galatians 5, 1 Corin-
thians 6, Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 4 
emphasize the new life lived out presently 
under Christ’s Kingship. 

Connecting with the Gospels
The most obvious connection between 

the kingdom in the Gospels and the 
kingdom in Paul is the concern about the 
faith, behavior, character, and obedience 
that serve as the marks of the kingdom 
of God. If we consider just a few of the 
many examples taken from the synoptic 
Gospels, we can see clearly these four 
marks of the kingdom. 

Unless your righteousness exceeds 
that of the Scribes and Pharisees you 
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cannot enter the kingdom of God 
(Matt 5:20).17

“It is not those who say “Lord, 
Lord,” but who do the will of my 
Father that will enter the kingdom 
of God” Matt 7:21.

Whoever does not receive the king-
dom of God like a child, will never 
enter it (Luke 18:17).

It is better for you to enter the 
kingdom of God with one eye, than 
having two eyes, to be cast into hell 
(Mark 9:47). 

Along with these explicit examples we 
need also to consider texts such as the 
ending of the Sermon on the Mount—
which I take to be all about the ethics of 
the kingdom. Shortly after saying that not 
everyone who says “Lord, Lord” will enter 
the kingdom of God, Jesus draws an infer-
ence from the whole sermon—those who 
hear and practice his teachings will stand, 
those who hear but do not practice them 
will not. I do not think it is a stretch to 
interpret this to mean that it is only those 
who both hear and practice the teaching 
of Jesus who will enter the kingdom. 

Entering or Inheriting?
In the Gospels, Jesus typically speaks 

of “entering” the kingdom while Paul is 
inclined to say that one “inherits” the 
kingdom. Is the difference in vocabulary 
significant? Paul’s inheritance language is 
linked to his eschatological emphasis as 
one who awaits the return and final vic-
tory of the risen king (1 Corinthians 15). 
The age ushered in by the cross and res-
urrection is one in which believers have a 
share in the kingdom but await their full 
inheritance—the consummated kingdom. 
Moreover, Paul’s concept of adoption 
(Ephesians 1) that is linked to his role as 
the missionary to the Gentiles to whom 
he brought a message of full acceptance 

into the people of God, favors his use of 
“inheriting the kingdom.” Paul’s steward-
ship is the message that “the Gentiles are 
fellow heirs and fellow members of the 
body, and fellow partakers of the promise 
in Christ Jesus through the gospel” (Eph 
3:6). Jesus, on the other hand, proclaimed 
the arrival of the kingdom in his life and 
ministry and the need of repentance in 
the light of “the gospel of God,” that is, 
the arrival of the kingdom (Mark 1:4-15). 
Believing in Jesus meant entering the 
kingdom. 

There are additional reasons not to 
make too fine a distinction between enter-
ing and inheriting the kingdom. First, 
as Wenham points out, “The OT speaks 
of Israel entering and inheriting the 
promised land (e.g., Deut 4:1; 6:18; 16:20); 
the concepts are virtually synonymous 
and interchangeable when applied to the 
kingdom.”18 The Israelites would both 
enter and inherit the land. Second, there 
are examples in both the Gospels and in 
Paul’s letters where the typical words are 
not used. In 1 Thess 2:12 Paul neither uses 
“enter” nor “inherit” but his language 
“implies the idea of entering.”19 In that 
text Paul tells the Thessalonians that his 
work among them is for this purpose: “so 
that you may work in a manner worthy of 
the God who called you to his kingdom 
and glory.” In Matt 25:34, the sheep on the 
right hand of the King hear these words: 
“Come, blessed of the Father, inherit the 
kingdom prepared for you before the 
foundation of the world.” So when Jesus 
speaks of the kingdom in terms of its 
final consummation, it is not the common 
Gospels term “enter” but, “inherit”—the 
term we would expect in similar contexts 
in Paul. 

For Jesus, as with Paul, those who will 
ultimately inherit the kingdom will live 
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lives that are marked by faith in God, and 
love for God and neighbor. The subjects 
of the kingdom will live according to the 
teaching of the King. These are the ones 
who will enter and inherit the kingdom. 
It is also worth noting, though I can’t 
pursue it at this point, that it is not only 
Spirit-transformed lives needed to enter 
the kingdom, what is ultimately needed 
is a totally transformed existence—final 
perfection in every way. As Paul says in 1 
Cor 15:50, “flesh and blood cannot inherit 
the kingdom of God; nor does the imper-
ishable inherit the perishable.” In order 
to inherit the kingdom finally—in other 
words to enter into the presence of the 
King—believers will be resurrected with 
new and perfect bodies suitable for life in 
the universally consummated kingdom. 
Just as Christ was enthroned only after 
his victory manifested at the resurrection, 
so too it is only after believers follow him 
in the final resurrection that they will be 
glorified with him and receive the full 
fruits of the victory he won for us (1 Cor 
15:57). 

The Contours of the Kingdom in 
Paul—Or: “Paul and the ‘Mustard-
seed’ Kingdom” 

One aspect of the kingdom of God in 
Paul worth pursuing does not involve 
Paul’s explicit teaching on the kingdom. 
It has to do with Paul himself and how 
we can see the contours of the kingdom 
in his life and ministry. This is the shape 
the kingdom of God takes in the life of 
Paul and in the lives of his readers—in 
other words, what the kingdom of God 
looks like day to day. Here I believe we 
see remarkable connections with the 
kingdom in the life and teaching of Jesus. 
It is often said that Paul’s teaching on the 
kingdom has a cruciform shape—I think 

we could also say that the kingdom of 
God in Paul’s life has a cruciform shape. 
Briefly, I’d like to consider three examples 
of this theme in 1 Thessalonians 2; 2 Thes-
salonians 1; and, 2 Timothy 4. 

1 Thessalonians 2
In verse 12 Paul tells the Thessalonians 

why he and his co-workers endure all the 
hardship they face: “so that you may walk 
in a manner worthy of the God who calls 
you into His own kingdom and glory” 
(incidentally, in Col 4:11 Paul refers to 
his co-workers as “fellow workers for the 
kingdom of God”). The “worthy manner” 
of course fits in with the things consid-
ered in the second section of this paper 
but what I want to consider here is that 
this life worthy of the kingdom comes 
as a direct result of Paul’s ministry of the 
gospel. Four times in this section Paul 
refers to the gospel. Three of these refer-
ences are to “the gospel of God,” a phrase 
that parallels Mark’s description of Jesus’ 
preaching of the kingdom in Mark 1:14-15: 
“After John had been put into prison Jesus 
came into Galilee preaching the gospel of 
God, saying, ‘The time is fulfilled and the 
kingdom of God is at hand, repent and 
believe the gospel.’” The other reference 
to the gospel comes in verse 3 where Paul 
speaks of his “exhortation.” The notable 
thing here is the connection between the 
kingdom, the gospel of God, and the suf-
fering that Paul endures. Paul’s suffering 
in his gospel ministry is suffering for the 
sake of the kingdom, here specifically for 
the sake of the Thessalonians’ entrance 
into the kingdom. He reminds them of the 
suffering and mistreatment he received in 
Philippi and he tells them in verse 8 that 
because of the affection he has for them he 
was glad not only to give them the gospel 
of God but his own life as well. Here I 
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think we see Paul living out the kingdom 
precisely in the way Jesus describes in 
Mark 8—suffering for his sake and for his 
gospel; and in Mark 10—becoming a ser-
vant of all people. So, the “labor” and the 
“hardship” with which Paul ministered 
the gospel is a reflection of the kingdom, 
or the contours of the kingdom described 
by Jesus in the Gospels. Paul’s experience 
in his ministry of the gospel shows us the 
present form of the kingdom for those 
who proclaim the King.

2 Thessalonians 1
Suffering for the kingdom is not for 

Paul alone but for his readers as well. In 
chapter 1 Paul gives thanks for the Thes-
salonians’ perseverance in faith and love 
in the midst of persecutions and afflic-
tions. And why exactly are they suffering? 
In verse 5 Paul says that this is all taking 
place “so that you may be considered wor-
thy of the kingdom of God for which you 
indeed are suffering.” Again Paul speaks 
of a way of living that is worthy of the 
kingdom of God, specifically a life of faith 
and love, but here this theme is wedded 
directly to suffering for the kingdom of 
God. Not only this, we also see that the 
theme considered in the first section of 
this paper arises here as well—namely 
the rule of Christ over the enemies of 
the gospel and the final consummation 
of the kingdom. The suffering endured 
by the Thessalonians will be alleviated 
finally when Christ comes in power, I 
think its fair to say, “as the King,” and 
judges those who disobey “the gospel.” 
Like Paul, his readers experience suffering 
for the kingdom, and that suffering will 
cease when the reigning Christ returns 
to destroy once and for all the enemies of 
the kingdom. In the meantime, it is only 
through suffering that they will inherit 

the kingdom.
In this way, believers are following in 

the path of Christ (and subsequently the 
path of Paul) who as a result of suffering 
was enthroned. Believers endure suffer-
ing now at the hands of their enemies but 
this suffering is not aimless or random—it 
will culminate in the consummation of 
the kingdom when the King who suffered 
and rose to glory returns. 

2 Timothy 4 
At the end of his life, Paul is waiting 

for final vindication and entrance into 
the kingdom of God. His life, all the way 
to the end, follows the contours of the 
kingdom. In this text Paul is alone, hav-
ing been betrayed by Demas, opposed by 
Alexander the coppersmith (v. 16); and 
deserted at his first defense—yet the Lord 
who stood with him at that first defense 
“will,” says Paul, “deliver me from every 
evil deed, and will bring me safely to his 
heavenly kingdom” (v. 18). At the end of 
his life, suffering had not dimmed Paul’s 
view of the kingdom; in fact it is just the 
opposite, in the face of what many would 
judge as abject failure, Paul awaits the 
coming of the Lord, the King, who will 
vindicate his suffering and deliver him 
into the kingdom. 

On one level the life of Paul, and in 
particular the end of Paul’s life, was 
quite unremarkable. What I mean by 
this is that there is not much about it that 
appears triumphant, or victorious. To 
many people Paul’s life would not look 
very kingdom-like. But the kingdom Paul 
preached does not on the surface of things 
appear to be a very impressive kingdom. 
Yet it is precisely at this point that we 
may perceive that Paul fully grasped, 
accepted, and rejoiced in the kingdom 
preached by Jesus. This is the kingdom 
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that comes like a man who plants seed 
and then goes away, and while he’s away 
it grows secretly, quietly, and ultimately 
bears much fruit; this is the kingdom 
that is like a sower who sows seed, and 
much of it either doesn’t take root or it 
takes root and seems to grow but for 
various reasons, and however promising 
it may have appeared, it fails to mature. 
Yet, the seed that does take root grows 
up and ultimately bears a harvest that is 
beyond belief. This is the mustard seed 
kingdom—a kingdom with unremarkable 
beginnings but unimaginable endings. 

In Acts Paul went about preaching the 
kingdom of God, and this is precisely 
the way Luke four times describes Paul’s 
ministry (19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 30). Indeed, 
Paul’s calling and commission was to 
turn people from one kingdom to another. 
In chapter 7 Paul is told that he is being 
appointed as a minister and a witness “to 
open their eyes so that they may turn from 
darkness to light and from the dominion 
of Satan to God.” And an integral part of 
this witnessing was grasping and preach-
ing a particular, unavoidable fact, namely, 
as Paul reminded his churches, “through 
many tribulations we must enter the king-
dom of God.” If ever the kingdom of God 
in Paul is identical with the kingdom of 
God in the Gospels, it is precisely at this 
point. It is the kingdom that comes only 
through suffering and the cross. 

Conclusion
This article represents only a short 

excursion into an important topic for 
biblical studies, teaching, and preaching. 
In addition to the topics in this article, a 
study of the role and importance of the 
kingdom in Paul’s gospel ministry could 
provide fruitful results for understanding 
the place of the kingdom in Paul’s overall 

theology. It seems reasonable to assume 
that Luke’s use of “kingdom” in Acts in 
relation to Paul’s proclamation and minis-
try would be an acceptable description for 
Paul. Is there evidence in Paul’s epistles to 
substantiate this assumption? Given that 
the kingdom is associated with two major 
Pauline topics, salvation and Christian 
ethics, and given the fact that Paul’s life 
and ministry so clearly resemble Jesus’ 
teaching on the kingdom, there is a need 
to explore this topic further. A related 
question, and in a real sense the central 
question, has to do with overall place 
of the kingdom in Paul’s theology. Is it 
central to Paul’s theology or is it simply 
one of many important concepts? That 
is a large question, but one that deserves 
an answer. 

For now here are the basic observations 
about the kingdom in Paul. For Paul, sal-
vation is grounded in the crucified and 
risen Christ who, as a result of his resur-
rection, sits enthroned as King in majesty 
and will return to bring his kingdom to 
its appointed fulfillment. For Paul, those 
who believe in the King will inherit that 
fulfilled kingdom. In the meantime, their 
citizenship in the kingdom must be evi-
dent in the present. The true inheritors of 
the kingdom will manifest the kingdom 
in their lives and behavior. For Paul, the 
present reality of the kingdom means 
suffering in ministry and for the sake of 
the Gospel. We can see the kingdom in 
precisely the way Jesus taught it in the 
experience of Paul. For Paul, like Jesus, 
the kingdom means the cross and suffer-
ing as the only way to glory. From this it 
is safe to say that Paul is not far from the 
kingdom of God. 
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Introduction 
The United States Constitution isn’t a 

sacred document; it isn’t even a grammati-
cal one. That was the claim of E. B. White 
who, as one-half of Strunk and White, the 
twentieth century’s most famous team 
of style-writing experts, probably ought 
to know. In an essay in the New Yorker in 
1936, White pointed to the preamble’s lan-
guage of forming a “more perfect union.” 
Perfection is perfection, White noted, and 
degrees of more or less perfection have 
“turned many a grammarian’s stomach.” 
A grammatically-correct author, White 
concluded, would have written simply 
“in order to form a perfect union—a thing 
our forefathers didn’t dare predict, even 
for the sake of grammar.”1 The founding 
statesmen, of course, were reacting to 
something virtually all generations of 
humans have known—kingship, includ-
ing a divine right to rule. The American 
skepticism of such claims to monarchy 
has had an impact on more than simply 
the grammar of our founding docu-
ments. The hostility to monarchy and of 
utopianism—rightly placed hostility, in 
this present age—has left a Western cul-
ture in which “kingship” and “Kingdom” 
means very little, apart from a fast-food 
logo or the latest bored trivialities of the 
British royal family. It is little wonder, 
then, that Western Christians often read 
“Kingdom of God” in their Bibles as either 
“when the roll is called up yonder” or a 
denominational program or a sermon 
series or the sum total of their individual 

“quiet times.” 
The past century, though, has seen a 

renewed emphasis among evangelical 
Christians on the Kingdom of God both 
in its present and future manifestations. 
This ongoing reflection on the Kingdom 
has yielded, and promises to yield further, 
great insights on the mission of the church 
in the present age. 

This article argues that Baptist ecclesi-
ology particularly has much to learn from 
and contribute to the debate about the 
relationship between the Kingdom of God 
and the church. Some of the emphases 
being recovered by other Christians on 
this score resonate with central aspects 
of the Baptist vision of the church. The 
contention of this article is that under-
standing the church as a colony of the 
Kingdom in this already/not yet struc-
ture makes most sense within a Baptist 
ecclesial framework. The church, then, in 
its relationship to the Kingdom of Christ, 
is made up of subjects of the Kingdom, 
announces the onset of the Kingdom, and 
lives out the ethics of the Kingdom. A his-
toric, confessional Baptist ecclesiology has 
the exegetical and theological explanatory 
power lacking in some contemporary 
expressions of evangelical ecclesiology. 
A Baptist reassessment of the interplay 
between the church and the Kingdom, 
then, can serve to preserve Baptist dis-
tinctives in a post-denominational age, 
to press our Christian brothers outside of 
our fellowships toward more consistent 
applications of Kingdom theology to 
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church life, and to begin the process of 
revitalization and reform in local Baptist 
churches. 

The Church, the Kingdom,  
and the Development of 
Evangelical Ecclesiology

 Reformed theologian B. B. Warfield 
famously remarked that the Protestant 
Reformation represented the triumph 
of Augustine’s doctrine of grace over 
Augustine’s doctrine of the church.2 In 
fact, Warfield contended, Augustine’s 
soteriology and his ecclesiology were 
two children “struggling in the womb 
of his mind.”3 This is partially true, at 
least as it relates to apostolic succession 
of bishops and the sacramental economy. 
On the relationship of the church to the 
Kingdom of God, however, Augustinian 
themes remained to varying degrees 
within Protestant church thought, espe-
cially within the Lutheran and Reformed 
wings of Protestantism, for over a millen-
nium. Augustine identified the Kingdom 
as virtually synonymous with the church, 
both on earth and in heaven, ruling with 
Christ in the “thousand years” between 
his first and second comings.4 Contempo-
rary evangelical Christianity saw some 
attempts to distance the church and the 
Kingdom, seeing the Kingdom as future-
oriented, standing in judgment over the 
church, and indeed serving as the crite-
rion by which the institutional churches 
would be found faithful or apostate on 
the last day. 

Faced with what was deemed a doc-
trinally and morally falling Church 
of England in the nineteenth century, 
dispensationalism radically severed 
the church and the Kingdom of God, 
seeing the church as a “parenthesis” in 
God’s redemptive program. The church 

represented a mystery people, promised 
heavenly blessing. The Kingdom, how-
ever, was yet future, and belonged to 
ethnic Israel over whom Jesus would rule 
from David’s throne in a rebuilt Jerusa-
lem. When the church is raptured out of 
the world at the end of the age, and the 
kingdoms of this world are judged in the 
Great Tribulation, then the Kingdom of 
God will come with Jesus in the Eastern 
skies, the dispensationalists taught. This 
church/Kingdom distinction was helpful 
to American fundamentalists in the early 
twentieth-century when many (though 
not all) of them were influenced by the 
dispensationalist paradigm of the Scofield 
Reference Bible and Dallas Theological 
Seminary. After all, many of them were 
marginalized by churches and denomina-
tions that, just as the Church of England, 
were falling to Protestant liberalism and 
ethical latitudinarianism. 

The distinction between the Kingdom 
and the church was further affected by 
American revivalism, from the Great 
Awakenings onward, and accelerated 
rapidly with the explosion of parachurch 
ministries within the fundamentalist and 
evangelical movements of the twentieth 
century. Revivalism rightly sought to 
emphasize personal regeneration, and to 
speak against any illusion of reconcilia-
tion with God based on church member-
ship. Revivalist evangelicals also sought, 
again rightly, to embrace a unity that tran-
scended denominational particularities—
especially as the secularizing culture and 
the mainline Protestant establishment 
both reacted with hostility against what 
evangelicals took to be the gospel itself. 
Some of the most effective evangelistic, 
social ministry, personal discipleship, and 
political action organizations in Ameri-
can evangelicalism were intentionally 
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trans-denominational, accountable to a 
constituency of individuals rather than 
to a particular fellowship of churches. 
As a result, discussion of the church was 
often abstract and almost incidental to 
the Gospel. New believers were told, for 
instance, in evangelical gospel tracts to 
join a good church after conversion, but 
this seemed to be simply for the purpose 
of additional instruction and fellowship, 
not as an essential aspect of the gospel 
itself. 

Dispensationalism and revivalism, 
along with a Reformed emphasis on the 
“spirituality of the church,” both dis-
tinguished themselves from the kind of 
Kingdom of God envisioned by mainline 
Protestants, who often fused a Puritan 
postmillennial optimism with a distinc-
tively modern view of human progress 
through social and political action. Thus, 
Social Gospel proponents pictured a 
Kingdom of God that had more to do with 
the labor union and city hall than with 
the local church. In fact, Walter Rauschen-
busch, the pioneer of the Social Gospel 
movement, argued for a distinctively non-
churchly understanding of the Kingdom. 
As Rauschenbusch put it, the church was, 
for early Christians, a “temporary shelter” 
that, unfortunately, grew into “the main 
thing” throughout history.5 “The church 
is one social institution alongside of the 
family, the industrial organization of soci-
ety, and the State,” Rauschenbusch writes. 
“The Kingdom of God is in all these, and 
realizes itself through them all.”6 

This kind of “Kingdom” of earthly 
progress and political action, fundamen-
talists and evangelicals perceived, was 
foreign to the Christocentric nature of 
the Kingdom as revealed in Scripture. 
But, even so, there was little agreement 
among them as to how to relate, if at all, 

the Kingdom to the present-day church. 
If Christians were indeed to “seek first” 
the Kingdom of God, as Jesus says, then 
how could conservative Protestants offer 
a united front of Kingdom activity when, 
for instance, dispensationalists and the 
Reformed were at odds over whether the 
Kingdom was here, yet future, or whether 
it even belonged to us at all? Moreover, 
how could evangelicals speak to issues of 
ecclesiology when evangelical institutions 
were filled with those who could not agree 
on issues as basic to church life as whether 
to “baptize” infants? The solution to this 
problem was found, at first, not in the 
denominational structures or cooperative 
initiatives of the evangelicals, but in the 
area of biblical scholarship. 

