Q&A 2: Are the New Testament terms ‘kingdom of God’ and ‘kingdom of heaven’ to be taken with different meanings, or as synonyms, and why?

Where do we start?

The New Testament makes use of several terms that include ‘the kingdom’ or variations on that term, including, (with an example verse reference):

· the kingdom (Acts 20:25)
· the kingdom of God (Matthew 12:28)
· the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 4:17)
· the kingdom of Christ and of God (Ephesians 5:5)

· the kingdom of our God (Revelation 12:10)
· the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (2 Peter 1:11)
The above terms have been variously understood, of course.  It has been quite common, from the 4th through 21st centuries of church history, for many in Christendom to view the church as the kingdom, by whatever term is used above, and Christ as the church’s King.  We have addressed in Q&A 1 (on January 3, 2010) some of the reasons why we will not embrace that view.  What is quite clear is that when John the Baptist and Jesus began to use the term ‘the kingdom’, the Jews understood them to be referring to a literal earthly kingdom, in which the Messiah (i.e., ‘the Christ’), the promised descendent of David, would defeat Israel’s enemies and then reign as King over the people of Israel in the land of Israel.  These things had been promised in the writings of the Old Testament from Genesis to Malachi, and many places in between.  This is included in what the court prophet Nathan prophesied to King David:  

2 Samuel 7:16-17 (NASU; see also 1 Chronicles 17:14; 22:10)

“Your house and your kingdom shall endure before Me forever; your throne shall be established forever.” 17 In accordance with all these words and all this vision, so Nathan spoke to David.

About 300 years after the time of David, the prophet Isaiah wrote about Christ’s first and second comings:

Isaiah 9:6-7 (NASU)

For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; 

And the government will rest on His shoulders; 

And His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. 

7 There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace, 

On the throne of David and over his kingdom, 

To establish it and to uphold it with justice and righteousness 

From then on and forevermore. 

The zeal of the LORD of hosts will accomplish this.

The teaching on this passage is available on the HHBC website (“Messages & audio”, “archived series”, “2”, “Isaiah”, lesson 12, dated 3/5/2006. 

About 1000 years after the time of King David, the angel Gabriel revealed to Mary that the son to be born to her, by the intervention of the Holy Spirit, would be the specific fulfillment of God’s promise to David in 2 Samuel 7:16:

Luke 1:26-33 (NASU)

Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city in Galilee called Nazareth, 27 to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the descendants of David; and the virgin's name was Mary. 28 And coming in, he said to her, "Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you." 29 But she was very perplexed at this statement, and kept pondering what kind of salutation this was. 30 The angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary; for you have found favor with God. 31 "And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall name Him Jesus. 32 "He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David; 33 and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and His kingdom will have no end."

Jesus was called at various times and places in the Gospels, in the context of Israel:
· King of the Jews (Matthew 2:2; 27:11)

· King of Israel (John 1:49; 12:13)

· Your King (Matthew 21:5; John 12:15)

Jesus repeatedly accepted these titles, even when it was clear that, toward the end of His earthly ministry, the people of Israel were in the very process of rejecting Him as their King.  Israel’s rejection of Christ as their King, therefore, did not mean that He was no longer King of the Jews, but was now to be instead the King of the church.  There is every reason to believe that Jesus Christ continued, to the very day of His ascension (Acts 1:6-8), to be the long-promised King of Israel (2 Samuel 7:16-17), who was descended from David (Revelation 22:16), who will come again (Matthew 26:62-64), and will reign over the coming literal future kingdom (Daniel 7:27), which will be in the land of Israel (Ezekiel 36:1-12, 24), reigning from Jerusalem (Zechariah 14:9-17), in fulfillment of all that the Old Testament prophets had said, and at a time established by the Father (Acts 1:6-8).     
The ‘kingdom of heaven’ & ‘kingdom of God’ are taken as synonyms

The view that we will put forth here is that the term ‘the kingdom’ and its variants is most commonly referring to the literal earthly reign of Christ on the earth, upon His second coming, when He will reign from Jerusalem, over Israel, as the King of the Jews and over the nations of the earth as the King of Kings and Lord of Lords – nearly identical to what the Jews commonly understood as ‘the kingdom’.  But among those who hold to ‘the kingdom’ as a future literal earthly reign of Christ on the earth are those who hold that ‘the kingdom of God’ and ‘the kingdom of heaven’ have a different meaning.  Below is a brief explanation as to why the two terms were originally understood to be synonyms, and ought to be viewed by us as synonyms.   
Though some hold that these terms have different meanings (see footnote 3, page 4), the reasons for reaching the conclusion that these terms are synonymous are:

