Q: What does the Book of Acts teach regarding the kingdom of God, and what was the message of the apostles regarding the kingdom, and what did ‘the kingdom’ and related terms mean throughout the Book of Acts?
A: Before we step through the relevant passages in Acts, first we’ll review the written, historical, and cultural context of the Book of Acts.
The Book of Acts is a continuation of the Gospel of Luke, continuing the perspective, beginning personalities, and history begun by Dr. Luke:

Acts 1:1-3 (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.

The Gospel of Luke was written with evident similarities to the Gospels of Matthew and of Mark, but also with obvious differences.  

	Gospel Name & Author
	Matthew
	Mark
	Luke 
	John

	Addressed to
	Jews
	Romans
	Greeks
	All


But Luke’s use of the term ‘kingdom of God’ is continued in the beginning of Acts as if  it had the very same definition as was used in the Gospel of Luke.  So the above takes us to the question, “What was the understanding of the term ‘kingdom of God’ during the earthly ministry of Christ, which is continued into the first verses of Acts?”  Let’s look   at Luke’s first mention of the kingdom:

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."

Mary didn’t ask any questions about what Gabriel meant by these words, so Mary must have understood those words as they were used commonly among the Jews in Israel, based on reading the prophecies and prophets in the Hebrew Old Testament:

· Having the throne of His father David would have been viewed as the fulfillment of God’s promises to David about his Descendent (1 Chronicles 17:10b-14; Isaiah 9:7).  He would be Messiah ben David, the Jews’ name for David’s heir to the throne.

· That Messiah would reign over the house of Jacob (Israel) forever was understood from the same promises to David and expanded upon by Israel’s holy prophets.

· The Messiah’s kingdom would be the one promised to David, with its capitol in Jerusalem, over the physical nation of Israel, with the Jews as its citizens.  This kingdom was referred to as the kingdom of God, or in most places in Matthew,       the kingdom of heaven.  

While Christ announced the gospel of the kingdom, and explained features of the kingdom throughout the Gospel of Luke, He was speaking of the kingdom outlined above.  The disciples from Emmaus expressed their hope that Christ was the Redeemer  of Israel:

Luke 24:21a, “But we were hoping that it was He who was going to redeem Israel.”

The kingdom of God = the Church?

The notion common among those within Christendom today, that the kingdom of God    is ‘the Church’, either in the form of a body of saved Gentiles and Jews, or of a structured institution over which Christ reigns as King, did not exist in the culture of the Jews in Israel in New Testament times.  Instead, it developed in the few centuries after the New Testament was already completed, with:

· Christ as King over the Church and the Church having replaced Israel, having been given the blessings of Israel in spiritual form (starting in the 2nd century).

· The forced allegorizing of Scripture borrowed from the Greek philosophers (starting in the 3rd century).

· ‘Christianity’ becoming established as the official religion of the Roman Empire (starting in the 4th century).

By the 5th century each of the above views were well established, though unbiblical.

To view the kingdom of God as ‘the Church’, with Christ as the Church’s King, is to artificially impose a later meaning upon the pages of Scripture, rather than drawing out the originally intended meaning of the apostles and their associates.  The biblical call of believers in Christ, however, is to contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 3) - before the end of the 1st century.

So when we turn to the beginning of Acts

When Jesus spoke to the disciples of things regarding the kingdom of God, He was referring to His own future reign as the Messiah, in literal fulfillment of the promises to David and the rest of the many prophecies given in the Old Testament.  Each one of the apostles who heard Jesus speak was a Jew, from Israel, using Jewish terminology consistent with what we read of the Messiah and the kingdom in Luke.  Even when     Paul came to believe, having had been trained under Gamaliel the Pharisee, he had an understanding of the kingdom, based on the Old Testament, that was substantially the same as that of the rest of the apostles.  Even the Pharisees taught about the kingdom.

Acts 1:6-8 (NASU)

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 [alla: sharp contrast] 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."