It is difficult to overestimate the impor-
tance of Fuller Theological Seminary’s 
George Eldon Ladd in discussing the 
evangelical understanding of the King-
dom as it relates to the church—or to 
anything else, for that matter. Ladd was 
a Baptist, but like many of his evangeli-
cal contemporaries—including luminar-
ies such as Billy Graham and Carl F. H. 
Henry—Ladd was identified more as 
an “evangelical” than as a Baptist. Ladd 
drew upon the concept of inaugurated 
eschatology, the idea that the Kingdom is 
both a present and a future reality with an 
“already/not yet” structure present in the 
church as far back as Irenaeus and Justin 
Martyr and developed more recently by 
biblical theologians such as Geerhardus 
Vos.7 Ladd contended that, “One of the 
most difficult questions in the study of 
the Kingdom of God is its relationship to 
the church.”8 Judging from evangelical 
controversies—ranging from covenant/
dispensationalist skirmishes to the “signs 
and wonders” movement of the Third 
Wave of Pentecostalism to the furor over 
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the Social Gospel in the early twentieth-
century to theonomy to the Religious 
Right and the Religious Left later on—
Ladd’s statement certainly rings true. 
And yet, following Ladd’s lead, evangeli-
cal theology and biblical scholarship has 
made great strides over the past century 
toward the development of a Kingdom 
ecclesiology. Indeed, evangelical theology 
has moved toward a virtual consensus of 
the Kingdom as both “already” and “not 
yet,” with the church as the initial mani-
festation of the Kingdom of God, thus 
eschewing such ideas as, on the one hand, 
the concept of the church as synonymous 
with the Kingdom, and, on the other, the 
concept of the church as a parenthesis in 
God’s Kingdom program.9 

The Kingdom of God, then, according 
to Ladd and those who followed him is 
both “already” and “not yet.” In the per-
son and work of Jesus Christ, the King of 
God’s Kingdom, the eschatological King-
dom has reached back and broken in to 
the present age, and is present wherever 
the rule and reign of God exists. Though 
the Kingdom is now (i.e., Mark 1:15), it is 
also not yet, as it awaits future consum-
mation in which the reign of God in Christ 
will extend over all the cosmos (Rev 11:15). 
Though Jesus is currently reigning at the 
right hand of the Father, we do not yet 
see all things under his feet. But, as Carl 
Henry argued in essential agreement with 
Ladd, the goal of the Kingdom of God is to 
do exactly that, “to subordinate all things 
to him as creator, judge, and redeemer. Of 
no other kingdom can this be said.”10 

Ladd wrote much on the topic of the 
church, and more specifically on the 
nature of the relationship between the 
Kingdom of God and the church. As 
noted earlier, Ladd believed this relation-
ship was a difficult one to comprehend 

and understand, but still one necessarily 
worthy of examination. According to 
Ladd, there are five specific aspects to the 
relationship between the Kingdom and 
the church: the church is not the King-
dom; the Kingdom creates the church; the 
church gives witness to the Kingdom; the 
church acts as the instrument of the King-
dom; and the church acts as the custodian 
of the Kingdom.11 The Kingdom of God is 
not directly identified with the subjects 
of the Kingdom,12 but the existence of 
the Kingdom presupposes a people over 
whom the King will reign.13 The church as 
the people of God over whom Jesus reigns 
now (Eph 1:22-23) are a people who live 
“between the times.”14

Ladd’s inaugurated eschatology frame-
work changed the field of discussion 
regarding the Kingdom/church relation-
ship among evangelicals. Both covenant 
theologians and dispensationalists sig-
nificantly revised their systems and 
emphases to affirm the church as an 
initial manifestation of the Kingdom of 
God, convinced that such a framework 
best represents the content of the New 
Testament.15 Dispensationalist scholar 
Darrell Bock, for instance, writes about 
the church/Kingdom relationship: 

In its initial phase, the kingdom 
as manifested in the church is a 
community of people who all look 
to the same hope in Christ. Thus, 
the kingdom’s presence primarily 
is manifested in believers who all 
serve and are accountable to the 
sovereign head, Jesus Christ (Eph. 
1:19-22; Col. 1:12-14). The church 
universal is related to the kingdom, 
being its present expression, but 
the church is not all there is to the 
kingdom, since there is a kingdom 
to come. In addition, the church is 
not an institution seeking to seize 
power on earth or exercise coercive 
sovereignty, but is to serve and love 
humankind, reflecting the love of 
God, his standards of righteousness, 
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and the message of his forgiveness 
and love in Jesus Christ (Rom. 
12:9-13:7). These elements make up 
the mission of the church as light in 
the world (Matt. 5:14-16).16

It is inconceivable that a New Testament 
scholar at Dallas Theological Seminary 
could have made such a statement about 
the relationship between the Kingdom 
and the church before, and for many years 
after, Ladd. 

The post-Ladd evangelical scholarship 
adequately defined the Kingdom—as 
seen in the influence of this framework 
from Pentecostals to Presbyterians—and 
it adequately defined, in the abstract, the 
relationship between the Kingdom and 
the church. The parachurch nature of 
evangelicalism prevented the movement 
from defining with much specificity the 
meaning of “the church”—at least as it 
relates to the questions most likely to 
divide conservative Protestants from 
one another. For some evangelicals, 
ecclesiology has seemed to be driven by 
a hyper-Protestant rejection of the vis-
ible ekklesia, with the church represent-
ing simply the combination of all the 
individually regenerate Christians with 
sacraments, ordinances, ordination, and 
even congregations themselves almost 
an afterthought, at least in the ultimate 
sense. Carl Henry said, for instance, to 
criticisms of the proliferating parachurch 
evangelical ministries from the mainline 
denominations: “What is this ‘Church’ 
from which some evangelical missionar-
ies are isolated?”17 To be fair, Henry was 
reacting against a notion that “the church” 
could be defined by a denominational 
bureaucracy. Still, he—and many others 
with him—overreacted to such a claim, 
identifying “the church” as those who are 
individually church members doing the 

business of the church. 
The ecclesial dissonance of evangelical-

ism at this point has become pronounced 
in recent years with the rise of “post-
conservative” and postmodern forms of 
Christianity. Some, such as Stanley Grenz, 
have argued that the church emphasis 
should increase, while the Kingdom 
emphasis should decrease. Grenz con-
tends that the motif of “community” is 
preferable to that of “Kingdom,” and 
that the community concept biblically 
supersedes the hierarchical notion of a 
Kingdom as a unifying motif of Scrip-
ture.18 Meanwhile some leaders of the 
more postmodern wing of the so-called 
“emerging church” have argued that the 
Kingdom emphasis should increase, while 
the church emphasis should decrease. Ray 
Anderson, a professor at Fuller Seminary 
and a student of Ladd’s who acknowledges 
Ladd’s influence on him, is one example 
of this trend.19 Anderson speaks of the 
Kingdom as a broad concept, one that 
encompasses the culture and the work-
place. The church exists to “outsource” the 
individual Christian’s “need for commu-
nion with other believers and our instruc-
tion and guidance from the Word of God, 
and recharge our spiritual batteries for 
our daily life” in what Anderson calls the 
“secular sacrament” of the workplace.20 
After all, Anderson contends, the church 
is a “human institution.” As he puts it, 
“There will be no church in heaven. It will 
be kingdom living, first class!”21 Fuller 
Seminary professors Ryan Bolger and 
Eddie Gibbs write that, like Rauschen-
busch, the view of emerging churches is 
that Jesus was concerned much more with 
a Kingdom than a church, which seems 
almost incidental to the Kingdom pro-
gram. “Emerging churches seek first the 
kingdom,” they say. “They do not seek to 



73

start churches per se but to foster commu-
nities that embody the kingdom. Whether 
a community explicitly becomes a church 
is not the immediate goal. The priority is 
that the kingdom is expressed.”22 Indeed, 
Gibbs and Bolger point as an illustration 
of “living in community” to Seattle pastor 
and leader of the left wing of the “emerg-
ing” church Karen Ward’s conversation 
with a friend at a café. When the friend 
asked when the church service was, Ward 
replied, “You just had it.”23

The Church, the Kingdom, and the 
Development of Contemporary 
Southern Baptist Ecclesiology 

Baptist history is consumed, as one 
would expect by the very name of the 
movement, with explanations and contro-
versies over ecclesiology. A brief survey 
of Southern Baptist theologians from 
the nineteenth century onward on this 
question, however, reveals a less detailed 
discussion about the relationship between 
the church and the Kingdom—at least in 
explicit treatment—than other issues, such 
as the relationship between the church 
and the state. Perhaps the most prolific 
writer on this point was John Leadley 
Dagg, the first writing Baptist theologian 
in the Southern Baptist tradition and one 
of the most influential shapers of South-
ern Baptist ecclesiology. Dagg viewed the 
Kingdom of God primarily in terms of the 
general rule of Christ over all of human 
affairs, and in terms of personal regenera-
tion. “The kingdom of Christ is the kingly 
authority with which he, as mediator, is 
invested, and which he exercises over 
all things, for the glory of God and the 
good of his church,” Dagg writes. “The 
peculiarities of this divine reign are that 
it is exercised in human nature, and that it 
grants favor to rebels.”24 At the final judg-

ment in the eschaton, Christ will judge 
between the obedient and the disobedient 
subjects under his general kingly rule. 
By equating the Kingdom with divine 
providence and individual redemption, 
then, Dagg saw the church as a society of 
“external organization” just as families 
and nation-states, those things that are 
“organized for the present world,” and 
thus alike temporary.25 

The other major nineteenth century 
Southern Baptist theologian, James 
Petigru Boyce, the first president of The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 
deals little with the biblical concept of the 
Kingdom. His view on the relationship 
between the church and the Kingdom 
is essentially the same as that of Dagg: 
“Christ rules over his spiritual kingdom, 
securing the final result of the establish-
ment of that kingdom in the persons of 
all his people when he shall ‘present the 
church to himself, a glorious church (Eph 
5:27).’”26 The Abstract of Principles, the 
confession of faith adopted by the semi-
nary’s founders for the institution in 1858, 
did not include an article on the Kingdom, 
although a distinctively Baptist view 
of the church is articulated on matters 
related to church offices, ordinances, and 
so forth. Remarkably, much of the nine-
teenth century work on the relationship 
between the Kingdom and the church 
was undertaken by the theologians of 
the Landmark movement that argued for 
perpetuity of Baptist churches from the 
first century to the present, denying the 
legitimacy of paedobaptist “assemblies” 
as “churches.” J. R. Graves, for example, 
seems to, with an extreme Augustinian-
ism, equate the Kingdom of God with the 
visible church (or, in Graves’s case, visible 
churches) itself.27 At the same time, with 
an extreme dispensationalism, Graves 
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seemed to speak of a parenthesis in the 
reign of the Lord Jesus. In a sermon on 
Satan, Graves contends that the ascension 
was when Christ was “slain” and “cast 
out,” “out of his dominions” by Satan. In 
the present age, Christ is “an exile from 
the earth,” having been “driven from the 
earth by the power of Satan.”28 With tradi-
tional dispensationalism, Graves denied 
that Jesus rules the church—or anyone 
else—now from David’s throne, since 
“David never had a throne in heaven; nor 
will he, or any mortal, ever have a throne 
there.” After all, Graves reasoned, a 
“throne implies government or rule exer-
cised over subjects and official inferiors,” 
and who could these subjects be?29

In the twentieth century, Southern 
Baptist theology engaged the issue of the 
Kingdom first through the influential 
writings of Boyce’s successor as presi-
dent of Southern Seminary, Edgar Young 
Mullins, arguably the most significant 
theologian of the century for Southern 
Baptists and the primary architect of the 
denomination’s 1925 confession of faith, 
the Baptist Faith and Message. For Mul-
lins, the Kingdom of God was primarily 
individual and ethical, for it is “the reign 
or rule or dominion of God in the human 
heart and life.”30 Mullins understood the 
relationship between the Kingdom and 
the church primarily in terms of the eth-
ics of the Kingdom lived out by members 
of each church.31 Very similar language 
appeared in the text of the Baptist Faith 
and Message, which had for its final article 
a statement on the Kingdom, except that 
the article located the Kingdom locus in 
both “the heart and life of the individual 
in every human relationship” and in “every 
form and institution of organized human 
society.”32 Mullins’s emphasis on the 
Kingdom as individual and personal is 

consistent with his views on “soul com-
petency” and the priesthood of the indi-
vidual believer. It is interesting to note, 
though, Mullins’s view of the corporate 
aspect of the Kingdom is in every human 
institution, which fits symmetrically with 
the Social Gospel teachings of the time. 
What is not mentioned in the confession 
of faith is the church, although preaching 
and teaching are identified as the “chief 
means for promoting” the Kingdom. A 
generation after Mullins, Herschel H. 
Hobbs, the heir of the Mullins tradition 
and the authorial force behind the Baptist 
Faith and Message (1963), elaborated on the 
church/Kingdom relationship. Hobbs 
taught that the Kingdom is not the same 
as the church. The Kingdom of God is, in 
a greater sense, “the rule of God in his 
universe and over all created beings, of 
which the church is a spiritual element.”33 
Jesus’ earthly ministry and proclamation 
of the Kingdom served “to establish God’s 
reign, not only in men’s hearts, but over all 
things in the universe.”34 The 1963 confes-
sion was shorn of the Social Gospel opti-
mism of the 1925 confession. An already/
not yet tension was present, somewhat, 
with the confession noting that the “full 
consummation of the Kingdom awaits the 
return of Jesus Christ and the end of this 
age.” The present aspect of the Kingdom 
is not said to be the church but the “realm 
of salvation” that “men enter by trustful, 
childlike commitment to Jesus Christ.”35 
Theologian Dale Moody embraced a 
form of the already/not yet tension of the 
Kingdom, a view he contrasted with the 
upward progress of humanity envisioned 
by the Protestant liberalism of the Social 
Gospel era.36 Moody’s understanding of 
the Kingdom as it relates to the church 
explained his opposition to Landmarkism 
and dispensationalism.37 What was not 
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developed was a foundational theology 
for understanding the present reality of 
the Kingdom as it relates to local congre-
gations. 

In more recent years, despite the evan-
gelical renaissance in Kingdom studies, 
relatively little has been done by some of 
the best-known contemporary Southern 
Baptist theologians and ecclesiologists on 
the interrelationship between the King-
dom and the church. The two most pro-
lific Baptist systematic theologians of the 
last three decades, Millard Erickson and 
Wayne Grudem, both of whom have at 
least tenuous and incidental connections 
to Southern Baptist life, each devote less 
than one page in their respective system-
atic theologies to the relationship between 
the church and the Kingdom, and each 
mostly gives a synopsis of Ladd’s view 
of that relationship.38 R. Stanton Norman 
does not deal with the issue explicitly in 
either of his important works on Baptist 
ecclesiology,39 and John S. Hammett refer-
ences the Kingdom only in passing, when 
expressing his support of congregational 
polity.40 Mark E. Dever, arguably the most 
significant of the younger Southern Bap-
tist voices on ecclesiological matters, does 
broach the church/Kingdom relationship, 
at least implicitly. Two books on the “big 
picture” of biblical theology through the 
canon provide a background for Dever’s 
thought on the marks of a “healthy 
church.”41 In a more recent work, Dever 
notes that one must answer the question 
as to “whether the kingdom is identical 
with the church.” After quoting Ladd, 
Dever asserts: “The relationship between 
the kingdom and church can therefore be 
defined as follows: The kingdom of God 
creates the church.”42 Dever’s approach 
to biblical theology, resonant as it is with 
work done in this area by scholars such 

as Graeme Goldsworthy, combined with 
his commitment to a robust ecclesiology 
that starts with the life of the local con-
gregation rather than with the church as 
an abstraction, provides a rich and fertile 
terrain for ongoing biblical application of 
the Kingdom of God to the church. 

Most of the contemporary eccle-
siological treatments presuppose certain 
connections between Kingdom and 
church, but often these connections are 
not explored in detail. A more explicit 
focus on the Kingdom would only, in our 
view, enhance the groundbreaking work 
these scholars are doing on issues of a 
believers’ church vision. Within a Baptist 
framework, the evangelical consensus on 
the Kingdom/church relationship makes 
sense not simply at the level of theory but 
also at that of practice. 

Toward a Baptist Understanding  
of Church and Kingdom

Evangelicalism is prone to fads, theo-
logical and otherwise. Inaugurated 
eschatology is not one of these fads. The 
already/not yet structure of the King-
dom “caught on” among conservative 
Protestants precisely because it was not 
new, and not restricted to the American 
evangelical subculture. In the Patristic era, 
Justin Martyr, for example, appealed to 
the already/not yet Kingdom fulfillment 
as his hermeneutical key in his famous 
dialogue with Trypho.43 Since then, 
flashes of inaugurated eschatology—to 
varying degrees of consistency—were 
to be found in the history of the church. 
The theme of inaugurated eschatology 
was recognized in the scholarly works of 
mainline Protestantism—chiefly through 
the work of Brevard Childs and the bibli-
cal theology movement—and even in 
Roman Catholic writings, including the 
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Christological scholarship of Pope Bene-
dict XVI.44 Most significantly, however, 
the inaugurated Kingdom motif makes 
sense of a tension found in the Scriptures 
themselves, a tension repeated every-
where in the text. Jesus is “crowned with 
glory and honor” but we do not “yet see all 
things in subjection to him” (Heb 2:8-9).45 
The “sons of God” bear the Spirit of Christ 
and are “more than conquerors” through 
him and yet, for now, we groan with the 
creation for the resurrection of our bod-
ies (Rom 8:15-23; 37). The Serpent of Eden 
has been defeated by the Kingdom-ruling 
man-child, but the old dragon still rages 
dangerously “because he knows his time 
is short” (Rev 12:1-12). 

But without a clearly developed doc-
trine of the church the benefits of inau-
gurated eschatology are nullified, as it is 
then almost impossible to differentiate 
between the “already” and the “not yet” 
aspects of the Kingdom. In Scripture, 
the new society created by the “already” 
reign of Christ is not some unexplainable 
force or indefinable group, but rather an 
assembly, a church, a colony of the King-
dom itself. As Carl Henry put it, “When 
Christianity discusses the new society, 
it speaks not of some intangible future 
reality whose specific features it cannot 
yet identify, but of the regenerate church 
called to live by the standards of the com-
ing King, and which in some respects 
already approximates the kingdom of 
God in present history.”46

This is where a Baptist vision of the 
church can serve to help further the 
discussion about the Kingdom reality of 
the church. Baptist ecclesiology, after all, 
has always been built upon inaugurated 
eschatology. We do not baptize infants, 
because the “last days” of the new cov-
enant have arrived in Christ. We do not 

merge the church and the state because 
the consummation of those “last days” 
is not yet here. Recent attention to inau-
gurated eschatology can serve to forge 
a more consistent—and more biblical—
Baptist witness, even as the Baptist wit-
ness can spur other Christians to test 
their models of the church against the 
biblical witness to the Kingdom of God. 
A Baptist understanding of the church as 
the present reign of Christ would mean 
that local congregations should anticipate 
the Kingdom in three ways: composition, 
proclamation, and transformation. This is 
to say, the church is made up of subjects 
of the Kingdom, the church announces 
the onset of the Kingdom, and the church 
lives out the ethics of the Kingdom. 