· The Jews commonly replaced the words for ‘God’ with the word ‘heaven’ (Hebrew: shamayim) as a widely understood means for the Jews to avoid taking the name of God in vain, which was seen as having very serious consequences (Exodus 20:7)
.  The Pharisees and Sadducees’ request of Jesus, in Matthew 16:1 to show them ‘a sign from heaven’ may be a euphemism to avoid saying, ‘a sign from God’.  The use of ‘heaven’ twice in Matthew 21:25, with the chief priests and elders, may also be similar euphemism to avoid saying ‘God’.  This would explain why only the gospel of Matthew, directed to the Jews, would use the term ‘kingdom of heaven’.  The other gospels did not use that term at all. 
· Matthew used the term the ‘kingdom of heaven’ almost exclusively, rather than the ‘kingdom of God’, because he was directing his gospel to a Jewish audience, who would be quite reluctant to speak the name of God, as explained above.  But Luke and Mark use the term ‘kingdom of God’ for the parallel passages, since their primarily Gentile audience would not hold to the same cautions about speaking the name of God.  Whenever Matthew uses ‘the kingdom of God’, instead of ‘the kingdom of heaven’, which he does only four times, it appears in context to be for a deliberate emphasis on the divine character and origin of the Millennial Kingdom.  Compare these similar passages, which seem to use both terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’) interchangeably in the same context.

Matthew 5:3 (NASU)

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Luke 6:20 (NASU)

Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. 

Matthew 10:5-7 (NASU)

These twelve Jesus sent out after instructing them:… 7 "And as you go, preach, saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.'

Luke 9:1-2 (NASU)

And He called the twelve together,… 2 And He sent them out to proclaim                             the kingdom of God… 

Matthew 19:14

But Jesus said, "Let the children alone, and do not hinder them from coming to Me;     for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these."

Mark 10:14

But when Jesus saw this, He was indignant and said to them, "Permit the children to come to Me; do not hinder them; for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. 

· There is nothing in Jewish literature of the day, or in Christ’s conversations with the disciples that indicates that they or any of the Jews understood a difference in the terms ‘kingdom of heaven’ or ‘kingdom of God’ (see footnote 1, prior page).  Both Jesus and the disciples at times used shortened references to ‘the kingdom’, without distinguishing between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of heaven.  This would imply that it was simply not necessary to clarify which ‘kingdom’ was meant because there was no significantly understood difference to have to clarify. 

Matthew 4:23 (NASU; just before the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people. 

Matthew 9:35 (NASU; after the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going through all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness. 

Notice the pattern of and information about ‘the kingdom’ is evident in the last time that the Lord would see his disciples before ascending from the Mount of Olives into the heavenlies:

Acts 1:1-8 (NASU)

The first account I composed, Theophilus, about all that Jesus began to do and teach, 2 until the day when He was taken up to heaven, after He had by the Holy Spirit given orders to the apostles whom He had chosen. 3 To these He also presented Himself alive after His suffering, by many convincing proofs, appearing to them over a period of forty days and speaking of the things concerning the kingdom of God. 4 Gathering them together, He commanded them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait for what the Father had promised, "Which," He said, "you heard of from Me; 5 for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now."  

6 So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, "Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?" 7 He said to them, "It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority; 8 but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth."  

· The differences which are often claimed between the two terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’) are difficult to derive from the text of Scripture
.  There is no place – not even in the gospel of Matthew- that explains any difference between the two terms.  In some contexts at the end of Matthew, the much less commonly used term ‘kingdom of God’ seems have been chosen to emphasize the divine origin of the kingdom, but that is as much distinction as is evident from the biblical text.  And in those contexts, it is only a matter of emphasis, but not a difference of fundamental meaning.
· The parables in Matthew 13, often the major passage claimed to support a difference in the two terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’), contain references to evil people (darnel, bad fish) as well as righteous ones in the same parable with regard to entrance into the kingdom, not the continuing of both within the kingdom
.

� See Jewish Encyclopedia article which conveys the Jewish understanding of the term, ‘Kingdom of God’, (� HYPERLINK "http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=225&letter=K" ��http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=225&letter=K�). In the Jewish Encyclopedia article on ‘Heaven”, it says, “With reference to the Messianic age, it applies to the time when God will be the sole King on earth, in opposition to the kings of worldly powers (Pesiḳ. 51a; Cant. R. ii. 12); whence Matthew's "kingdom of heaven" (Matt. iii. 2, and elsewhere), where the other gospels have "kingdom of God." (� HYPERLINK "http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=472&letter=H" ��http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=472&letter=H�).


  


� Such as is claimed in Major Bible Themes, pages 351-352.  See the supplement that accompanies this handout: 


 


� A further simplification of terms and avoidance of confusion results from dropping the use of the term ‘mystery form’ of the kingdom in reference to the parables in Matthew 13.  If ‘mystery’ is taken to have the same meaning as in Paul’s writings and in Job 12 and Daniel 2 (where the Greek Old Testament also has musterion, the same as in Paul’s writings), then God is consistently the revealer of mysteries in all of Scripture, rather than having a unique meaning just for the parables in Matthew 13, which, again, is not evident from the text of Scripture.  The Church is the Church and Israel is Israel, not to be confused.
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