Jesus the Jew was talking to eleven Jews, in the land of Israel, on the Mount of Olives (Acts 1:12), with the Temple and the Antonia Fortress likely in view.  He knew what the disciples were asking, and it was about literal Israel.  Christ did not respond that they had the wrong understanding, or that they needed to redefine the kingdom, but rather that the Father (not He) called the timing for the kingdom to come – sometime later.  And He told them what would soon happen that would initiate the Church, which we now know was recorded in Acts 2.  So the kingdom was not morphed into something different than what the apostles understood nor was their understanding denied.  It was simply put off to begin at the Father’s timing.  One reason why the timing could not be established at that point was that the offer of the kingdom by the apostles throughout the Book of Acts would not allow a specific answer to that question.  The timing depended upon Israel’s response ‘en masse’ to the gospel of the kingdom, which would still be presented in Acts.  Just before the second coming of the Messiah, all Israel will be saved (Romans 11:26).

Acts 1:9-11 (NASU)

And after He had said these things, He was lifted up while they were looking on, and a cloud received Him out of their sight. 10 And as they were gazing intently into the sky while He was going, behold, two men in white clothing stood beside them. 11 They also said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into the sky? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go     into heaven."

This passage might often be overlooked as a kingdom passage in Acts, but it connects up perfectly with Zechariah 14:4a which says of Christ’s second coming, “In that day His feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, which is in front of Jerusalem on the east”.  He will not just come in the same way as He departed, but even to the same place!

The gift of tongues was the warning of judgment to the Jews (see handouts on the gift             of tongues from HHBC’s 1 & 2 Corinthians series 2009, 1 Corinthians chapters 12-14).  That judgment warning in the form of tongues would occur again in Acts 10, and in Acts 19, and be clarified by Paul for Jews and Gentiles alike in 1 Corinthians 12-14, especially 14:20-22.  In the end, the last chronological mention of tongues was in Acts 19.  This was the parallel to the gospel (good news) of the kingdom that was presented throughout Acts.

Acts 2:29-36 (NASU; Peter speaking to the Jews gathered in Jerusalem)
"Brethren, I may confidently say to you regarding the patriarch David that       he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. 30 And so, because he was a prophet and knew that God had sworn to him with an oath to seat one of his descendants on his throne, 31 he looked ahead and spoke of the resurrection of the Christ [Psalm 16:8-11; Isaiah 53], that he was neither abandoned to Hades, nor did His flesh suffer decay. 32 This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses. 33 Therefore having been exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He has poured forth this which you both see and hear. 34 For it was not David who ascended into heaven, but he himself says: 

'The Lord said to my Lord, sit at my right hand, 35 until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet." [Psalm 110:1]

36 Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ [Messiah] --this Jesus whom you crucified."

Verse 31 is a clear reference to the same thing we read from Gabriel to Mary in Luke chapter 1.  The quote from Psalm 110:1 above is the most frequently quoted Old Testament passage in the New Testament, and it is regarding the Messiah.  The Jews knew it well as a Messianic passage.  Peter continued to address the ones assembled       as ‘men of Israel’ (Acts 2:22), and ‘brethren’ (Acts 2:29).

Acts 3:19-22 (NASU; Peter speaking to the Jews)

Therefore repent and return, so that your sins may be wiped away, in order that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord; 20 and that He may send Jesus, the Christ appointed for you, 21 whom heaven must receive until the period of restoration of all things about which God spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets from ancient time.

The pivotal event is noted: the Jews must ‘repent and return’.  The Father Who calls the time, will at the right time send Jesus, the One appointed to the Jews.  That will be the restoration of all things (Romans 8:18-22; the noun form of the verb used in Acts 1:6, “Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel”).  The Old Testament prophets repeatedly wrote of the coming kingdom.

Acts 8:12 (NASU: Philip preaching to the Samaritans)

But when they believed Philip preaching the good news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were being baptized, men and women alike. 

This verse is the first of a few in Acts that break out preaching the good news about the kingdom and about the Jesus Christ as separate aspects of the message, in one verse (see also Acts 19:8-10; 28:23 and 28:31 – the last verse in Acts).   

Acts 14:21-23 (NASU: Paul and Barnabas speaking)

After they had preached the gospel to that city and had made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch, 22 strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying, "Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God." 23 When they had appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed. 