Composition: The Church Is Made 
Up of Subjects of the Kingdom

The Kingdom of God is where God 
rules or reigns, where his enemies are 
put beneath the feet of his king. This is 
why Jesus announces, “if it is by the Spirit 
of God that I cast out demons, then the 
kingdom of God has come upon you” 
(Matt 12:28). In the New Testament, Jesus 
has been given “as head over all things to 
the church” (Eph 1:22), which is where the 
King rules now. The church is “new,” not 
in the dispensationalist sense of a paren-
thesis, but in the sense of the promised 
arrival of the Kingdom in inaugurated 
form. The world still has a rebel force, 
those who do not acknowledge the right-
ful rule of Messiah—as did those within 
unregenerate Israel of old. When Jesus 
and his disciples used the imagery of a 
bride, a flock, a vineyard, and a temple 
for the church, they were not conjur-
ing up new concepts but pulling from 
the prophetic promise of a restored and 
purified Israelite kingdom. Old covenant 
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Israel is seen as a harlot (Jer 31:31-33; Hos 
2:16)—but the church is the promised pure 
Bride (Eph 5:22-32). Old covenant Israel 
is a fruitless vine, yielding at best wild 
grapes (Ezek 19:10-14; Isa 5:1-7)—but the 
church branches off of the faithful Vine of 
Christ, and bears the promised fruit (Isa 
11:1; Isa 27:6; John 15:1-17; Gal 5:22-23). In 
the old covenant, the people of God travel 
to the temple in Jerusalem, but in the new 
covenant, the Temple is the believing 
community itself, where Jesus is with his 
people through the Spirit (1 Cor 3:16; 2 Cor 
6:16). Old covenant Israel is, like the world, 
a mixed flock of sheep and goats (Ezek 
34:11-34), but the new covenant church is 
a flock finally separated and tended by 
the Shepherd, the heir of David himself. 
When Jesus gathers “other sheep” into 
“one flock” with “one shepherd” (John 
10:16), he is acting as David’s son and he 
is keeping a promise to restore the “flock” 
of the Kingdom to Israel. The gathering 
of the flock in the Old Testament prophe-
cies is an act of judgment and restoration, 
and the nation is gathered together in the 
last days as a vindicated people. When 
the nation is restored, gathered together 
into a flock, it is then that they are “sons” 
of God, heirs according to promise, and 
those who call God their Father (Jer 3:19). 
These sheep, Jesus says, “hear my voice, 
and I know them, and they follow me” 
(John 10:27). 

 The church, in its membership, is to 
model the coming Kingdom, which means 
that it will be made up only of those who 
will be spared as sheep instead of those 
condemned as goats by the coming Judge. 
It is true that all men will someday bow 
the knee to King Jesus and confess him 
as Lord (Phil 2:9-11), but that does not 
mean that they do so willingly or joyfully. 
Instead, the church is to be made up of 

those who acknowledge Jesus’ Kingship 
now, confessing that one day all men will 
see by sight what those who are in the 
church believe by faith. If the church is the 
manifestation now of the Kingdom, and if 
Jesus’ words to Nicodemus are true—that 
“unless one is born again he cannot see 
the kingdom of God” (John 3:3)—surely 
then only those who have been born again 
may be admitted to membership in the 
new covenant community. The Kingdom 
colony, then, is to be pure and undefiled 
in her membership (2 Cor 6:14-7:1), being 
made up only of those who have been 
united to Christ by faith. Paul’s frequent 
explanations of spiritual gifts do not make 
much sense if there are members of the 
church not yet given gifts of the Spirit in 
order to contribute to the building up of 
the body (1 Cor 14:26). The church, then, 
is not a democracy, but rather a Chris-
tocracy, with King Jesus ruling from 
David’s throne. All of the members of the 
Kingdom colony, both individually and 
corporately, acknowledge this rightful 
Kingship of Christ. In fact, joining the 
church is in itself a public declaration of 
being rightly related to the King. 

This is why church membership and 
the ordinances are not insignificant 
“denominational peculiarities.” Baptism 
is a matter of inaugurated eschatology, 
considered by Paul as a sign, not only of 
union with Christ in the present, but also 
of resurrection in him in the eschaton 
(Rom 6:1-11). The Petrine teaching like-
wise presents baptism in light of the 
eschatological enthronement of Christ 
after his resurrection, ascension, and 
triumph over the powers (1 Pet 3:20-21). 
In addition, Jesus treats the question of 
the Lord’s Supper eschatologically in its 
institution, not only by relating it to the 
new covenant but also by tying it to the 
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messianic table in the Kingdom of God 
(Luke 22:16-17, 20). 

In the act of baptism both the church 
doing the baptizing and the one undergo-
ing the baptism are declaring the reality of 
one who has bowed the knee to King Jesus 
and has therefore entered into Christ’s 
Kingdom. Baptism signifies a believer’s 
union with Christ in his death, burial, 
and resurrection (Rom 6:3-6). The baptism 
itself does not affect ex opere operato the 
believer in Christ, but is “an appeal to God 
for a good conscience” through Christ 
who has been raised from the dead and is 
now lifted up above “angels, authorities, 
and powers” (1 Pet 3:21-22). Upon hear-
ing and believing the “preached good 
news about the kingdom of God and the 
name of Jesus Christ,” people in Samaria 
“were baptized, both men and women” 
(Acts 8:12). And the command to baptize 
is given by Christ to the church, as a part 
of the Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20). 
It signifies not only entrance in to the 
Kingdom at hand, but also signifies a 
relationship to the Kingdom come.47 

A church made up of Christians and 
their “covenant children” doesn’t make 
sense within an already/not yet frame-
work of the Kingdom, nor does a church 
made up of the citizens of a nation-state, 
automatically enrolled in the member-
ship at birth, as a part of one’s citizen-
ship rights. Paul Jewett is correct to note 
that the Kingdom nature of the church, a 
Kingdom that cannot be inherited by flesh 
and blood, militates against the “federal 
holiness” of those who enter the covenant 
community through physical lineage or 
proxy faith.48 If baptism is a Kingdom 
act—as both John the Baptist and Jesus 
insisted it is—then how could those who 
do not share in the blessings of the Spirit, 
those who have not been through judg-

ment and raised with Christ, seated with 
him in the heavenly places—participate 
in this sign of the new age? 

But just as foreign to the understand-
ing of the church as Kingdom commu-
nity is a “Baptist” church that retains on 
its membership rolls those who do not 
evidence the new birth. Such a church 
presents a picture of the Kingdom of 
Christ in which that which is “unclean” 
enters into the New Jerusalem, in which 
those whose names are not written in the 
Lamb’s Book of Life inherit the Kingdom, 
a vision in conflict with the revelation 
of Jesus himself (Rev 21:27). Moreover, 
a church—whether “Baptist” is on the 
sign out front or not—that restricts its 
membership on the basis of class or race 
is a repudiation of the Kingdom itself, a 
Kingdom made up of those from “every 
tribe and language and people and nation, 
and you have made them a kingdom and 
priests to our God and they shall reign on 
the earth” (Rev 5:9-10). A truly Kingdom 
understanding of the church would mean 
more than believers’ baptism and a verbal 
assent to regenerate church membership. 
It would mean church discipline, and 
intentional discipleship to see that the 
membership of the church reflects Christ 
and his future reign rather than the petty 
idolatries of this age. 

Proclamation: The Church 
Announces the Gospel of the 
Kingdom 

Too often, evangelical Christians have 
assumed that preaching is a matter of 
instructing the mind or exhorting the will 
of individual Christians. Hence, many 
contemporary Christians see the preach-
ing of their local churches as one more 
aspect of discipleship, right along with 
the latest podcasts or television programs 
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of Christian celebrity spokesmen. Many 
evangelical Christians also have seen 
evangelism as chiefly an individual activ-
ity, with the church a helpful place for 
masses of unbelievers to hear the gospel 
or for masses of believers to gain encour-
agement to share the gospel. If the local 
congregation, though, is an initial mani-
festation of the Kingdom, then the procla-
mation of the church is unique. Jesus tells 
us his flock, again representative of the 
Davidic kingdom, is ruled by his voice. 
The resurrected Jesus then tells Peter, 
the apostolic foundation of his church, to 
“feed my sheep” (John 21:17)—drawing on 
kingly Davidic language from Ezek 34:23. 
How is this apostolic “feeding” of the 
Kingdom flock to take place? It is through 
the inspired writings of the apostles and 
prophets, which provide the foundation 
on which the household of God is built 
(Eph 2:20), pointing to the final founda-
tion of the New Jerusalem, which bears 
the names of the twelve apostles of Jesus 
(Rev 21:14). 

The Kingdom/flock of Jesus is gov-
erned by the voice of the King, a voice 
recorded in Holy Scripture and advanced 
by the Great Commission proclamation 
of the church. Through the preaching of 
the Word, the Kingdom colony is being 
prepared to discern the voice of Christ, 
as opposed to the words breathed out by 
the spirit of antichrist (2 Tim 4:3-4). John 
warns the churches about the false teach-
ers who come in the spirit of antichrist, 
looking to deceive and lead astray mem-
bers of the flock (1 John 4:1-6). However, 
the churches are to trust the voice of the 
apostles and prophets, whose testimony 
is true. This is why Paul admonishes Titus 
to appoint as elders only those men who 
may be able to stand firm on and teach 
the truths of the Word of God and will 

“rebuke those who contradict it” (Titus 
1:9). The inerrancy debate, and those that 
preceded it about the trustworthiness of 
Scripture, is then not a matter of “theol-
ogy,” as though what is at stake is a set 
of propositions we should affirm. At 
stake is the Word of the King himself, the 
vehicle through which King Jesus governs 
his colonies and calls into existence his 
Kingdom. 

This is not simply a matter of hearing 
God’s voice, or even being able to discern 
the voice of Christ among all of the other 
voices that exist ubiquitously in a world 
fallen and held under the sway of the 
wicked one, a wicked one who, after all, 
has a voice as well (Gen 3:1-5). Indeed, our 
father Adam heard clearly the voice of 
God in the Garden—and shrunk back in 
fear because of his guilt and shame at his 
nakedness (Gen 3:8-11). The voice of Jesus 
will someday call from the grave both 
the just and the unjust (John 5:28-29), and 
those who stand justified and those who 
remain dead in their sins will both hear 
their final verdict from the same Judge 
(Matt 25:31-46). Rather, what matters in 
hearing the voice of Christ in the Words 
of Scripture is the obedient response to it, 
a response characterized by repentance 
and faith. The plea of the knowingly 
sinful disciple of Christ to his King’s 
voice is a continual cry: “I believe; help 
my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24) The response 
of a sheep to his Good Shepherd’s voice 
is to follow after him as he leads (John 
10:27). The church, then, as the outpost 
of the kingdom is made up of those who 
hear the voice of the Holy Spirit of Christ 
and harden not their hearts, but rather 
respond in belief (Heb 3:7-4:16).

Each Kingdom colony is also given 
the responsibility to proclaim verbally 
the gospel of the Kingdom, the good 
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news that Jesus is Lord (Matt 28:18-20). 
This verbal proclamation of the Kingdom 
was at the center of the ministry of John 
the Baptist (Matt 3:2), Jesus of Nazareth 
(Matt 3:2; Acts 1:3), and Paul of Tarsus 
(Acts 19:8). This same message Christ 
commands his disciples, the foundation 
stones of the church, to proclaim as well 
(Matt 10:7). The gospel of the Kingdom is 
preached not only in terms of individual 
forgiveness of sins found through the 
shed blood of Christ, but also in terms of 
a resurrected Christ who has defeated the 
principalities and powers and who reigns 
triumphant at the right hand of the Father. 
Indeed, the church proclaims that its very 
existence comes from the fact that Christ 
has risen from the dead.49 The gospel 
should also be preached with the goal in 
mind that its hearers would forsake all 
other “kingdoms” in order to submit vol-
untarily to the invisible reign of the Lord 
Jesus in his church, into “a kingdom that 
cannot be shaken” (Heb 12:28). 

The preached gospel comes as an invi-
tation, but an invitation with an authority 
because the one giving it is a King (Matt 
22:8-10). It also comes with a sense of 
urgency, for “everything is ready” (Matt 
22:4). The gospel is a victory proclamation, 
knowing that what Christ has accom-
plished in the past will be consummated 
in the future. By its very nature, the King-
dom is to be made available to all men, 
and all men may enter into it granted they 
respond in obedience by faith in Christ. 
The good news is an invitation to partake 
in fellowship not only with King Jesus but 
with other subjects of his Kingdom in the 
church (1 John 1:3). The preaching of the 
gospel of the Kingdom is to bring men 
and women to salvation in Jesus Christ (2 
Tim 3:15), urging people to repent of sin 
to be a part of the Kingdom now even as 

the church prays for God’s Kingdom to 
come (Matt 6:10). 

Because the Spirit of Christ works 
through the preached word in order to rip 
sinners out of the domain of darkness and 
into the Kingdom of God’s Beloved Son 
(Col 1:13), Baptists have historically—and, 
in our opinion, rightly—seen preach-
ing as the central focus of the church’s 
corporate worship service. That is why 
the preaching act is not to be replaced 
by a dialogical “conversation” within 
the church, or by videotape or podcast 
outside of it. When the church is gathered 
together in a covenant community, with 
the Word of God faithfully proclaimed, 
Jesus is present as King (Matt 18:20; 1 
Cor 5:4). The ordinances are themselves 
a continuation of the preaching ministry 
of the church. The very fact that Jesus 
promised that he “will not drink again of 
the fruit of the vine until that day when 
I drink it new in the kingdom of God” 
(Mark 14:25) conveys a certain confidence 
within the church in the ultimate victory 
of God. The church proclaims “the Lord’s 
death until he comes” (1 Cor 11:26), a death 
that was overcome in resurrection, and a 
triumphant return that is certain. Partak-
ing of the Lord’s Table is no light matter 
(1 Cor. 11:27-32), and unbelievers or those 
in persistent sin are not to partake of 
this church ordinance (1 Cor. 5:6-13). The 
Lord’s Supper, then, is to look forward to 
the marriage supper of the Lamb, when 
all the redeemed of all the ages will eat 
with a slain and resurrected King Jesus 
of Nazareth seated at the head of the 
table (Rev 19:6-9). But until that day, the 
church eats together of the broken bread 
and the fruit of the vine in anticipation 
of the Kingdom to come and in celebra-
tion of the Kingdom at hand. No doubt 
many Baptists have misunderstood the 
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sign nature of the Lord’s Supper and 
baptism, translating the ordinances into 
hyper-Zwinglian terms. Baptists are right 
to deny sacerdotalism, but we would 
not speak of the baptismal waters or the 
Eucharistic bread and wine as “just sym-
bols” any more than we would speak of 
the Bible preached as “just words.” All 
of these are proclamations—the voice of 
Jesus announcing an invading Kingdom 
through the first stage of the invasion 
force, his church. Where Jesus speaks, 
he is there. And he is there as King and 
Lord. 

This uniqueness of the local church 
is also significant in terms of worship. 
Worship in Scripture is not principally 
a devotional exercise or a pedagogical 
tool. Worship announces the presence of 
the Kingdom. “I was glad when they said 
unto me, let us go into the house of the 
Lord” is a verse memorized by genera-
tions of Southern Baptist Sunday school 
children, and sung to little choruses in the 
children’s department. The context of the 
text though, from Psalm 122, is that wor-
ship flows from being within the walls 
of Jerusalem, where God dwells. “The 
thrones for judgment were set,” David 
leads the people to sing, “the thrones of 
the house of David” (Ps 122:5). Therefore, 
the people are welled up with thanksgiv-
ing in the presence of God (Ps 122:4). That 
picture continues in the canon right up 
until the worship around the heavenly 
throne, in which thanksgiving is offered 
around the throne of the “Root of David,” 
who has conquered (Rev 5:1-14). The old 
Landmarkers of Baptist life were correct 
that a “church” means an “assembly.” 
They were wrong to argue that a universal 
church cannot assemble. The New Testa-
ment teaches that such happens every 
time the covenant community locally 

gathers in the name of Christ for worship. 
The congregation then comes to “Mount 
Zion and to the city of the living God, 
the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumer-
able angels in festal gathering and to the 
assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled 
in heaven” (Heb 12:22-23). The worship of 
the local congregation, then, is a participa-
tion in the invisible, universal, heavenly 
worship of the Kingdom, and is therefore 
to be undertaken with “reverence and 
awe” (Heb 12:28). Again, the definitive 
issue here is the presence of Jesus (Heb 
12:24) and the “kingdom that cannot be 
shaken” (Heb 12:28), both of which are 
true uniquely and covenantally with his 
people, his church. The primary focus 
then of worship ought not to be chiefly 
an “industry” in Nashville or Wheaton or 
elsewhere, or stadiums filled with “evan-
gelicals” in conference with one another, 
but in the joyful and awe-stricken singing 
and praying of people accountable to one 
another in local churches. 

Transformation: The Church Lives 
Out the Ethics of the Kingdom

As an initial manifestation of the 
Kingdom of Christ, the church is not only 
to proclaim the gospel of the Kingdom 
verbally and ritually, but also to exhibit 
personally the ethics of Jesus’ rule and 
reign. In other words, the subjects of the 
Kingdom will live in such a way that sig-
nals the truth that the Kingdom has come 
and that the Kingdom is coming. “The 
church has a dual character, belonging 
to two ages,” notes Ladd. “It is the people 
of the age to come, but it still lives in this 
age, being constituted of sinful mortal 
men. This means that while the church 
in this age will never attain perfection, it 
must nevertheless display the life of the 
perfect order, the eschatological Kingdom 
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of God.”50 This is quite right. Darrell 
Bock and Craig Blaising are also correct 
to speak of the church as a “workshop of 
Kingdom righteousness,” that signals to 
the temporal social and political powers 
that which constitutes justice in the evalu-
ation of God.51

Good is done by the church to those 
who are outside of the church, but espe-
cially to those who are within (Gal 6:10). 
The unity between Jew and Gentile within 
the church declares to the outside watch-
ing world, including to the demonic pow-
ers, that Jesus Christ has torn down the 
dividing wall of judgment in his death, 
burial, and resurrection (Eph 2:11-22). 
Church members should treat others bet-
ter than themselves, showing the same 
kind of humility that was exemplified by 
the King (Phil 2:1-11). The Kingdom colony 
should exude peace with God and with 
one another (2 Pet 3:14), knowing full well 
that Christ is still to return in judgment. 
The love shown to one another within the 
church, John reminds us, is a love that is 
expressed not in empty and idle talk but 
rather “in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:18). 
The King of the Kingdom has also given 
his subjects a new standard by which they 
must strive to treat one another (Matthew 
5-7). Peter urges the churches to supple-
ment their faith in the Lord Jesus with 
virtues such as knowledge, self-control, 
steadfastness, godliness, brotherly affec-
tion, and love, in order that they may per-
severe and enter the gates of the Kingdom 
of Christ, an entrance that is here and is 
yet still before them (2 Pet 1:5-11). Faith 
works itself out in good shown to the poor 
and outcast, in order that one day the King 
will say to us, “Truly, I say to you, as you 
did it to one of the least of these my broth-
ers, you did it to me” (Matt 25:40). 

Living out the ethics of the Kingdom 

is never to replace the verbal proclama-
tion of the Kingdom, of course, but is its 
natural outgrowth. We disagree then with 
statements such as this by pastor Rick 
McKinley which suggests the superiority 
of “being” as opposed to “speaking” in 
witnessing to the Kingdom: “What would 
the world think if we loved our sisters 
in Cuba enough to take them medicine? 
And how much could our lives say without 
speaking if we were willing to suffer for 
the sake of the kingdom? The act alone 
would preach volumes.”52 The acts of the 
church without verbal interpretation are 
as useless as verbal proclamation without 
the power of the Spirit. It is manifestly 
true, though, that churches are reminded 
to conduct themselves as those who ulti-
mately belong to another Kingdom, that 
those outside the church may see their 
“good deeds and glorify God on the day 
of visitation” (1 Pet 2:11-12). And those in 
churches are to conduct themselves in 
such a way that any member of the colony 
may be able to say to any man, believer or 
unbeliever in the Lord Jesus Christ: “You 
would like to know what the Kingdom 
of God is like? Then come with me to my 
local church at nine o’clock this Sunday 
morning, and I’ll show you.” 

The church also serves as a training 
ground for ruling and reigning author-
ity in the coming Kingdom. The way in 
which believers in the Lord Jesus act now 
will have direct impact upon how and in 
what way they will rule with the King. 
Jesus promises the churches in Thyatira 
and Laodicea that to those who perse-
vere in faith to the end, Christ will grant 
them ruling authority over the nations 
(Rev 2:26-27; 3:21). In other words, Jesus 
is training his subjects of the Kingdom 
to be kings and queens of the cosmos. 
This is why Paul can be so furious with 
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the disordered nature of the church at 
Corinth: “Do you not know that we are 
to judge angels? How much more, then, 
matters pertaining to this life!” (1 Cor 6:3). 
If a church cannot even handle matters 
of gross sexual immorality within the 
new covenant community, or issues of 
legal dispute amongst those within the 
body of Christ, then, Paul reasons, how 
will they be able to be shown worthy to 
judge and rule in the coming Kingdom? 
Tumultuous church business meetings 
and congregational power plays are not 
only destructive in terms of the unity of 
a church; such attitudes and actions also 
display an inability to rule and reign in 
the now, and in the not yet, of the King-
dom of Christ. 

Such ruling and reigning authority in 
the church, however, often looks quite 
different than what is found and taught 
in contemporary corporate leadership 
manuals. Christ was exalted to the right 
hand of the Father and given as head 
over the church specifically because he 
emptied himself by taking on flesh and 
being obedient to death, “even death on 
a cross” (Phil 2:5-11). In Christ, cultivat-
ing humility does not mean negating the 
desire for glory, even glory for ourselves. 
It is instead cultivating a desire for greater 
glory, the glory that comes in Christ at 
the eschaton. If we understand this, we 
can gladly have ignominy now, for rul-
ing splendor later in Christ. We humble 
ourselves not because we are craven but 
because we know in due time God will 
exalt us (Prov 15:33; Matt 23:12; Luke 18:14; 
James 4:10; 1 Pet 5:6). If one really believes 
in the judgment seat of Christ and his 
future rule over the entire universe, then 
who really cares to be envied by cowork-
ers around the office coffeepot? 

The reign of Christ within the church 

already but not yet within the world would 
protect our congregations from the Con-
stantinian appropriation of Augustinian 
amillennialism. We do not yet rule over 
the nations “with a rod of iron” (Rev 2:27). 
Jesus rules over us, and we will reign 
with him, but the concept that we reign 
now over the world is ridiculous and piti-
able (1 Cor 4:8). Thus, the centuries-old 
Baptist commitment to the separation of 
church and state and religious liberty is, 
at its heart, a biblical affirmation of the 
inaugurated-but-not-consummated King-
dom of God. Seeing the “already” aspect 
of the Kingdom in the church, and not in 
the state or the culture, will save Chris-
tians from a naïve utopianism on the one 
hand or a satanic tyranny on the other. 
How many Christians on the right of the 
political spectrum have spoken as though 
posting the Ten Commandments in secu-
lar courthouses or electing “born again” 
politicians could bring in God’s Kingdom? 
And how many Christians on the left of 
the political spectrum have applied the 
Old Testament laws on Jubilee to current 
debates over welfare or the minimum 
wage, bypassing the church as the locus of 
God’s present Kingdom activity in Christ? 
How many people in our churches, lis-
tening often to Christian television and 
radio, assume that the blessings of the 
Old Testament for righteousness, bless-
ings of prosperity and health, belong to us 
“now” apart from the unveiling of Christ 
at the end? Would not the clear proclama-
tion of the “not yet,” that we must suffer 
with Jesus if we are to be glorified with 
him (Rom 8:17), present a more joyful 
hope? Such an emphasis might reorient 
Christian political activity. Yes, we must 
speak prophetically to Caesar, appealing 
for justice. But we do not see ourselves 
as a protected interest group, clamoring 
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for attention from the princes of this age. 
Instead, we ask the state to hold back the 
chaos of this present violent order so that 
we may lead “a peaceful and quiet life,” 
preaching the gospel, living as the cov-
enant community, and preparing to rule 
a renovated universe with our King. 

Conclusion
 Jesus told his disciples to “seek first 

the kingdom of God” (Matt 6:33). He also 
told them that the keys to that Kingdom 
were with the church he was building 
(Matt 16:18-19). The evangelical turn to 
the Kingdom is a turn toward the Bible 
itself, a turn indeed toward Jesus. A true 
evangelical commitment to the King-
dom of God as the unifying theme of 
Scripture will mean giving attention to 
the present vehicle of the Kingdom, the 
church. We believe that Baptist ecclesiol-
ogy can be a helpful conversation partner 
for evangelicals of all traditions as we 
seek the Kingdom. Baptists have often 
avoided this conversation, by isolating 
ourselves into a hyper-Baptist position 
such as Landmarkism that equates the 
Kingdom simply with the local church or 
by homogenizing ourselves with a generic 
evangelicalism that pretends as though 
the King has not given a pattern for his 
churches in order that they point rightly 
to his Kingdom. One of us is a lifelong 
Southern Baptist, with Royal Ambassador 
badges and Training Union pins and a 
mind full of memorized Fanny Crosby 
songs. One of us became a Christian in 
a non-denominational church, studied 
in a Campbell/Stone tradition univer-
sity, and came to Baptist convictions the 
long way around—just as have so many 
Baptists of the past, from John Smyth to 
Charles Spurgeon to Billy Graham. Both 
of us believe that Baptists will best serve 

the whole community of Christians not 
by being less Baptist but by being truly 
Baptist, and by emphasizing what too 
many of us have ignored, the church. We 
believe the Baptist vision of the church 
to be biblical—otherwise we would be 
something else—but we pray that Baptist 
churches might lead the way for all Chris-
tians to see in our fellowships a glimpse of 
the Kingdom. We do not pray that Baptists 
would be bigger than all other groups, 
nor do we pray that Baptists would be 
the most politically powerful or cultur-
ally relevant. We pray that our churches 
might signal the Kingdom in miniature, 
though through a glass darkly. As citizens 
of two kingdoms, and residents of two 
ages, we hope for a just state. But we hope 
more for a holy church. With our nation’s 
forefathers we pledge our temporal alle-
giance to a more perfect union, and with 
our Kingdom’s forefathers we pledge 
our eternal allegiance to a most perfect 
communion. 
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A Kingdom without a King?  
Evaluating the Kingdom Ethic(s)  

of the Emerging Church1

Todd L. Miles

Introduction
The missional impulse of the Emerging 

church has generated much publicity and 
has challenged the evangelical church to 
rethink its views on culture, gospel pre-
sentation, incarnational living, and social 
action. Many Emerging church leaders 
have chosen to utilize the Kingdom of 
God as the paradigm for their revisioning 
of church theology and praxis, rightly not-
ing the biblical emphasis on the Kingdom 
of God, not least of which appears in the 
teachings of Jesus. When one looks at 
Scripture, one is forced to admit that the 
church in most of its evangelical expres-
sions has not shared the Kingdom focus 
that seems to permeate the Gospels and 
New Testament epistles. But naked refer-
ence to any biblical teaching could amount 
to theological theme-dropping that is void 
of content. When this is the case, “King-
dom” references could be just a means of 
justifying a shift in priorities, while not 
being faithful to the biblical witness. In 
this article, I want to evaluate the Emerg-
ing church theology of the Kingdom. I 
will conclude that, though the impulse to 
have the Kingdom of God shape church 
praxis must be affirmed and heeded, the 
Emerging church’s deficient understand-
ing of the Kingdom will invariably lead to 
an abandonment of the gospel in favor of 
theologically empty social action. 

What is the Emerging Church?
Trying to define the Emerging church 

is a bit like herding cats. The movement is 
constituted by individuals and communi-
ties that resist labels and categorization 
on ideological grounds. Nevertheless, 
there are some characteristics common 
to the Emerging church. In their book, 
Emerging Churches: Creating Christian 
Community in Postmodern Cultures, Eddie 
Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger describe Emerg-
ing churches as “missional communities 
arising from within postmodern culture 
and consisting of followers of Jesus who 
are seeking to be faithful in their place 
and time.”2 Lauran A Kerr describes the 
Emerging church as 

a movement that seeks to “reach 
and engage the emerging culture” 
by leading “missional, kingdom-
minded” lives, recover early church 
tradition and vision, operate organi-
cally with fewer constrictive struc-
tures, focus on its members as a 
community and a collective entity, 
and appreciate and include the 
arts.3

Gibbs and Bolger characterize the Emerg-
ing church by the following nine distinc-
tives: 

Emerging churches (1) identify with 
the life of Jesus, (2) transform secu-
lar space, (3) live highly communal 
lives. Because of these activities, 
they (4) welcome the stranger, (5) 
serve with generosity, (6) participate 
as producers, (7) create as created 

Todd L. Miles is Assistant Professor of 

Theology and Hermeneutics at Western 

Seminary in Portland, Oregon. Dr. Miles 

received his Ph.D. from The Southern 

Baptist Theological Seminary. He has 

published ar ticles in The Southern 

Baptist Journal of Theology and in 

The Journal for Biblical Manhood and 

Womanhood.



89

beings, (8) lead as a body, and (9) 
take part in spiritual activities.4

Gibbs’s book is perhaps already dated 
in that the Emerging church movement 
now distinguishes between Emerging 
churches and Emergent churches. It is 
critical to understand in any discussion 
of the Emerging church or the Emer-
gent church that the term “emerging” 
is used of a broad group, while the term 
“emergent,” when properly used, refers 
to churches or leaders that comprise a 
specific part of the Emerging movement.5 
In other words, every Emergent church is 
part of the broad Emerging church move-
ment, though not every Emerging church 
is considered an Emergent church.6 To 
illustrate, Robert E. Webber describes 
the leaders, strategy, theology, and ethos 
of the Emerging church in his book, The 
Younger Evangelicals.7 Some of the leaders 
about whom he writes would happily fit 
under the “Emergent” label (such as Brian 
McLaren, founding pastor of Cedar Ridge 
Community Fellowship in Spencerville, 
Maryland); others (such as Mark Driscoll, 
pastor of Mars Hill Fellowship in Seattle, 
Washington) would not.8 Driscoll offers a 
helpful taxonomy when he suggests that 
there are three distinct types of Chris-
tians in the Emerging church: Relevants, 
Reconstructionists, and Revisionists.9

The criticisms in this article will be 
true of every Emergent church that I have 
encountered, but not true of every Emerg-
ing church. Nevertheless, I will speak 
of the Emerging church in my analysis, 
rather than the Emergent church, because 
the seeds of the problems that I have 
discovered are present in many of the 
Emerging churches, regardless of where 
they land on the spectrum. Also, there has 
been much written that both describes 
and critiques the Emerging church move-

ment, and it is not my desire to repeat the 
work of others here. The burden of this 
article is to explain and evaluate the King-
dom theology that drives much of Emerg-
ing church theology and praxis. To that 
end, I have chosen only those elements 
that specifically relate to the Emerging 
church’s use of the Kingdom of God as 
a paradigm for cultural engagement and 
ecclesiological change.

Reaction against the Modern Church 
and Christian Subculture 

Before I begin, it is important to ask 
why there is such a focus on the Kingdom 
of God in the Emerging church. Part of the 
answer is found in the Emerging church’s 
reaction against the modern church. In 
fact, most of the literature written by and 
about Emerging church leaders makes 
it clear that much of what the Emerg-
ing church embodies is a direct reaction 
against perceived deficiencies in the mod-
ern churches in which its members grew 
up. D. A. Carson, in his book, Becoming 
Conversant with the Emerging Church, sug-
gests that protest is what characterizes the 
Emerging church.10 The reaction against 
the modern church (for many Emerging 
church leaders, the “modern church” is 
the “megachurch”) is typically embodied 
in Emerging church buzzwords such as 
“missional,” “authentic,” “relational,” 
“incarnational,” and “narrative.” 

Because Emerging churches identify 
themselves as those that are thinking 
missionally about the culture, leaders in 
the Emerging fold are typically drawn 
to books and teaching on missiology 
before they read church growth books. 
In that sense, David Bosch and Lesslie 
Newbigin have had a larger impact on 
the Emerging church than has Bill Hybels 
or Rick Warren.11 Seeking to live mission-
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ally, Emerging churches are critical of 
church organizations that spend most of 
their time and energy preparing for the 
service—even (or perhaps especially) if 
the goal of the service is to attract the 
unchurched. A church that is thinking 
missionally about the culture will reverse 
the energy distribution and dedicate their 
resources to going out, reaching out, and 
serving in the community rather than 
seeking to attract people to them.12 An 
emerging church is one that shifts “from 
being consumer oriented to mission ori-
ented.”13 Ray S. Anderson offers a helpful 
analysis when he writes,

Too often, I fear, when the church 
attempts to make disciples out of 
Christians by urging them to follow 
Christ what is really intended is to 
mobilize the members of the church 
to take up church-related ministries 
and to develop their own interior 
religious life. A disciple of Christ is 
not intended to be a little messiah 
but to participate in the messianic 
mission to extend the kingdom 
into every crevice and corner of the 
world.14 

When the church begins to think mission-
ally about the culture, then not only will 
its priorities and convictions shift,15 but 
the church will come to understand that 
it has a symbiotic relationship with the 
culture.16 The bifurcation between secular 
and sacred is dismissed as artificial and 
misleading. A holistic approach to all of 
life is employed where spiritual activities, 
so often pushed to the margins of life in 
the modern era, are to be carried out in 
the context of culture.17 The church can 
not exist in a culture-less vacuum; indeed, 
the culture gives voice and expression 
to the church as it seeks to live out its 
various mandates. Therefore, theology 
should be fluid and strategic. Rather than 
a theologically-driven mission, Emerging 

churches often see theology as a discipline 
of mission. As Brian McLaren explains, 
“Theology is the church on a mission 
reflecting on its message, its identity, its 
meaning.”18 In the minds of many Emerg-
ing church leaders, the Kingdom of God 
provides a ready platform for rethinking 
the theology and praxis of the church.

The Emerging Church  
and the Kingdom 

There can be no doubt that the evan-
gelical church teaching on and discussion 
of the Kingdom of God does not match 
the biblical emphasis. Emerging church 
leaders are quick to point out that Jesus 
only mentioned the church twice in his 
teachings while elaboaration on the King-
dom of God saturates the Gospels. Both 
John the Baptist’s preparatory message 
and the preaching of Jesus is summarized 
in the Gospel of Matthew by “repent for 
the Kingdom of God is at hand” (Matt 
3:1; 4:17). The content of Jesus’ parables 
invariably focused on the Kingdom. After 
the resurrection and just prior to the 
ascension, Jesus continues to teach on the 
Kingdom in Acts 1:3, and the book of Acts 
ends with the Apostle Paul proclaiming 
the good news of the Kingdom while in 
Rome (Acts 28:30-31).

So what is the Kingdom of God in 
Emerging church thought? Listen, for 
example, to Brian McLaren’s treatment of 
the Kingdom.19 He offers his most exten-
sive work on the Kingdom in his book, The 
Secret Message of Jesus.20 McLaren analyzes 
the prophetic anticipation of the prophets 
and reduces it to (1) An emphasized con-
cern for the poor, forgotten, and outcasts; 
(2) inward sincerity of the heart rather 
than behavioral transformation; (3) judg-
ment on injustice and hypocrisy; and (4) 
a possible new world order.21 Ultimately 
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he summarizes the kingdom (in an admit-
tedly non-satisfying definition) as “an 
extraordinary life to the full centered in 
a relationship with God.”22

The Gospel Revisioned
Perhaps the most significant reaction 

along Kingdom lines by the Emerging 
church against the modern church is in 
understanding and articulating the gos-
pel.23 The emerging generations, put off by 
the perceived lack of social concern in the 
modern church, reject the message of the 
gospel as “go-to-heaven-when-you-die.” 
Ignoring that caricature of the modern 
church’s articulation of the gospel for the 
present, it is important to highlight the 
strong impetus among the emerging gen-
erations to ask, “Shouldn’t the Christian 
faith have significance now, especially in 
a global sense?” McLaren explains, 

But now I wonder if this gospel about 
how to get your soul into Heaven 
after death is really only a ghost 
of the real gospel that Jesus talked 
about, which seemed to have some-
thing to do with God’s will being 
done on earth now, not just in Heaven 
later. … Yes, I believe that the gospel 
has facts that deal with forgiveness 
of sins, but I feel unfaithful to Jesus 
to define the gospel by that one 
facet when I see our contemporary 
churches failing to address so many 
other essential gospel concerns—jus-
tice, compassion, sacrifice, purpose, 
transformation into Christlikeness, 
and ultimate hope.24

Instead, the gospel is about “social trans-
formation arising from the presence and 
permeation of the reign of Christ.”25 The 
message is embodied in the Emerging 
church’s understanding of the gospel 
of the Kingdom. During Christ’s first 
advent ministry, he did not offer a simple 
message of personal salvation; rather, 
he invited those who would follow him, 

the opportunity to “participate in God’s 
redemption of the world.”26 Understand-
ing the gospel of the Kingdom in this 
way has significant implications. As one 
Emerging church leader explains, 

We have totally reprogrammed 
ourselves to recognize the good 
news as a means to an end—that 
the kingdom of God is here. We try 
to live into that reality and hope. 
We don’t dismiss the cross; it is still 
a central part. But the good news is 
not that he died but that the king-
dom has come.27

The transition to thinking about the 
Kingdom occurred when Emerging church 
leaders changed their focus from the bibli-
cal epistles to the Gospels.28 Barry Taylor 
of Sanctuary in Santa Monica explains, “I 
needed to stop reading Paul for a while 
and instead focus on Jesus.… We focused 
on the humanity of Jesus and lost all the 
categories from church history.”29 This 
begs for the question to be addressed: 
Can there be a Kingdom, in the biblical 
sense, with an impoverished or distorted 
Christology? Can you have the Kingdom 
of God without Christ the King?

Ecclesiology Revisioned  
(or Ignored?)

In Emerging church life, the King-
dom of God paradigm is used as a tool 
to deconstruct all aspects of church life 
and polity. For example, Doug Pagitt, the 
pastor of Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, sees the church as “not neces-
sarily the center of God’s intentions. God 
is working in the world, and the church 
has the option to join God or not.”30 When 
a Kingdom approach is embraced, then 
the place of the church can be reduced. 
Energies heretofore given to the church 
can then be directed toward the broader 
Kingdom of God. Anderson attempts to 
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provide the theological justification for 
this shift, when he writes,

The writers of the Gospels only 
mention the church twice, with no 
suggestion that it was the purpose 
of Jesus to create it as a separate and 
sacred place. … He did not come 
to build a kingdom here on earth, 
but to empower others to kingdom 
living. While the church tends to 
differentiate itself from the world by 
its religious nature, the kingdom of 
God penetrates and transforms the 
world by its secular nature. This is 
why the Spirit of Christ calls us to 
be disciples of the kingdom rather 
than of the church.31

The kingdom is used to speak against 
contemporary church structure. Dieter 
Zander of Quest Church in Novato, Cali-
fornia, explains, “It is not about church 
form but the kingdom. The kingdom 
transcends all forms.”32 Mark Palmer 
of Landing Place in Columbus, Ohio, 
explains, “It is not that we don’t do church 
planting any more. It is just that we begin 
with Jesus and the kingdom.”33

There is the conviction that the King-
dom of God is expressed and found 
most often outside the confines of the 
established church and existing religious 
structures. For example, Mark Scandrette 
of ReIMAGINE! in San Francisco explains, 
“We got the questions wrong. We started 
out thinking about what form the church 
should take, as opposed to what the life of 
Jesus means in this time and place. Now, 
instead of being preoccupied with new 
forms of church we focus on seeking the 
kingdom as the people of God.”34

Again, questions arise. What is the 
role of ecclesiology in a faithful biblical 
theology of the Kingdom? Can the church 
be ignored in a praxis of the Kingdom? 
Given the revisionism that takes place in 
Emerging church theology, the impor-
tance of rightly understanding the bibli-

cal teaching on the Kingdom of God is 
paramount. 

What is the Kingdom?
Any discussion of the Kingdom of God 

has to begin with the Lord Jesus Christ, 
not merely because he spoke openly and 
often of the Kingdom, but because, as we 
will develop throughout the remainder 
of this article, Jesus saw himself as, and 
was indeed, the promised King of the 
Kingdom of God. But, Jesus did not arrive 
on the scene in first century Israel with a 
new message in an ideological vacuum.35 
Rather, Jesus placed himself squarely in 
the middle and at the forefront of the bibli-
cal story. In Mark 1:14-15, Jesus was “pro-
claiming the gospel of God, and saying, 
‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom 
of God is at hand; repent and believe the 
gospel.’” The use of the word “fulfilled” 
indicates that Jesus believed his kingdom 
was the answer to “well-known expecta-
tions based on past promises.”36 That is, 
when he announced that the Kingdom of 
God was at hand, he anticipated that his 
hearers would understand his proclama-
tion as an announcement that the time of 
waiting was over, the same Kingdom of 
God that was promised by the prophets 
was finally here.37 Jesus was presenting 
himself as the center of redemptive his-
tory and announcing that the grand story 
of human history finds its fulfillment and 
culmination in him.