Notice that the people to whom the apostles spoke were already believers (disciples, continued in the faith, in every church, the Lord whom they believed).  If the Church               is the kingdom, they were already in the kingdom by believing – not through many tribulations.  Rather, the entrance of those who are already believers into the literal biblical kingdom of God will come about by passing through many tribulations in this life (not the Tribulation) until the day that we come to earth with the Lord Jesus Christ.  The ‘many tribulations’ is part of God’s growth process for the believer, who is in the Church.

Acts 19:8-10 (NASU)

And he [Paul] entered the synagogue and continued speaking out boldly for three months, reasoning and persuading them about the kingdom of God. 9 But when some were becoming hardened and disobedient, speaking evil of the Way before the people, he withdrew from them and took away the disciples, reasoning daily in the school of Tyrannus. 10 This took place for two years, so that all who lived in Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks. 

Though the messages are separated by a verse, this has a similarity to Acts 8:12, and the upcoming 28:23 and 28:31.  Both the speaking about the kingdom and the gospel of Jesus Christ were presented.  Notice that this passage specifically states that the kingdom of God message was directed to the Jews – in the synagogue.

Acts 20:25 (NASU: Paul speaking to the elders from Ephesus)

And now, behold, I know that all of you, among whom I went about preaching the kingdom, will no longer see my face. 

In this, Paul’s last meeting with the elders from Ephesus, Paul makes reference to the message of the kingdom, which is to be understood as the coming literal earthly kingdom.

Acts 28:23 (NASU)

When they had set a day for Paul, they came to him at his lodging in large numbers; and he was explaining to them by solemnly testifying about the kingdom of God and trying to persuade them concerning Jesus, from both the Law of Moses and from the Prophets, from morning until evening. 

The message of the literal earthly kingdom is separate from the message concerning Jesus (Hebrew: Yeshua; Aramaic: Yeshu; both mean ‘Savior’), which is a message of salvation by faith in Christ for sins.    

Acts 28:30-31 (NASU)

And he stayed two full years in his own rented quarters and was welcoming all who came to him, 31 preaching the kingdom of God and teaching concerning the Lord Jesus Christ with all openness, unhindered. 

Finishing the Book of Acts with the pattern similar to Acts 8:12, 19:8-10; 28:23 (and                 to some extent 14:21-23) preaching the kingdom is coupled with but separate from the teaching concerning the Lord Jesus Christ.  Preaching regarding the kingdom of God was just as much Paul’s message as it was the other apostles’ message.  And that message was separate and distinct from the gospel that Christ died for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2).

To summarize

The kingdom in the Gospels and also throughout the Book of Acts refers to the coming kingdom in which Christ (Anglicized Greek: Christ; Anglicized Hebrew: Messiah) will reign from Jerusalem, over the nation of Israel and the entire world.  The kingdom never directly refers to the Church, though we in the Church will be there with Christ, and we in the Church have an inheritance in Christ’s kingdom, with Him, as His bride, and being of His household (1 Corinthians 15:50-57; 2 Corinthians 11:2; Ephesians 5:21-33; Revelation 19:7-9).  The Church does not inherit what has been promised to Israel,       nor take over for, nor take anything away from Israel.  Christ will reign as Israel’s King, but that is not our relationship to Him.  We are seated with Him (Ephesians 2:6).  We are betrothed to Him (John 14:1-6; 2 Corinthians 11:2; Ephesians 5:21-33).

The gospel of salvation by faith in Christ’s death for our sins centers on His 1st coming.  But the kingdom of God – yet future – centers on the 2nd coming of Christ.  There is a gospel for each, and both gospels were preached and taught in the Old Testament, the four Gospels, and throughout the rest of the New Testament.  What is not mentioned directly in the Old Testament, and was just barely presented in the four Gospels, is the Church, a newly created body of believers (Ephesians 2:14-3:11), distinct from the   saved ethnic Gentiles and Jews.  That body is not ‘the kingdom’, nor is Christ its King.  Though Christ is our Lord, we are not subjects of the King, because we are of the royal household! (Ephesians 2:19).  We are being prepared to be presented as Christ’s bride!
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