It is crucial therefore, to understand the 
biblical anticipation of the Kingdom and 
its King. Jesus certainly did, because when 
he announced the nearness of the King-
dom, the nature of the Kingdom that he 
announced had already been developed 
by the Old Testament prophets. Therefore, 
in order to understand the Kingdom of 
God, we must understand how it fits 
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into redemptive history. I will argue 
that it is precisely at this point that what 
masquerades in the Emerging church as 
the Kingdom of God is entirely deficient. 
To put it simply, many Emerging church 
leaders do not understand the Kingdom 
of God, because they do not understand 
the biblical story.

Old Testament Anticipation of the 
Kingdom of God

There are three strands of prophetic 
anticipation that together constitute the 
cord of understanding that ought to have 
been present in the hearers of Jesus’ King-
dom proclamation. First, the Kingdom 
would arrive when God reestablishes his 
recognized rule over the entire earth. In 
much prophecy, this coming rule would 
correspond with the Lord’s rescue of 
Israel and the restoration of her fortunes. 
Isaiah 2:2-4 speaks of the Lord judging 
from Jerusalem and exercising a rule of 
peace, justice and righteousness. Micah 
4:1-8 promises that a day will come when 
the nations will flow to the mountain 
of the Lord to learn his ways and walk 
in his paths. Peace and prosperity will 
characterize that time. Judgment was 
a necessary part of the Old Testament 
anticipation because the Kingdom would 
not come without the terrifying “Day of 
the Lord” (see Amos 5:18-20; 8:8-9; Isa 
13:1-22; Ezek 7:1-27; Mal 3:1-6; 4:1-6). The 
Kingdom culminates in the restoration 
of the heavens and the earth, the new 
creation (Isaiah 65-66). This time is sum-
marized beautifully in Zech 14:9, “And 
the LORD will be king over all the earth. 
On that day the LORD will be one and 
his name one” (see also Zech 14:16-17; 
Isaiah 24-25).

Second, the Kingdom would arrive 
when the Spirit of God is poured out on 

God’s people in an unprecedented way. 
Isaiah 32 speaks of horrific judgment upon 
the land and the people of Israel,

until the Spirit is poured upon us 
from on high, and the wilderness 
becomes a fruitful field, and the 
fruitful field is deemed a forest. 
Then justice will dwell in the wil-
derness, and righteousness abide 
in the fruitful field. And the effect 
of righteousness will be peace, and 
the result of righteousness, quiet-
ness and trust forever. My people 
will abide in a peaceful habitation, 
in secure dwellings, and in quiet 
resting places (Isa 32:15-18). 

Ezekiel prophesies, in the context of the 
New Covenant promises, that when the 
Spirit is poured out, peace, prosperity, 
and forgiveness will be the order of the 
day and the people of God will be caused 
to walk according to his ways (Ezek 
36:26-30).

Third, the Kingdom would arrive when 
the throne of the anointed Davidic heir, 
the Messiah, is reestablished—that is, 
the coming eschatological kingdom will 
be ruled by a Davidic King. Amos 9:11 
declares, “In that day I will raise up the 
booth of David that is fallen and repair 
its breaches, and raise up its ruins and 
rebuild it as in the days of old.” Isaiah 9:7 
declares, “Of the increase of his govern-
ment and of peace there will be no end, on 
the throne of David and over his kingdom, 
to establish it and to uphold it with justice 
and with righteousness from this time 
forth and forevermore.”

Of course, the wonder of Jesus Christ 
is that he brought all three strands of the 
Kingdom cord together in his one person. 
The prophet Isaiah told Israel that the 
Anointed One, the Messiah, would be “a 
shoot from the stump of Jesse,” and that 
“The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon 
him, the Spirit of wisdom and under-
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standing, the Spirit of knowledge and 
the fear of the LORD” (Isa 9:1-2). Isaiah 
goes on to say that the Messiah will judge 
with equity, and will bring justice to the 
nations (Isa 9:3-4). The Spirit-anointed 
one will be characterized by righteous-
ness and faithfulness, and his reign will 
be characterized by the same (Isa 9:5). In 
fact, the entire cosmos will be subjugated 
to the Messiah and the created order will 
no longer rise up to bite humanity, “for 
the earth shall be full of the knowledge of 
the LORD as the waters cover the sea” (Isa 
9:6-8; cf. Isa 42:1). When Jesus begins his 
public ministry by teaching in the syna-
gogue at Nazareth, we are told that Jesus 
“unrolled the scroll and found the place 
where it was written, ‘The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed 
me to proclaim good news to the poor” 
(Luke 4:17-18). Jesus, the Spirit-anointed 
one, the Messiah, and Son of God, brings 
the saving rule of God to earth.

The Kingdom’s Role in the Story of 
Redemptive History

So what is the Kingdom of God? What 
is the nature of the Kingdom, developed 
by the prophets and anticipated by his 
hearers, that Jesus proclaimed? The 
biblical testimony to the Kingdom is so 
immense, that the term resists an exhaus-
tive definition. G. E. Ladd suggests that the 
Kingdom is “primarily the dynamic reign 
or kingly rule of God, and derivatively, the 
sphere in which the rule is experienced.”38 
This is a fine treatment, but without an 
understanding of biblical theology, it too 
could be misleading or misconstrued. 
After all, the Kingdom of God is prom-
ised, predicted, and comes as the answer 
to a serious problem. This problem and 
solution comprises the plotline to the 
drama of redemptive history.

The Bible begins, not with an argu-
ment for the existence of God, but with 
God creating. He is established from 
the opening page as the Creator of the 
heavens and earth, and as such, he enjoys 
Creator’s rights, authority, over all that he 
has made. There is nothing in all of the 
cosmos that is not subservient to him. 
Interestingly, many psalms celebrate the 
kingship of God precisely because he is 
Creator (Ps 93:1; 96:4-10; 104:1-35; 136:1-9).39 
God creates man and woman, unique 
among all of creation because they and 
they alone are created in the image of 
God (Gen 1:27). As his image-bearers, God 
grants to them a delegated authority to 
rule and exercise dominion over the rest 
of creation (Gen 1:28-29). But God’s rep-
resentatives on earth, his image-bearers, 
rebel against him, introducing sin into the 
good creation of God (Gen 3:1-7). Within 
one generation, brother kills brother and 
all of humanity is united in their rebel-
lion against God (Gen 4:1-16; 6:5-6; 11:1-9). 
These are the opening scenes in the grand 
drama of the biblical story. The rest of 
redemptive history demonstrates how 
God redeems his people, with the goal 
that he might dwell with them (Revelation 
20-21), and restores his kingdom, to the 
end that his rule might be acknowledged 
by all (Phil 2:9-11). This entire work of 
God is accomplished through and focused 
upon the Lord Jesus Christ and empow-
ered by the Holy Spirit. 

The Kingdom: Points of Tension
As one surveys the biblical teaching 

on the Kingdom of God, accounting for 
its progressive revelation and unfolding 
in time, there are themes that must be 
allowed to stay in tension. These themes 
have confounded theologians for years, 
and it is wiser and more accurate to allow 
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them to stay in tension. 
First, is the Kingdom of God a reign or 

a realm? The New Testament teaching on 
the Kingdom of God points toward both. 
The Kingdom of God as the reign of God 
is supported by the ethical and spiritual 
nature of the Kingdom. Jesus tells Pilate 
that his Kingdom is “not of this world” 
(John 18:36). His parables teach that the 
Kingdom may be invisible unless one 
has God-given eyes to see. Jesus’ Sermon 
on the Mount was so completely counter-
intuitive to Jewish political expectations of 
their Messiah that an ethical and spiritual 
reign seems to be the focus. The political 
structures of this world are not anything 
like those of the Kingdom, where the first 
shall be last (Mark 10:42-45). Believers in 
Jesus Christ have already been transferred 
into the Kingdom of God’s beloved Son, 
even as they continue to live in the world 
with its many fallen political structures 
and realms (Col 1:13). But there are some 
teachings that cannot be spiritualized 
regarding the Kingdom. For example, one 
day all will eat and drink with Jesus in 
his Kingdom (Matt 26:29). In the book of 
Revelation, Christ has made the redeemed 
“a kingdom and priests to our God, and 
they shall reign on the earth” (Rev 5:10). 
Finally, at the consummation of all things, 
God will dwell with his people in a spatial 
environment in the new heavens and new 
earth (Revelation 21).

The second set of themes that must 
be held in tension to remain true to the 
biblical teaching surround the question, 
“Is the Kingdom now or not yet?” Jesus 
announced that the Kingdom was “at 
hand” and had “come upon” his hearers 
(Mark 1:15; Luke 12:28). But the King-
dom is also spoken of as a future reality 
throughout the New Testament (Acts 
1:6; Mark 10:17-31; etc.). Church history 

demonstrates the vacillating nature of 
answers to this question, moving from 
over-realized eschatology (the Kingdom 
is now) to an under-realized eschatology 
(the Kingdom is not yet).40 The debates 
between classic dispensationalists and 
covenantal amillennialists often swung 
between these two extremes.41 In this pen-
dulum-swinging atmosphere, the work of 
Ladd brought much needed insight and 
correction. Though present in the writ-
ings of earlier theologians such as Adolf 
Schlatter,42 Ladd’s presentation of the 
“now, but not yet” Kingdom brought inau-
gurated eschatology to the forefront of the 
evangelical consciousness. He suggested 
that the Kingdom had arrived already 
in the person of Jesus, but anticipated a 
future consummation in the millennial 
Kingdom and eternal state.43

Emerging church leaders, anxious to 
avoid reducing Christianity to a simplis-
tic “go to heaven when you die” message 
with no earthly implications, often elimi-
nate the tension by placing the Kingdom 
in the present—and the present alone. 
That is, their Kingdom theology is overre-
alized. To be fair, not all Emerging church 
leaders distort the biblical testimony to 
the Kingdom. For example, Rick McKin-
ley, the pastor of Imago Dei Community 
in Portland, Oregon, does a fine job in his 
book, This Beautiful Mess, of raising the red 
flag when we accept Jesus as savior, but 
reject him as King.44 

The Gospel is Crucial to the 
Kingdom

What many Emerging church lead-
ers fail to realize is that the Kingdom is 
effected through the atoning sacrifice of 
Jesus Christ. Revelation 5:5, 8-10 makes it 
clear that the cross of Christ was neces-
sary for the fulfillment of the Kingdom 
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agenda to be completed. The Davidic heir, 
the “Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of 
David” is qualified to execute judgment 
precisely because he has “conquered,” 
through being “slain.” It was by his blood 
that he “ransomed people for God” and 
“made them a kingdom of priests to our 
God, and they shall reign on the earth.” 
The language is sacrificial. He was worthy 
to receive “power and wealth and wisdom 
and might and honor and glory and bless-
ing” because he “was slain” (Rev 5:12). 
In the Kingdom of God, sin and death 
must be dealt with before the Kingdom 
can come. Curses on humanity and the 
earth must be lifted before God can fully 
restore his reign in his place. Believers in 
the gospel have been delivered from the 
domain of darkness and transferred to the 
kingdom of Christ (Col 1:13). Those who 
are part of the Kingdom have redemp-
tion, the forgiveness of sins (Col 1:14). Far 
from derailing the Kingdom purposes of 
God, the cross of Christ makes the con-
summation of the Kingdom possible (cf. 
2 Tim 2:8-13).45

Ray Anderson understands the cosmic 
implications of having a Kingdom cen-
tered theology. After quoting Col 1:15-17, 
he states, “This is kingdom language. An 
emergent theology with less than this 
cosmic vision lacks as much depth as it 
does height.”46 He is absolutely right, but 
Col 1:18-19 includes strong atonement 
language which effects the cosmic recon-
ciliation accomplished by God through 
Christ. Can you have the Kingdom with-
out the cross?47 Certain individuals in the 
Emerging church may wish to eschew 
traditional Christological categories, but 
both the person and work of Jesus are 
essential for the consummation of the 
Kingdom.

Ecclesiology is Crucial to the 
Kingdom

Colossians 1:13-20 unites the themes 
of Kingdom, church, and atonement. The 
King of the Kingdom is declared to be 
the “head of the body, the church.” It is 
through Jesus and his bloody work on the 
cross that “all things, whether on earth or 
in heaven” are reconciled to the Father. 
But what is the relationship of the church 
to the Kingdom? It must be stated emphat-
ically that the church is not the Kingdom. 
But to follow many Emerging church lead-
ers and shift our attention away from the 
church to a broad, undefined Kingdom is 
equally misguided, as the first chapter of 
Colossians demonstrates. 

For help in clarifying the relationship 
between the church and the Kingdom, 
we turn again to the work of Ladd.48 The 
church is a community of people who 
are bound to and serve the King whose 
ministry is to display the proleptic life of 
the eschatological Kingdom in the pres-
ent evil age. It is clear that the Kingdom 
is never to be confused with the church. 
But there can never be a strict bifurca-
tion between the two, for the church is 
a community of the Kingdom. Further, 
because the Kingdom is the rule of God, 
manifest in the mission of Jesus, the King-
dom creates the church. As such, it is the 
task of the church to bear witness to the 
Kingdom. Emerging church leaders are 
right to focus on the Kingdom, but when 
they focus on the Kingdom to the exclu-
sion of the church, they effectively mute 
the voice of the God-ordained witness 
to the Kingdom. Just as importantly, as 
an instrument of the Kingdom, the same 
Kingdom power that worked through 
Jesus (Matthew 4; 10:8; Luke 10:17) is 
available to the church. When Emerging 
church leaders call for solidarity around 
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Kingdom values while simultaneously 
denying the centrality of the church in 
Christ’s Kingdom strategy, they are ren-
dering those committed to the Kingdom 
impotent in witnessing to the Kingdom by 
living lives characteristic of the Kingdom. 
Ladd summarizes this way:

The Kingdom is God’s reign and the 
realm in which the blessings of his 
reign are experienced; the church 
is the fellowship of those who have 
experienced God’s reign and entered 
through the church, and is pro-
claimed in the world by the church. 
There can be no Kingdom without 
a church–those who have acknowl-
edged God’s rule–and there can be 
no church without God’s Kingdom; 
but they remain two distinguishable 
concepts: the rule of God and the fel-
lowship of men and women.49

Analysis
The theological revisionism that has 

taken place regarding the nature of the 
gospel and ecclesiology has led to two 
specific areas of cultural engagement 
that are troubling. Both of these areas 
lean heavily on the Kingdom of God as 
an organizing principle. Both of these are 
theologically deficient due to their impov-
erished understanding of the Kingdom.

First Implication: The Social Gospel
The reduction of the gospel to “believe 

these propositions so you can go to heaven 
when you die” cannot be sustained in 
Scripture. Emerging church leaders are 
right to question such reduction. Jesus’ 
announcement and inauguration of the 
Kingdom and his giving of eternal life 
does have implications for life today. 
Emerging church leaders are right to 
affirm this. Further, in light of the inau-
guration of the Kingdom, the church is 
required to demonstrate compassion, 
care, and stewardship in the world, and 
Emerging church leaders are also right 

to call for such qualities today. But when 
the inaugurated Kingdom is reduced to 
a realized Kingdom (“here and now”),50 
then the motivation for—and ability to 
faithfully carry out—social action has to 
be called into question. McLaren’s under-
standing of the Beatitudes is illustrative of 
this. He writes that Jesus’ eight statements 
“tell what kinds of people … are well off, 
have ‘the good life,’ are fortunate and 
blessed.”51 Note the present verb tense. 
Far from future realization, they have the 
good life and are blessed now. McLaren 
goes on, “So, Jesus says, if you want to live 
in the kingdom of God, you don’t seek 
to stir up lust and then prevent adultery, 
but rather you seek to deal with the root, 
the source. The kingdom of God calls 
you to desire and seek a genuinely pure 
heart.”52 But there is no hint of regenera-
tion or clue as to how to get the renewed 
heart. Ultimately, it seems to be a matter of 
self-determination. McLaren’s The Secret 
Message of Jesus is a deeply troubling work 
because the gospel cannot be found in it—
and I’m not talking about a “go-to-heaven-
when-you-die” message. The Holy Spirit 
is conspicuously absent from the book. 
The New Covenant is hardly mentioned, 
if at all. The human dilemma is one of 
laziness and bad education, rather than a 
heart that is fallen. At the end of the day, 
McLaren’s message is essentially a call for 
humanity to try to be like Jesus by pulling 
itself up by its own moral bootstraps.

Brian McLaren is not the only Emerg-
ing church leader guilty of postulating 
an overrealized Kingdom. As Rob Bell, 
pastor of Mars Hill in Grand Rapids, 
states, “The goal isn’t escaping this world 
but making this world the kind of place 
God can come to.”53 The latest book pro-
duced by EmergentVillage, An Emergent 
Manifesto of Hope, tackles such issues as 
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women’s rights, sexuality, racial frag-
mentation, political and economic injus-
tice with only fleeting reference to the 
gospel.54 For some, the Kingdom is about 
advocating for mass transit.55 Most of the 
causes Bell discusses are admirable, and 
many of them are crucial, but while the 
book is high on the call for social action, 
it is severely deficient on the gospel. 

Any time the Kingdom of God is 
emphasized while simultaneously de-
emphasizing (or revisioning) both the 
church and the gospel, the impetus will be 
towards a non-redemptive and powerless 
social work.56 How is this any different 
from the teaching of Walter Rauschen-
busch, an early twentieth century New 
York pastor, often referred to as the 
“Father of the Social Gospel”? He continu-
ally championed the kingdom of God. As 
Mark Noll describes, “Rauschenbusch 
had no room in his theology for the sub-
stitutionary atonement, a literal hell, or a 
literal second coming. He also encouraged 
a nearly utopian sense of human poten-
tial.”57 The doctrinal commitments of 
Rauschenbusch are eerily similar to that 
of many in the Emerging church, includ-
ing its most prominent spokespersons. 
I fear that history will demonstrate that 
Rauschenbusch was more orthodox in his 
affirmations than many who are carrying 
the banner for the Emerging church.

Second Implication: Inclusivism and 
Pluralism

The emphasis upon the Kingdom 
in Emerging church theology, coupled 
with the revisioning of ecclesiology and 
the gospel, has significant soteriological 
implications. The impoverished under-
standing of the Kingdom allows many 
Emerging church leaders to embrace a 
radical soteriological inclusivism, and in 

many cases, even pluralism.58 When the 
role of the church is diminished, if not 
ignored, in pursuing relationship with 
God, then spirituality can be defined as 
“living in an interactive relationship with 
God and others as a daily way of life.”59 
This leads many to think that the influ-
ence of Jesus is stronger outside of some 
religious institutions than inside.60 In the 
minds of many Emerging church lead-
ers, the Kingdom of God is bigger than 
Christianity. 

McLaren uses his perceived inclusive 
nature of the Kingdom of God to interpret 
Gal 3:28 in the modern context as saying 
that reconciliation demands that “Chris-
tians with Jews and Muslims and Hin-
dus” must live together in the kingdom.61 
Samir Selmanovic, pastor of Crosswalk 
church, and leader in Emergent Village, 
argues,

 The emergent church movement 
has come to believe that the ultimate 
context of the spiritual aspirations 
of a follower of Jesus Christ is not 
Christianity but rather the kingdom 
of God. This realization has many 
implications, and the one standing 
above all is the fact that, like every 
other religion, Christianity is a 
non-god, and every non-god can be 
an idol.62

According to Salmanovic, the Kingdom of 
God is “better than Christianity,” because 
it “supersedes Christianity in scope, 
depth and expression.… The Christian 
religion is still an entity in the human 
realm.”63 With regard to the gospel, Sal-
manovic explains, “The gospel is not our 
gospel, but the gospel of the kingdom of 
God, and what belongs to the kingdom of 
God cannot be hijacked by Christianity. 
God is sovereign, like the wind. He blows 
wherever he chooses.”64 How does one 
recognize whether one is participating 
in the Kingdom? As with most forms of 
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inclusivism and pluralism, the answer 
is ethical: “An emerging generation of 
Christians is simply saying, ‘No more spe-
cial treatment. In the Scripture, God has 
established a criteria of truth, and it has 
to do with the fruits of a gracious life.”65 
For many Emerging church leaders, the 
Kingdom also makes possible authentic 
interfaith dialogue and ministries. For 
example, Dave Sutton of New Duffryn 
Community Church in Newport, UK, 
says, “My understanding is that if the 
kingdom is what God is about, then God 
might be involved in other faiths. … We 
very much see our work in relation to 
the unique person and work of Christ. If 
other religions are involved in that work, 
that is fine.”66

When Jesus Christ is reduced to a 
spokesperson and exemplar for Kingdom 
values, then he is effectively severed from 
his Kingdom as defined by the Bible. 
Russell Moore explains the centrality of 
Christ to the Kingdom well: 

This is the key insight of inaugu-
rated eschatology–namely, the fact 
that its central biblical referent is 
not a golden age within history or 
the timing of prophetic events, but 
instead is the One whom God has 
exalted as ‘both Lord and Christ–
this Jesus whom you crucified’ (Acts 
2:36). The ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’ 
aspects of the Kingdom find their 
content in the identity and mis-
sion of Jesus as Messiah. This cor-
rectly locates the hinge of history 
as resting on the incarnation, life, 
sacrificial death, resurrection, and 
ascension of Jesus as the harbinger 
of the ‘last days’ (Heb 1:2), the ‘first-
born’ of the eschatological resurrec-
tion of the righteous (Col 1:18), and 
the Kingdom of God in person.67

A Kingdom with no King ultimately is 
reduced to an ethical Kingdom of human 
effort. This articulation may rest easy 
on postmodern sensibilities, but it is 

not reflective of the biblical story. Many 
Emerging church leaders have embraced a 
fallacious view of the Kingdom and it has 
led them straight down the road through 
inclusivism to pluralism. 

The King of the Kingdom
This brief study has exposed two 

critical errors that are possible when the 
relationship between Jesus Christ the 
King and his Kingdom is denied. The 
first error is the proclamation of the King 
without any reference to his Kingdom. 
This occurs in practice when the church 
reduces the gospel to concern for eternal 
destiny with little care for the current well 
being of others. Many Evangelicals have 
reacted so strongly against the theological 
emptiness of the nineteenth and twentieth 
century social gospel, that they look with 
suspicion at any social work whatsoever. 
After all, what is important is the eternal 
destiny of a person. What shall it profit a 
man if he develop a system for sterilizing 
water but lose his soul. What shall it profit 
a child if he be immunized against dis-
ease, but lose his soul. What shall it profit 
a woman if she be taught well-baby care 
but lose her soul. The gospel was reduced 
to a matter of go-to-heaven-when-you-die, 
with no implications for this life whatso-
ever. The question is, what does such a 
message have in common with the teach-
ing of Jesus? Proclaiming a King without 
the Kingdom is contrary to the biblical 
witness and a perversion of the gospel. 
Those in the Emerging church are right to 
bring criticism against such practices.

But neither can we proclaim the 
Kingdom without the King. We do this 
when we refuse to identify ourselves 
with Christ when we serve. When we 
serve the advancement of the Kingdom 
while not proclaiming the King who 
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makes the Kingdom possible, we are in 
effect denying the King and making the 
advancement of the Kingdom a matter of 
human decision and achievement. This 
is seductively easy to do in our age of 
religious pluralism. Making claims about 
the exclusivity of Christ has always been 
offensive, but it is especially odious to 
postmodern sensibilities. People want 
the Kingdom and all that goes with it. 
It is with the King of the Kingdom that 
people struggle. Therefore, we must be 
faithful to proclaim both the King and 
the Kingdom.

The irony of this entire project is that 
the Kingdom impulse of the Emerging 
church is correct and ought to be affirmed, 
but their impoverished and distorted 
theology of the Kingdom cannot deliver 
what they want. At the end, I fear their 
efforts will devolve to a social gospel not 
unlike the failed efforts of nineteenth 
and twentieth century liberalism. A fully 
developed biblical theology of the King-
dom, however, would serve to ground and 
sustain their efforts.

A biblical Kingdom theology can sup-
port environmental concerns because the 
entire cosmos belongs to the King of the 
Kingdom, who will one day reign here 
in his realm. A biblical Kingdom theol-
ogy can support concern for the poor 
and hungry because in the Kingdom of 
Christ, people do not go hungry. A biblical 
Kingdom theology can support relief for 
those socially oppressed because there is 
no place for injustice in a Kingdom ruled 
by our good and compassionate Christ. 
According to a biblical Kingdom theol-
ogy, the consummation of the Kingdom 
does not rest on impotent human effort 
and fallen human design because in the 
Kingdom of Christ, hearts are regener-
ated and Kingdom citizens are indwelt 

and empowered by the Spirit of the King. 
Finally, the consummation of such a King-
dom is not a mere hope or dream as some 
Emerging leaders prefer to call it, because 
the King of the Kingdom, Jesus Christ our 
risen Lord, has conquered sin and death 
and now sits at the right hand of God the 
Father; his return, far from a dream, is a 
certain future reality.
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SBJT: What are the most common errors 
that people make when it comes to 
understanding and proclaiming the 
kingdom?
D. A. Carson: I shall list a handful. They 
are in no particular order of impor-
tance, primarily because several of these 
interpretive errors belong to distinctive 
groups. To rank the importance of the 
error would require ranking the influence 
of each group—and that, of course, is an 
entirely different question. But several of 
these errors have something in common: 
they are errors because they succumb 
to reductionism. They rightly see some 
corner of the truth, but then absolutize 
it in such a way that they fail to see how 
“kingdom” is, linguistically speaking, a 
tensive symbol, with a very broad array 
of referents and overtones in the Bible. 
To absolutize only a part of the evidence 
not only makes exegetical nonsense out of 
other passages and thus skews the com-
prehensiveness of the ways in which the 
Bible speaks of the kingdom of God (and 
related expressions), but it ends up with 
distorted theological synthesis.

First, some forms of theology inject 
a temporal barrier between “kingdom” 
and “church”: the church belongs to this 
dispensation, and the kingdom to the 
next. At least some passages cannot eas-
ily be squared with such an outlook: e.g., 
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topics of interest without requiring lengthy articles from these heavily-committed 
individuals. Their answers are presented in an order that hopefully makes the  
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“For he has rescued us from the domin-
ion of darkness and brought us into the 
kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we 
have redemption, the forgiveness of sin” 
(Col 1:13–14). 

Second, sometimes the inverse error 
is promoted. The old hymn by Timothy 
Dwight promotes the view that “king-
dom” and “church” refer to the same 
thing:

I love Thy kingdom, Lord,
The house of Thine abode,
The church our blest Redeemer  
 saved
With His own precious blood.

But this is a category mistake. The word 
“church” refers to a gathering, an assem-
bly, of people; the word “kingdom,” in 
the first instance, refers to the dynamic 
notion of “reign” (whatever the more 
precise meanings it carries as it interacts 
with particular contexts). Even if there 
is some sense in which God rules over 
his church in a different way than he 
rules over everyone else—and we shall 
see that that is the case—the two words 
“church” and “kingdom” belong to differ-
ent categories and should not be treated 
as synonyms. Sometimes this mistake is 
made by people who argue that we ought 
to expect the church to be made up of 
believers and unbelievers alike, and who 
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attempt to defend the point by appealing 
to the parable of the wheat and the weeds 
(Matt 24:13–29, 36–43). But Jesus explicitly 
tells us that this is a parable of the king-
dom. And, as we shall see, it is a parable 
designed, in part, to establish a certain 
stance on the present and the future, not 
to give us a profile of the church.

Indeed, that is the third arena where 
errors about the kingdom are not uncom-
mon: tensions between the biblical 
descriptions of inaugurated eschatology 
(the kingdom has come) and futurist 
eschatology (the kingdom comes at the 
end). On the one hand, Jesus tells certain 
parables of the kingdom in order to get 
across that the expected “big bang” is not 
yet. For instance (if I may use the formula 
much loved by the rabbis when they told 
their parables, and used by Jesus himself), 
it is the case with the kingdom as with the 
soils: there is varying receptivity to the 
word that is sown, and varying degrees 
of fruitfulness. The kingdom did not come 
in instantaneous and utterly effective 
division. It came slowly, with varying 
responses. Elsewhere we are told that this 
side of Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation, 
all authority in heaven and on earth is his: 
in other words, Jesus Christ reigns, even 
though we do not see everything and 
everyone cheerfully submitted to him. To 
use the language of Paul in 1 Corinthians 
15, Jesus must reign until he has destroyed 
all his enemies, the last of those enemies 
being death itself. So all of the Father’s 
royal authority is now mediated through 
Christ: he reigns, even though his reign 
must be contested until the last enemy is 
destroyed. All of these images and pas-
sages (and there are many more) conjure 
up a picture of a kingdom already here, 
already operating, already inaugurated, 
still contested. On the other hand, the seer 

John foresees a time when “[t]he kingdom 
of the world has become the kingdom of 
our Lord and of his Messiah, and he will 
reign for ever and ever” (Rev 11:15), when 
the hosts of darkness face crushing defeat 
(Rev 19:11-21); Paul announces a time 
when every knee will bow (Phil 2:10–11). 
Many passages picture believers “inherit-
ing” the kingdom at the end. 

There are pastoral implications to this 
running tension between the “already”-
reigning kingdom and the “not yet” king-
dom. It has been plausibly argued that 
Corinthian believers were tempted by an 
over-realized eschatology: already they 
think of themselves as kings beginning 
their reign (1 Cor 4:8), and thus they have 
overlooked the call to suffer exemplified 
by the apostles themselves. By contrast, 
it appears that some Thessalonians, 
insufficiently grateful for the gospel 
blessings they had already received, and 
eagerly anticipating the coming of the 
future kingdom which they thought to 
be right around the corner, could stint 
on mundane responsibilities, don ascen-
sion robes, sit on a hill in California and 
sing advent songs. There are negative 
repercussions to getting the balance of 
Scripture wrong.

A fourth arena of reductionism is found 
where Christians overlook the fact that in 
some passages “kingdom” is a sweeping 
category that leaves nothing out from 
the arch of its reign—nothing in heaven 
or on earth, no human being redeemed 
or otherwise—while in other passages 
the “kingdom” is that subset of God’s 
sweeping, providential sovereignty under 
which there is forgiveness with God and 
eternal life. Not everyone falls under this 
latter “reign” or “kingdom.”

It is easy enough to recall texts on 
both sides of this pair. On the one hand, 
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“The LORD has established his throne in 
heaven, and his kingdom rules over all” 
(Psa 103:19). In the parable of the wheat 
and the weeds, to which I’ve already 
referred, it is the kingdom that is likened to 
this situation, a situation of mixed wheat 
and weeds until the end when a final sep-
aration takes place. When “kingdom” has 
so broad an embrace, we must conclude 
that everyone is in the “kingdom” in that 
sense of “kingdom”; all of us are wheat or 
weeds. It is equivalent to saying that all of 
us live under God’s reign whether we like 
it or not; all of us live under his reigning 
providence; it is simply unavoidable. On 
the other hand, elsewhere Jesus can teach 
that unless people are born again they 
cannot see or enter the kingdom of God 
(John 3:3, 5). Clearly “kingdom” in this 
context is more restrictive: some people 
are in it, and some people are not. To focus 
entirely on the former sometimes engen-
ders conclusions made up of equal parts 
of truth and of mushy sentiment: “All 
human beings are children of God, all are 
in his kingdom.” Well, yes, in exactly the 
same way that Pol Pot, Adolf Hitler, and 
Joe Stalin remained, all their lives, under 
the unavoidable aegis of God’s sovereign 
sway, but this will not strike thoughtful 
people as an adequate basis for establish-
ing discernment or for fostering utopian 
inclusivism. On the other hand, to focus 
entirely on the kingdom as presented 
in John 3 may regrettably lead some so 
to focus on the circle of the regenerated 
that they overlook the sweeping ways in 
which God’s reign, however mediated by 
secondary causalities, is truly over all. 

Increasingly during the last couple of 
decades, two vociferous groups focus on 
a fifth emphasis which, if it were well-
integrated with everything else the Bible 
says about the kingdom, would not be 

problematic, but which, when it is taken 
almost on its own, makes “kingdom” an 
adjective that blesses whatever I want 
blessed. Thus we hear a lot today of “king-
dom ethics”: the actual content can come 
from that part of the Reformed camp that 
speaks fluently of redeeming the culture, 
or from that part of the Anabaptist/Hau-
erwas/Emergent camp that nods repeat-
edly and appreciatively at either pacifism 
or 1920s liberalism, or both. Neither camp 
is entirely wrong: certainly to live under 
the saving reign of God entails the trans-
formation of life, including the transfor-
mation of ethical life. Yet the ease with 
which other biblical emphases regarding 
the kingdom are lost is disconcerting. 
In the present climate I’m suspicious of 
anyone who uses “kingdom” only as an 
adjective, for usually it is merely a theo-
logically posh way of approving one’s 
current theological and ethical agenda. 
If we like some ethical course, we label it 
“kingdom ethics” and bless it with a text, 
and epistemology is satisfied.

A particularly virulent form of this 
approach is hidden behind what Tony 
Campolo now approvingly calls “red 
letter Christians.” These red letter Chris-
tians, he says, hold the same theological 
commitments as do other evangelicals, 
but they take the words of Jesus especially 
seriously (they devote themselves to the 
“red letters” of some foolishly printed 
Bibles) and end up being more concerned 
than are other Christians for the poor, the 
hungry, and those at war. Oh, rubbish: 
this is merely one more futile exercise in 
trying to find a “canon within the canon” 
to bless my preferred brand of theology. 
That’s the first of two serious mistakes 
commonly practiced by these red letter 
Christians. The other is worse: their actual 
grasp of what the red letter words of Jesus 
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are actually saying in context far too fre-
quently leaves a great deal to be desired; 
more particularly, to read the words of 
Jesus and emphasize them apart from the 
narrative framework of each of the canonical 
gospels, in which the plot-line takes the reader 
to Jesus’ redeeming death and resurrection, not 
only has the result of down-playing Jesus’ 
death and resurrection, but regularly fails 
to see how the red-letter words of Jesus 
point to and unpack the significance of 
his impending crosswork. In other words, 
it is not only Paul who says that Jesus’ 
cross and resurrection constitute matters 
“of first importance” (1 Cor 15:3), and not 
only Paul who was resolved to know noth-
ing among the Corinthians except Jesus 
Christ and him crucified (1 Cor 2:1–5), but 
the shape of the narrative in each canonical 
gospel says the same thing. In each case the 
narrative rushes toward the cross and res-
urrection; the cross and resurrection are 
the climax. So to interpret the narrative, 
including the red-letter words of Jesus, 
apart from the climax to which they are 
rushing, is necessarily a distortion of the 
canonical Gospels themselves. 

Some of the Gospel passion accounts 
make this particularly clear. In Matthew, 
for example, Jesus is repeatedly mocked 
as “the king of the Jews” (27:27–31, 37, 
42). But Matthew knows that his readers 
have been told from the beginning of his 
book (even the bits without red letters) 
that Jesus is the king: the first chapter 
establishes the point, and tells us that, as 
the promised Davidic king, he is given the 
name “YHWH saves” (“Jesus”) because he 
comes to save his people from their sins. 
Small wonder for its first three centuries 
the church meditated often on the irony 
of Jesus “reigning” from a cross, that 
barbaric Roman instrument of torture and 
shame. And it is Matthew who reminds 

us that, this side of the cross, this side of 
the resurrection, all authority belongs to 
Jesus (28:18–20). These constitute parts of 
the narrative framework without which 
Jesus’ red-letter words, not least his por-
trayals of the kingdom, cannot be rightly 
understood.

In short: serious Christians will want 
to avoid reductionism. We must carefully 
study the sweep of “kingdom” uses, pay 
close attention to the immediate context, 
and faithfully emphasize what all of 
Scripture declares to be matters “of first 
importance.”

SBJT: Is the kingdom of God the same 
thing as the church? If not, are they 
related?
Barry Joslin: The relation of the kingdom 
of God to the church is a difficult ques-
tion. They are not to be seen as one and 
the same, though they are related. While 
the church is the bride of Christ and 
the new covenant community of God, 
the kingdom is God’s redemptive and 
sovereign rule that has broken into the 
present evil age. It was inaugurated in the 
ministry of Christ, and His church awaits 
its consummation and global, visible rule 
(Matt 25:31-46).

Both the kingdom of God/heaven (also 
called the kingdom of Christ, Eph 5:5; Col 
1:13) and the church are major themes in 
the New Testament, yet in Jesus’ ministry 
it is clearly the kingdom that takes center 
stage—being referred to well over forty 
times each in Matthew and Luke alone. 
Beginning with his forerunner John the 
Baptist (whose message was identical to 
that of Jesus—compare Matt 3:2 and 4:17), 
our Lord’s central topic of preaching was 
the kingdom of God (Mk 1:15). When the 
seventy were sent out, their message was 
the same (Luke 10:9). When Jesus teaches 
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his disciples (and his church) how to pray, 
they and we are taught to pray “Thy king-
dom come.” Further, the message of the 
kingdom was so apparent in Jesus’ own 
ministry that the dying thief on the cross 
next to Jesus requested to be part of this 
kingdom (Luke 23:42). 

Luke records for us that the proclama-
tion of the early church was centered on 
the matter of the kingdom. The disciples’ 
forty days of training before Pentecost 
consisted of Jesus speaking about a cen-
tral issue—the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3). 
In addition, it is helpful to note several 
things concerning the earliest record 
of the church in Acts: Luke begins and 
ends Acts with the matter of the kingdom 
(Acts 1:3 and 28:30); Philip’s message as 
he preaches is the kingdom (8:12); Paul 
reasons with the Jews for several months 
about the kingdom of God (Acts 19:8); 
the kingdom is the summation of Paul’s 
preaching to the Ephesian church (Acts 
20:25); and Acts concludes with Paul in 
Rome preaching and reasoning from the 
Old Testament about the kingdom of God 
(Acts 28:23, 30). Thus, on a most basic level, 
what we see is that the church preaches 
the kingdom, yet it is never called to 
preach the church. The church is not the 
message. Rather, the church witnesses 
to and is the instrument of the kingdom. 
Therefore as the church, we are to preach 
the kingdom right up until the time the 
King returns to consummate His king-
dom. In short, Christ’s message was the 
kingdom of God, and this was passed 
on to the founding pillars of the church, 
and must be the church’s message today. 
Kingdom and church are related, but are 
not synonymous.

Now that we have seen that the king-
dom and the church are not identical, 
the question returns to how they relate. 

As defined above, the kingdom is God’s 
saving, redemptive rule into which we 
are summoned. One enters the kingdom, 
and God’s kingdom rule in Christ delivers 
each of its subjects from the dominion of 
darkness, spelling defeat for Satan and 
the powers of evil. His rule invades the 
kingdom of Satan and overthrows it one 
soul at a time, binding the strong man 
(Mark 3:24-27; Matt 12:26-29). Therefore an 
important distinction between the two is 
that the kingdom creates the church and 
not vice-versa. The church is the result of 
the kingdom’s inauguration into the world 
through the proclamation in and through 
Jesus. While the New Testament regularly 
refers to believers as the church, it does 
not refer to believers as the kingdom 
(except in Rev 1:6 and 5:10, the context of 
which indicates that the saints are “a king-
dom” in that they will share in Christ’s 
reign). It is right to say that the church is a 
people who have received the offer of the 
kingdom of God, but that is not the same 
thing as saying that the church is the king-
dom. As the church, we await its full and 
final expression at the end of the age—the 
coming of the kingdom of our Lord and 
of His Christ—the glorious eschatological 
rule of God where justice reigns and death 
is no more. It is the day both of salvation 
and judgment, depending on whether one 
has entered the kingdom (Matt 7:21; John 
3:3, 5) or remains outside (Matt 13:36-43; 
47-50; 22:11-14; 25:1-13). 

What we also see as part of this insepa-
rable relationship is that the kingdom of 
God works through the church. Matthew 
16:18-19 informs us that the church holds 
the keys to the kingdom. Concerning this 
passage, many have noted that Luke 11:52 
is helpful in ascertaining that the “keys” 
in view are the keys of the knowledge of 
what the scriptures teach of Christ and 
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entrance into his kingdom. As such, the 
religious leaders do not enter, and their 
teaching prevents their followers from 
entering as well. Yet Peter’s confession of 
Christ in Matt 16:18-19 is just the begin-
ning of what Peter is coming to under-
stand. He will proclaim the gospel of the 
kingdom and in so doing it will be opened 
to many (“loosed”) while others will 
be shut out (“bound”). We see that this 
occurs in Peter’s recorded ministry in Acts 
in which many are loosed (Acts 2:14-39; 
3:11-26) while others are bound and shut 
out (Acts 4:11-12; 8:20-23). This begins 
with Peter, but is not restricted to him. 
This binding and loosing is accomplished 
whenever the gospel of the kingdom of 
Christ is preached. Those who respond 
are loosed, while those who reject this 
message are bound. 

Through gospel preaching, whatever 
the church binds or looses will have 
already been bound or loosed. This king-
dom binding and loosing is seen in Matt 
18:18 in the context of discipline, and is an 
application of what is taught in 16:18-19. 
The church has the keys to the kingdom, 
and so long as its message adheres to the 
divinely-given gospel, then it either ush-
ers in or excludes those that have already 
been loosed or bound by God. The church 
is God’s eschatological people of the king-
dom that has already broken into this age, 
and we are summoned by the King to uti-
lize the keys to bind and loose. A correct 
application of church discipline is part of 
what it means to follow Jesus during this 
age of the inaugurated kingdom. As such, 
it is often noted that the church is not only 
the instrument of the kingdom, but also the 
custodian of the kingdom. 

In short, the church is not the kingdom, 
yet the two are inseparable. The sovereign, 
redemptive rule of God has broken into 

this age in the ministry of Jesus Christ, 
and creates the church by plundering the 
devil’s dominion and loosing many from 
the bonds of their captivity. The church 
is the instrument and custodian of the 
kingdom, and witnesses to the kingdom 
of Christ until it has been preached to 
all the nations. Then our King will come 
(Matt 24:14). 

SBJT: How can the theological construct 
of inaugurated eschatology help us in 
forming a biblical understanding of 
Christian sanctification? 
C. Everett Berry: The term inauguration 
essentially refers to an act of ceremonial 
observance whereby a given party offi-
cially inducts another newly designated 
party into a special position of author-
ity. Note also that this practice typically 
alludes to a significant transition wherein 
the subject being inaugurated represents 
a new phase of leadership or service. 
And it is here where insight has proven 
helpful to evangelicals as they attempt 
to conceptualize the theological flow of 
the biblical storyline and delineate the 
hermeneutical symmetry between Old 
Testament promise and Christological ful-
fillment. Specifically, the concept known 
as “inaugurated eschatology” highlights a 
theological tension in the New Testament 
between the temporary co-existence of 
two mutually exclusive realms. First there 
is “the present age,” which is marked 
by all the consequences of sin upon the 
world including the divine curse as well 
as Satanic oppression. This era continues 
to wreak havoc upon humanity but now 
with one crucial difference. It exists on 
borrowed time because of the beginning 
of another age established by the finished 
work of Jesus Christ. His act of redemp-
tion defeated death, made atonement for 
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sin, thwarted the works of the devil, and 
provided a means whereby the kingdom 
of heaven might eventually become a 
full reality on earth. Consequently, the 
completion of his Father’s mission marked 
the dawning of a new eschatological era 
that would bring salvation and restoration 
from sin. 

The key though is that the full realiza-
tion of this telos is not instantaneous. The 
biblical writers understood the resurrec-
tion and ascension of Christ as events 
that set in motion, or inaugurated, the 
gradual ushering of “the age to come” 
into the present. Now the present age 
commences on a divinely-set stopwatch 
ticking down the last days until the 
impending kingdom of God arrives in its 
consummate form on the last Day, which 
is otherwise known as the Day of the 
Lord when the glorified Christ returns 
to save his people and judge his enemies. 
Furthermore, believers in the early church 
were taught that this future was certain 
because of promises made by Christ and 
his apostles regarding the imminent 
parousia. They were also assured of this 
reality by virtue of the fact that Christ was 
currently executing in preliminary form 
the power of the future kingdom amidst 
the very time of spiritual darkness in 
which they still lived. While they existed 
in a world blinded by Satan and cursed 
because of Adam’s sin, they were likewise 
experiencing many of the blessings of the 
eschatological age. The forgiveness of sins, 
the indwelling of the Spirit, and the gift 
of eternal life were soteric foretastes that 
were indicative of future realities not yet 
received, such as resurrection from the 
dead, the absence of sin’s carnal influence, 
and a new creation. 

Theologically speaking then, the con-
cept of inaugurated eschatology obviously 

has tremendous implications for inter-
preting numerous motifs in Scripture. Yet 
one theme often overlooked is its relation-
ship to the doctrine of sanctification. One 
notices when reading the ethical sections 
of the New Testament that biblical writers 
frequently allude to believers’ identity 
as kingdom citizens of the age to come 
in order to exhort them to live out their 
faith in the world now. The portrait given 
in Scripture is that believers are a people 
who live in the hostile convergence of two 
antithetical ages that overlap, thus creat-
ing a kind of parallel universe. On the one 
hand, our redemption is not experientially 
culminated because we still struggle with 
temptation, sin, and spiritual immaturity. 
Yet on the other, we have been born again, 
empowered by the Spirit, and thereby 
become new creations in Christ.

The net result of these dual truths is 
a clash of loyalties because now we as 
believers are admonished to repudiate 
the immoral ways of our old identity as 
children made in Adam’s image by walk-
ing in the power of the Spirit so we can 
be continually conformed into the image 
of the second Adam. The theological 
irony, however, is that we do not reject 
our former way of life so we can gradu-
ally achieve a new spiritual rank. We 
recognize instead that at conversion, we 
forfeit our spiritual link to the present age 
and became full citizens and heirs of the 
future kingdom. Therefore, because of 
the dynamic of inaugurated eschatology, 
biblical sanctification does not focus on 
maintaining a certain life style in order 
to gain something we do not have yet. 
Rather we are to grow in grace in order 
to reflect the identity that is already fully 
ours. This is why believers in the New 
Testament are not described as sinners 
who should change in order to be called 



111

saints one day. It is because they already 
are saints positionally that they are to 
exhibit a certain life practically. So in a 
sense each ethical mandate placed before 
us as believers entails an eschatological 
context that validates its authority. For 
instance, we seek those things that are 
Christ-honoring because it is there where 
we have already been seated (Eph 2:6; 
Col 3:1). We forgive those who wrong 
us because we have been forgiven (Eph 
4:32; 1 John 4:11). We do not take fellow 
believers to civil courts because we are to 
be judges of angels (1 Cor 6:2-3). We live 
as loving servants in all social contexts 
because the ones exalted in the future are 
the ones who serve in the present (Matt 
18:4-5; 19:28-30). We maintain physical 
purity because we are indwelt by the 
Spirit who is given to us as a promise of a 
future eschatological reunion (1 Cor 6:19; 
2 Cor 5:5; Eph 1:14). Moreover, in the end 
we see that because Christ’s kingship is 
a reality now, sin in our lives is not only 
to be understood as rebellion against God 
our Creator. It is also contrary to who we 
are as Christ’s redeemed people because 
in the age to come, kingdom citizens will 
walk in full obedience to their Lord. 

SBJT: How does an inaugurated escha-
tology feature in Paul’s teachings about 
“justification/righteousness”?
Denny Burk: D. A. Carson has made an 
important methodological distinction 
that must be taken into account as we 
consider how inaugurated eschatology 
informs our thinking about the doctrine 
of justification. We can speak of any given 
theological concept in at least two differ-
ent domains of discourse—that of sys-
tematic theology and that of exegesis. For 
this reason, it would be a methodological 
mistake to read the systematic definition 

of a doctrine into every lexical parallel 
that one finds in the Bible. Such a proce-
dure will inevitably lead to an eisegetical 
distortion of the Scripture. 

So it is when we speak of the doctrine 
of justification. At the level of systematics, 
justification is rightly used to describe the 
Bible’s total message about how God reck-
ons sinners to be righteous by faith apart 
from works. In this sense, justification is 
grounded in the atoning work of Christ, 
and it consists of God’s declaration that 
the sinner is righteous. It is God’s forensic 
declaration of “righteousness” upon the 
believing sinner. It is an acquittal expe-
rienced by the sinner at the moment he 
believes in Christ. In terms of the sinner’s 
experience, justification is a part of the 
“already” of God’s salvific work.

It would be an eisegetical distortion of 
the text, however, to read that systematic 
definition of justification into every use 
of righteousness language in Paul’s writ-
ings. At the level of exegesis, it is plain 
enough that Paul employs terms from the 
dikē word group with reference to both 
the “already” and the “not yet” of God’s 
justifying work in Christ.

In fact, I would argue that it is impos-
sible to understand properly Paul’s doc-
trine of justification without recognizing 
both the already and the not yet features 
of God’s work for us in Christ. In terms 
of the “already,” Paul teaches that when 
sinners believe in the gospel, God reckons 
the sinner to be righteous quite apart from 
his keeping of the law. For example, Paul 
writes, “Therefore, since we have been 
justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1). 
In this instance, justification has already 
been apprehended as a present reality of 
the sinner’s experience (cf. Rom 5:9; 1 Cor 
1:30; 2 Cor 5:21; Titus 3:7).
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Elsewhere, however, Paul uses the dikē 
word group to refer to future, eschatologi-
cal realities. In Romans 2:13, it is not the 
“hearers of the law” who are “righteous 
before God,” but the doers of the law who 
“will be justified.” Paradoxically, it is not 
by doing works of law that sinners “will 
be justified” (Rom 3:20). Paul says that 
God “will justify” both Jews and Gentiles 
by faith (Rom 3:30). According to Robert 
Yarbrough (see SBJT 11, no. 3 [2007]: 53), 
all three of these uses of the dikē word 
group refer to God’s end-time verdict of 
justification. Thus, justification in this 
sense is very much a part of the “not yet” 
of the sinner’s experience.

But how does Paul integrate the 
“already” and the “not yet” features of his 
righteousness language? The answer to that 
question lies in the eschatological verdict 
and acquittal that God enacted through 
the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
Paul believed that God’s end-time judg-
ment had broken into history through 
the death and resurrection of Jesus. When 
Jesus died on the cross, God condemned 
sin in the flesh (Rom 8:3). Paul believed, 
along with many other Jews of his day, 
that at the final judgment God would 
raise to life and blessedness the dead bod-
ies of the righteous (e.g., Dan 12:2; John 
5:28-29; 11:24). That general resurrection 
would constitute a vindication of God’s 
people. Paul therefore viewed Christ’s 
resurrection through an eschatological 
lens. Jesus’ resurrection/vindication was 
not an isolated event. It was the signal 
that God’s eschatological judgment had 
begun and that in due time God would 
resurrect and vindicate all of His people. 
Thus Paul speaks of Christ as the “first 
fruits” of those who have died and who 
are to be resurrected (1 Cor 15:20, 23). 
God is working to conform believers to 

the image of the resurrected Christ “that 
He might be the first-born among many 
brothers” (Rom 8:29). 

For Paul, believing in Christ means 
uniting oneself to the one Human for 
whom God has already pronounced His 
eschatological judgment. God has con-
demned sin in the death of Jesus. God 
has vindicated Christ in the resurrection. 
The only refuge from the wrath to come 
is in the One who has already absorbed 
that wrath at the cross. The only hope for 
resurrection and vindication in the age to 
come is to be united to the One who has 
already been resurrected and vindicated. 
Paul teaches that when the sinner believes 
in Christ, God declares him to be what he 
will in fact be at the final judgment. Thus 
God’s justifying verdict upon the believ-
ing sinner in the present is grounded 
solely in the cross and resurrection of 
Jesus. God’s justifying work at the final 
judgment is merely the enactment of the 
verdict that was already received by the 
sinner through faith.

It is only in this framework that the 
curious collocation of “justification” 
and “resurrection” in Rom 4:25 makes 
any sense: “He was handed over for our 
transgressions, and he was resurrected 
for our justification.” In the first clause, 
Paul is simply saying that Christ’s death 
(“handed over”) constitutes a sacrificial 
death in place of sinners. In the second 
clause, he is indicating that our final vin-
dication (which consists in resurrection) 
is grounded in Christ’s own resurrection 
and vindication.

Paul teaches that the gospel compels 
sinners to trust Christ in the present for 
a resurrection they will receive in the 
future based on the resurrection of Jesus 
accomplished in the past. Thus authentic 
faith is rooted in the resurrection of Jesus 
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and in all of its implications for the future 
resurrection of the faithful. That is why 
Paul says in Rom 10:9, “If you believe in 
your heart that God raised him from the 
dead ones, you will be saved.” Here we 
find present faith, rooted in the resur-
rection of Christ, looking forward to the 
promised resurrection at the end of the 
age. In other words, justification involves 
both the “already” and the “not yet.”
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Preaching with Integrity. By Kenton 
C. Anderson. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 
2003, 144 pp., $11.99 paper.

Kenton C. Anderson is Assistant 
Professor of Preaching at ACTS Semi-
naries Northwest in Canada. Preach-
ing With Integrity is a sequel to his 
book Preaching with Conviction (2001), 
which presented a way for preachers 
to write their sermons in light of this 
postmodern age. Like its predecessor, 
Preaching With Integrity is written as 
a narrative centered on a fictional 
pastor, Jack Newman. It also expands 
upon the integrative preaching model 
that was first presented in Preaching 
With Conviction. The purpose of the 
book is not only to present Anderson’s 
integrative model for preaching, how-
ever, but to provide hope for those 
struggling to maintain integrity in 
the midst of ministry by explaining 
the place of one’s humanity in the 
practice of preaching.

 The book is divided into two 
parts. The first part of the book 
is a narrative in which Anderson 
explains the principles of the integra-
tive method of preaching. The reader 
goes through a week with Jack New-
man, an evangelical pastor. Jack finds 
out that his best friend in the minis-
try has had an affair. As he begins to 
deal with this event an earthquake 
hits his city, injuring his wife and 
destroying his church’s building. In 
the midst of these catastrophes, Jack 
also has to deal with his attraction to 
a young woman who works for his 
brother. Throughout the week Jack 

struggles with his own humanity 
and integrity in his preaching. He 
also has to struggle with preaching 
a sermon that week, which is where 
the preaching principles enter the 
picture. Jack works through the four 
steps in integrative preaching as he 
writes a sermon on Heb 12:28-29: 
telling the story, making the point, 
responding to problems, and imagin-
ing the difference. 

The second part explicitly presents 
the integrative model of preaching 
and then ends with a chapter on an 
anthropology of preaching. Ander-
son calls his model the “integrative” 
model because it brings together, or 
integrates, the message of Scripture 
and the felt needs of listeners without 
compromising either. Preachers must 
first engage listeners by explaining 
the story behind the text and con-
necting it to their story in the present 
day. This should be followed by a 
proclamation of the text’s point. After 
explaining what the text is saying, 
the preacher should help the listen-
ers work through their own natural 
objections to the text. Finally, preach-
ers must help their listeners see what 
practical difference the Scriptures’ 
message will make in their lives. 
Anderson gives a concrete example 
of his model by explaining how he 
applied it to his own sermon on Heb 
12:28-29. 

The last chapter of the book deals 
with some issues related to the 
humanity of the preacher. Anderson 
deals with these concerns under three 
headings: Immanence, Integrity, and 

Book Reviews
Disclosure. Preachers must remem-
ber that God is immanent; preaching 
is something that God does, God 
works through human language, and 
God uses human beings to preach 
his message. Preachers must also 
remember that the Bible requires 
integrity and listeners require a 
godly example, but that preachers 
require grace in order to have integ-
rity. Finally, our humanity can get 
in the way in our preaching, but it is 
also inescapable and the disclosure 
of one’s self often helps in reaching 
people with the message. 

Anderson’s book is an innova-
tive and effective presentation of a 
preaching method. The narrative is 
well-written and fun to read. It is 
as if the reader actually gets to be 
inside another preacher’s head as he 
develops his sermon. The integrative 
model of preaching is also sound. It 
is not a detailed method, but rather a 
helpful way to approach the text. The 
brief anthropology of preaching at 
the end of the book is convicting and 
encouraging as well, and could eas-
ily be further developed with great 
benefit. While the primary audience 
of this book is preachers who are 
struggling with their own human-
ity and integrity, all preachers and 
teachers of the Word would profit 
from it. It contains a lot of practical 
help for beginning and maintaining 
a preaching ministry marked by 
integrity towards oneself, towards 
others, and towards God. 

Gary L. Shultz Jr. 
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view that the biblical writers simply 
assume. The soul is a substance just 
as the body is a substance, and a 
human person is made up of both 
substances. Goetz claims that his 
view is a basic belief in light of the 
fact that he considers himself to be a 
simple entity, and since the body is a 
complex entity he cannot be identical 
with his body (44). While there might 
be problems with understanding 
exactly how the body and soul inter-
act, this is not a problem for the view 
because it is not empirically based 
(53). Goetz also argues that libertar-
ian freedom requires that a person 
have a soul (57).

William Hasker is also a dualist, 
but he argues for emergent dualism. 
This view differs from substance 
dualism because it claims that the 
soul emerges from the body instead 
of being created for the body. Emer-
gent dualism believes that as a con-
sequence of the configuration and 
function of the brain and nervous 
system the mind or soul comes into 
being, analogous to the relationship 
between a magnet and a magnetic 
field (78). This view establishes a 
close connection between the body 
and soul and prevents the two from 
being split apart from one another. 
Hasker argues that his view fits in 
favorably with evolutionism (79-80) 
and allows the mind to survive after 
the body’s death (82). Hasker spends 
most of his essay pointing out the 
faults in materialism (physicalism) 
and Cartesian dualism. Materialism 
results in a loss of freedom and iden-
tity with a future resurrection body, 
while Cartesian dualism makes the 
mind independent of the brain and 

In Search of the Soul: Four Views of the 
Mind-Body Problem. Edited by Joel B. 
Green and Stuart L. Palmer. Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005, 223 pp., 
$20.00 paper.

In Search of the Soul is the latest in 
a long line of “four-views” books, 
which aim to present arguments for 
different options in different areas of 
doctrinal debate. This book presents 
four contemporary views on the 
constitution of human beings: sub-
stance dualism, emergent dualism, 
nonreductive physicalism, and the 
constitution view. The book is edited 
by Joel Green and Stuart Palmer, 
professors at Asbury Theological 
Seminary. Each contributor is a 
Christian philosopher and offers an 
essay defending his or her view and 
a critique of the other three positions. 
Joel Green begins the book with an 
introduction into some of the critical 
issues surrounding the relationship 
between the soul, body, mind, and 
brain such as the difference between 
human beings and animals, human 
freedom, and life after death. The 
make-up of human beings is an issue 
that touches upon all other areas of 
theology and life, and there are sev-
eral contemporary options. Green 
also points out that what one believes 
about this subject is impacted by how 
one understands the relationship 
between Scripture, science, history, 
and experience (32).

Stanley Goetz espouses substance 
dualism, which holds that people 
are souls, distinct from their bod-
ies (33). Goetz explains that this has 
been the majority view of Christians 
throughout church history and is the 

is unable to account for the close 
relationship between them.

Nancey Murphy and Kevin Cor-
coran both argue for views of the 
human constitution that deny the 
presence of a soul. Murphy argues 
for a view that she calls nonreduc-
tive physicalism. This view not only 
denies the presence of a soul (dual-
ism), but also denies that physical-
ism entails the absence of human 
meaning, responsibility, and freedom 
(hence, nonreductive) (115). Higher 
human functions arise not only from 
brain functions but also from human 
social relations, cultural factors, and 
God’s action (116). Murphy attempts 
to demonstrate how her view is 
compatible with human responsi-
bility and then responds to some 
of the most pressing philosophical 
objections. Corcoran’s view is simi-
lar to Murphy’s in that he believes 
human beings are wholly physical. 
He calls his view the constitution 
view because he believes that human 
beings are constituted by our bodies 
without being identical with them 
(157). Instead of defending his view 
philosophically like Murphy, how-
ever, he chooses to defend it against 
theological objections (161). Corcoran 
argues that his view is compatible 
with postmortem survival and that 
it is able to support a robust ethic of 
life. He holds his view because he 
rejects dualism and animalism, and 
because he thinks it is able to account 
for Scripture (176).

The book ends with a practical 
essay by Stuart Palmer, in which 
he evaluates all four of the views 
in light of their compatibility with 
the Christian practices of hospital-
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ity and forgiveness. He seems to 
conclude that all are faulty in some 
way, although he appears to slightly 
favor the physicalist views. This 
chapter is an appropriate end to the 
book in that it attempts to tie in the 
views with Christianity, but it still 
does not cover up the lack of biblical 
theology in the essays. The main flaw 
of the book is that none of the chap-
ters really espouse a biblically based 
view. Readers are also likely to con-
clude that none of the essays exactly 
fit with a biblically-based view of the 
world. The essays are written by four 
philosophers, but as a book written 
by a Christian publishing house for 
Christians it should have been more 
explicitly biblical.

Despite the lack of biblical founda-
tion, this book would be helpful to 
any intellectually-minded Christians 
concerned with matters touching 
upon the body and soul. The book 
introduces several important con-
temporary issues about the relation-
ship between science and theology 
as well as the importance of a soul 
and its relationship to the body. It 
is interesting, challenging, and rel-
evant. Laymen, students, pastors, 
and even scholars not well-versed in 
these issues would profit from these 
essays.

Gary L. Shultz Jr.

Breaking the Idols of Your Heart: How to 
Navigate the Temptations of Life. By Dan 
Allender and Tremper Longman, 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
189pp., $15.00.

Tremper Longman and Dan Allender 

have teamed up on another book. 
Anyone who has read their other 
material can expect a well-written, 
stylishly relevant book with engag-
ing stories, biblical exposition and 
application. Their latest cooperative 
effort has the catchy title, Breaking the 
Idols of Your Heart. The subtitle, “How 
to navigate the temptations of life” 
promises a practical and contem-
porary treatment of universal prob-
lems that plague all of us. Allender 
provides the fiction and Longman 
the exposition. Both authors share 
the same biblical perspective that is 
interwoven throughout the book. 

Longman, of course, is a well-
known Old Testament scholar, who 
is not only a reputable academic, 
but also a gifted popular writer. It 
is his scholarly work on Ecclesiastes 
however, which caused me to have 
some interest in his latest book with 
Allender. Breaking the Idols is a popu-
lar level work on Ecclesiastes. Each 
chapter begins with a captivating 
narrative about an arrogant, unlik-
able stock analyst named Noah, his 
unappreciated wife Joan, and Jack, 
a confident home Bible study leader. 
The chapters skillfully weave in the 
teaching of Ecclesiastes with vivid, 
well-developed characters and then 
conclude with some biblical prin-
ciples and penetrating application. 
The format is inviting. The flow of 
the story is interesting and at times 
very moving. As a pastor however, 
it was a little disappointing that the 
three pastors mentioned in the nar-
rative are despicable men (46, 64, and 
139). Joan’s father is a pastor, who 
is a verbally abusive, ego-maniac. 
Another pastor covers up a man’s sin 

of spousal abuse and alcoholism, tell-
ing the wife to trust God and submit 
to her husband. Jack’s pastor runs off 
with the secretary! At least one godly 
pastor with something biblical to say 
might have been nice.

In spite of being very well-written 
and engaging, there is an underly-
ing fundamental flaw. The flaw is 
where Longman’s academic work 
on Ecclesiastes and popular-level 
work intersect, overlap, and come 
out in the book. Longman contrib-
uted the volume on Ecclesiastes in 
the well-known New International 
Old Testament Commentary series. 
Of secondary concern, Longman 
denies Solomonic authorship. This 
perspective is injected early in the 
narrative of Breaking the Idols (24-25). 
Although I disagree with this assess-
ment, it seems to be the main-stream 
view, even among most evangelicals. 
There is a larger problem, however. 
Longman sees the Teacher (Qoheleth) 
as “clashing with other books of the 
Bible” (Longman, The Book of Eccle-
siastes, [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1998], 30). He sees the Teacher as rep-
resentative of skepticism, armed with 
a theology that is basically unortho-
dox. In the commentary, Longman 
attempts to redeem the book by an 
“orthodox frame narrator,” who 
salvages the book’s canonicity and 
spiritual value by adding 1:1-11 and 
12:8-15 (Longman, Ecclesiastes, 32-39). 
This two author view, the unorthodox 
teacher (Qoheleth) and the wise man 
(the orthodox frame narrator), also 
quickly makes its way into Breaking 
the Idols (25) through the vehicle of a 
home Bible study. It also unambigu-
ously and significantly reappears in 
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the conclusion (171ff).
The book is indeed a gripping story 

with much helpful biblical insight. At 
times the narrative captures certain 
elements of Ecclesiastes beautifully. 
But the Teacher usually only gets 
things “right” when he espouses his 
skepticism and his skepticism only 
appears to be “right” in a world with-
out God (e.g., 51-52, 72-73, 151-152). 
Although he may nail the frustra-
tions of life with incredible accuracy, 
he has no answers. The narratives are 
brilliantly used to paint the skewed 
portrait of futility and emptiness, 
which, unfortunately, according to 
the book, is the only canvas and the 
only colors the Teacher knows how 
to use (e.g., 102, 176, 179).

It is this overall view of Ecclesias-
tes represented in Breaking the Idols 
that is troublesome. The two-author/
two-perspective view of Ecclesiastes 
is not that uncommon. But usually 
the book is seen as some form of 
on-going debate between a skeptic 
and a believer. Michael V. Fox rightly 
objects, “If the author considered 
it important that we recognize that 
another person is speaking this or 
that sentence, he could have let us 
know. But he does not” (A Time to 
Tear Down and a Time to Build Up, A 
Rereading of Ecclesiastes [Grand Rap-
ids; Eerdmans, 1999], 20). Longman’s 
two-author perspective however 
pushes a little harder than that. 
Everything between the introduction 
and epilogue is the skeptic, spouting 
his canon-clashing heterodoxy. This 
is how Ecclesiastes is presented in the 
book, doing no insignificant harm to its 
inspired value. There are no answers 
in Ecclesiastes; there is only the futil-

ity and despair of life. Ecclesiastes is 
used in Breaking the Idols as a foil. The 
Teacher is actually pictured as rec-
ommending the “Novocain numbing 
pleasures of life” because he really 
doesn’t have any answers (99-102).

Longman’s and Allender’s view of 
Ecclesiastes sets up an inescapable 
antithesis between the wise man 
and the skeptic. The skeptic views 
life under the sun as life without 
God. Longman says, “he wrongly 
restricted his views to life under the 
sun” (179). The wise man eventually 
gets us past this godless view with 
the last few verses (e.g., 171, 176). 
This dialectic view of the book ends 
up diminishing the power of the 
book of Ecclesiastes as a whole. This 
“foil” view is a convenient way to get 
around enigmatic and troublesome 
statements. Although I certainly 
recognize that every interpreter 
must make sense of the many “prob-
lematic statements,” if we simply 
pigeon-hole all of the abrasive, gritty, 
“unorthodox” sounding statements 
into the category of “secularist” or 
“skeptic” we run the risk of miss-
ing the life-changing significance of 
Ecclesiastes. 

The Teacher is a wisdom shock 
jock, who despises the easy answers, 
and will not let platitudes cover 
up the tough things in life. He is 
too complex to simply be a skeptic. 
He knows full well that life is not 
predictable. He knows full well the 
monotony and twistedness of reality. 
He would have known how to deal 
with Noah the stock analyst, Joan 
the unappreciated wife, and Jack the 
legalist. The Teacher’s observations 
are harsh and they sound despair-

ing. His methods raise eyebrows. But 
there is a method to his madness, and 
his instruction is sound and God-
centered, although unconventional. It 
is not merely “This is what life looks 
like without God, under the sun. Get 
God in your life, life above the sun, 
and all will be well.”

It is here where we have to listen 
carefully to Qoheleth. Breaking the 
Idols takes the hebel (“vanity”) sayings 
and the “under the sun” sayings and 
relegates them to meaninglessness 
and life without God. That is the 
Teacher’s assessment. Life is mean-
ingless, “It is all meaningless” (162). 
This nihilistic insight is what he has 
to offer. But A. B. Caneday is right 
when he says, “Qoheleth’s world and 
life view was not fashioned accord-
ing to a natural theology restricted 
to the affairs of men ‘under the sun’” 
(“Qoheleth: Enigmatic Pessimist 
or Godly Sage?” in Reflecting with 
Solomon, Selected Studies in the Book of 
Ecclesiastes [ed. Roy Zuck; Grand Rap-
ids: 1994], 107). Certainly the unbe-
lieving worldview is meaningless, 
but Qoheleth’s point is not necessar-
ily to always equate an unbelieving 
worldview, or life without God, 
with “under the sun” or hebel. The 
believing worldview obviously has 
ultimate meaning, but that does not 
negate the hebel that we all observe, 
experience, and grapple with. 

When Qoheleth observes life, he 
sees the constancy and frustration 
of hebel. When he instructs us about 
life, he points us to God. Fearing and 
trusting God does not make hebel any 
less hebel, but it gives us a rock to 
stand on and a viewpoint from which 
we can actually enjoy this crazy, tran-



118

sient life! Qoheleth’s worldview and 
theology stand as a great antidote 
to nihilism, utopianism, hedonism, 
and skepticism. The antidote is by no 
means sourced in a Pollyanna view of 
life and suffering. He will have none 
of that! It is rooted in a sovereign 
God, who is in control, even when we 
do not see how. His antidote succeeds 
where the antidotes of the culture 
utterly fail! Although this is where 
Longman and Allender often end up, 
it is not through a consistent view of 
Ecclesiastes that they get there.

Longman and Allender deal with 
many contemporary and relevant 
issues biblically and practically. 
Unbiblical perspectives on such 
potential idols as power, relation-
ships, money, pleasure, spirituality 
are skillfully exposed. I found many 
Christ-centered truths powerfully 
stated. The story itself is an effective 
attention-getting vehicle to commu-
nicate truth. Noah, Joan, and Jack 
finally get out of life under the sun 
and enter that life with God above the 
sun. In other words, they abandon the 
skepticism of the Teacher and get to 
the faith of the wise man. I believe 
that this incorrect antithetical view 
of Ecclesiastes robs us of the message 
of Ecclesiastes. 

The Teacher teaches us to live life 
to the full, in the midst of hebel, before 
the face of God! The Teacher shows us 
where not to go to get answers. And 
although he does not supply us with 
all of the answers, he shows where 
to find consolation and joy. He could 
have helped Noah and Joan navigate 
through the temptations of life with-
out minimizing the harsh realities of 
life. He would have shown Noah that 

life, including his labor and marriage, 
were not achievements but gifts from 
God to be enjoyed. He would have 
also taught them where to put their 
hope when life does not make sense. 
Noah and Joan end up in the right 
place, trusting God without having 
all the answers. But Qoheleth, rightly 
understood, would not have simply 
articulated their frustrations and 
kicked their idols, he would have lead 
them to a life of faith, joy, and fear in 
God. Qoheheth, not merely the wise 
man (the frame narrator), has much 
more to teach Noah and Joan and all 
us than Longman and Allender give 
him credit for.

Brian Borgman
Reno, Nevada

Pastoral Ministry According to Paul: A 
Biblical Vision. By James W. Thomp-
son. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2006, 174 pp., $17.99 paper.

I was very excited to see this title 
because I firmly believe we need to 
reconsider our view of pastoral min-
istry in light of Scripture. Thompson 
makes clear in his opening chapter 
that he shares this concern. He states 
well the problem in our churches 
of lacking a clear, biblical vision of 
the role and purpose of pastoral 
ministry.

Congregations continue to assume 
that the minister will maintain the 
traditional roles of marrying and 
burying, but they believe that the 
ultimate goal of the minister is to 
take the congregation to a new level 
of growth. The minister must be both 
an effective communicator and an 

administrator. In a competitive reli-
gious market, the task of the minister 
is to ensure that the congregation 
maintains its place among religious 
consumers. Often search commit-
tees no longer look for someone who 
conforms to no one of these models. 
Instead they seek someone who is 
a combination of, for instance, Jay 
Leno, Lee Iacocca, and Dr. Phil. 

These often unstated assumptions 
indicate that the missing dimension 
in the conversation about ministry is 
a theologically coherent understand-
ing of the purpose of ministry that 
incorporates the numerous roles of 
the minister. (9)

Without a theological foundation, 
the minister too easily becomes the 
one who insures the church’s com-
petitive edge in the marketplace of 
consumer religion.

“Despite the pressures that often 
come from the church and society 
to define the minister’s role in prag-
matic terms as the maintenance and 
growth of the institution, the answer 
to the question of ministerial identity 
… is a theological one” (11).

This is a welcome and helpful 
book, simply because Thompson 
addresses this issue head on. He 
examines Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, 
Galatians, Philippians and 1 Thessa-
lonians taking seriously Paul’s role as 
a pastor of these churches and seek-
ing to understand the pastoral vision 
that directs these letters. Such a study 
is very profitable and is a large por-
tion of what I do in my own class on 
pastoral ministry.

At this point, it will be useful 
to point out some disagreements 
with Thompson. He basically works 



119

from a more critical standpoint. His 
choice of letters to examine reflects 
his uncertainty about the Pauline 
authorship of other letters in the 
canon. He also has been convinced 
by the New Perspective on Paul. This 
informs much of his reading of Paul 
and leads to places where I disagree 
with him. However, it would be a 
shame to dismiss the book because of 
these disagreements. In spite of these 
limitations (in my opinion) there is 
much of value here.

Thompson finds that Paul’s pas-
toral ambition is not simply seeking 
converts or amassing crowds but in 
building communities of faithful 
believers. Paul’s vision is inherently 
corporate, not allowing for our 
typical emphasis on personal growth 
without reference to the maturing of 
the community itself. Thompson’s 
points can probably best be made 
with a list of quotes.

In every instance in which Paul 
declares his pastoral ambition, 
he indicates that the success or 
failure of his work will be deter-
mined only in the end, when he 
will either “boast” of his work 
or realize that his work has 
been in vain. The eschatologi-
cal horizon is a central feature 
of Paul’s pastoral ambition…. 
His pastoral vision is therefore 
corporate and eschatological 
(22).

His initial evangelistic work is 
therefore only the beginning of 
a process that will not be com-
plete until the end of time. His 
work will be successful only if 
his congregations live out the 
consequences of the gospel 
through transformed lives and 
are fully transformed at the 
coming of Christ. Thus all the-
ology is pastoral for Paul (24).

His existence is intertwined 

with that of the congregation 
(41).

The success of his ministry rests 
on the transformation of the 
people (50).

The ultimate goal that Christ be 
formed among the Christians is 
the center of his pastoral theol-
ogy (70).

Paul’s work is not only to evan-
gelize but to participate in the 
transformation of the commu-
nity (91).

In the fourth place, Paul’s pas-
toral theology is ecclesiocentric 
and eschatological. Ministry 
is not done in isolation, and 
the goal of the pastor is not 
only the well-being of the indi-
vidual. The goal of ministry is 
to ensure that individuals dis-
cover the resources for transfor-
mation within the community 
and that corporate well-being 
is the goal of the pastor. The 
eschatological dimension is 
important insofar as we direct 
our corporate priorities toward 
the ultimate goals, recognizing 
that eschatology places all of 
the issues of congregational 
life in perspective. The church 
has seen a glimpse of the end 
of the narrative, when it will 
be transformed into the image 
of the Son. To be engaged in 
ministry is to work with God 
toward this goal (118).

The ultimate test for the effec-
tiveness of our ministry cannot 
be measured by the standards 
of our culture or our peers but 
by whether our work survives 
the test (156).

To build a church on the basis 
of the satisfaction of consumer 
tastes is to retreat to the self-
centeredness of the old aeon 
(157).

The worship service is not 
intended to appeal to individ-
ual consumer tastes but to build 
a lasting community (161).

Thompson is profoundly right on 
these points and our churches des-
perately need this message.

Lastly, Thompson’s arguments for 
the place of the community in Paul’s 
thought are often rooted in the New 
Perspective take on justification. 
However, this is not necessary. Paul 
clearly states the importance of the 
community of faith in Christian 
living (e.g. Ephesians 4). Thompson 
is right in critiquing an unhealthy 
individualizing tendency in Ameri-
can Christianity, but he is incor-
rect in ascribing this problem to a 
certain view of justification (Calvin 
and Luther for example are keenly 
aware of the necessity of the church 
in Christian living).

With my disagreements, this is a 
valuable book. More needs to be done 
in examining Paul’s letters (all of 
them) for what they tell us about pas-
toral ministry, but this is a welcome 
addition to the conversation.

Ray Van Neste
Union University

Women in the Church: An Analysis and 
Application of 1 Timothy 2:9-15. 2d ed. 
Ed. Andreas J. Köstenberger and 
Thomas R. Schreiner. Grand Rapids, 
Baker, 2005, 287 pp., $24.00 paper.

The first edition of this book quickly 
established itself as one of the key 
books on this much debated pas-
sage. It has been of much value to 
the church and academy. Therefore a 
second edition of this book is warmly 
welcomed. 

Probably the biggest question is 
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“what has changed from the first edi-
tion?” One will note that the number 
of editors has decreased as has the 
number of chapters. Missing from 
the 2d edition are David Gordon’s 
analysis of the genre of 1 Timothy, 
Harold O. J. Brown’s “The New Testa-
ment Against Itself: 1 Timothy 2:9-15 
and the ‘Breakthrough’ of Galatians 
3:28,” and the two appendices, Daniel 
Doriani on the history of interpreta-
tion of 1 Timothy 2 and Scott Baldwin 
on ancient Greek literature. As I 
understand it, the publisher wanted 
a smaller volume. I am sorry to see 
Doriani’s piece, particularly, left out 
of the second edition. I imagine it 
was among the more controversial 
pieces, but it is extremely valuable. 
The second edition contains one new 
piece, “What Should a Woman Do in 
the Church? One Woman’s Personal 
Reflections,” by Dorothy Patterson. 
Furthermore, the second edition 
moves to end notes rather than foot-
notes, which is unfortunate.

The essays that remain from the 
first edition were, and continue to 
be, the heart of the book, and we are 
blessed by having them in updated 
form with interaction with the work 
of the last ten years. Yarbrough’s 
assessment of the hermeneutics 
involved seems to me not to have 
garnered the attention it deserves. 
The historical discussion in this essay 
is must reading.

Ray Van Neste
Union University

A Brief Compendium of Bible Truth. By 
Archibald Alexander. Grand Rapids: 

Reformation Heritage Books, 2005, 
220 pp., $19.95.

This is a reprint (with editing by 
Joel Beeke) of Alexander’s A Brief 
Compend of Bible Truth originally 
published in 1846. Alexander was the 
first professor at Princeton Theologi-
cal Seminary where he served as a 
distinguished scholar and pastor-
theologian. As Beeke and J. M. Gar-
retson state in their preface,

Entrusted with the responsibil-
ity for organizing the seminary 
curriculum and implementing 
the seminary’s goal to provide 
spiritual leadership through 
sound learning and vital piety, 
Alexander became the foun-
tainhead of Princeton’s influ-
ence on American Presbyterian 
churches in the first half of the 
nineteenth century (vi).

In other words Alexander established 
the tradition that was followed by C. 
Hodge, A. A. Hodge, B. B. Warfield 
and others leading to the point where 
Princeton was the bastion of ortho-
doxy exerting a powerful influence 
for good to many denominations.

This volume was written by Alex-
ander to summarize the main doc-
trines of Christianity for “plain, 
common readers.” It is not therefore 
to be compared to other comprehen-
sive systematic texts. Rather it is a 
great example of the important task 
of explaining the faith to the people 
in the pews. The fact that today this 
book would seem very deep to many 
in our pews is a reminder of our need 
to do more to explain doctrine to our 
people. There is value in speaking to 
the scholarly guild but there is even 
more value in teaching the church to 
know fully the basis of her faith.

This volume today will serve as 
a good resource for pastors and lay 
people. Alexander does not argue 
novel things in his brief chapters; 
rather, he provides an example of 
capturing the salient points in brief 
space. He often uses illustrations that 
will be helpful today. Baptists will of 
course differ with his discussion of 
baptism. His discussion of the Lord’s 
Supper is very helpful, however. In 
a day when Communion is so little 
appreciated Alexander articulates 
well the value of the Supper for us. 
After arguing for frequent obser-
vance he writes,

The value of the Lord’s Supper 
is incalculable. It is admirably 
adapted to our nature. It is 
simple, its meaning is easily 
apprehended by the weakest 
minds. It is strongly significant 
and impressive. It has been 
called an epitome of the whole 
gospel, as the central truths of 
the system, in which all the rest 
are implied, are here clearly 
exhibited. And it ever has been 
signally blessed to the spiri-
tual edification and comfort 
of the children of God. They, 
therefore, who neglect this 
ordinance, do at the same time 
disobey a positive command of 
Christ and deprive themselves 
of one of the richest privileges 
which can be enjoyed on this 
side of heaven (189).

This is a useful book. Reformation 
Heritage Books has done the church 
a service in reprinting it.

Ray Van Neste
Union University


