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1 

 

The Kingdom of God is one of the major themes, if not the major theme of the synoptic 

gospels.  When reading them, one finds that the “kingdom of God was central in Jesus’ message 

and ministry [Matt. 4:17, 23; 10:7; 24:14; Luke 10:9].”
1
  Many of the parables of Jesus speak of 

the Kingdom, and His “Sermon on the Mount” focused on what righteousness looks like in 

God’s Kingdom.  Properly understanding the Kingdom is necessary, not only for grasping the 

teaching of Jesus, but also for comprehending “the basic eschatology of the New Testament.”
2
  

Some even argue that it is “the grand central theme of all Holy Scripture.”
3
   

 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

Although one would hope that there would be unilateral agreement in the Church across 

the history of interpretation, the conclusions made regarding the Kingdom of God have been far 

from monolithic.  Riddlebarger observes, “Since no explicit definition of this kingdom is found 

in either the Old or New Testaments, the kingdom of God has been interpreted in different ways 

depending largely on the presuppositions of the interpreter.”
4
  To give a sense for the variety of 

views, a brief historical sketch, which covers some of the primary positions, is in order. 

In the early church “two interpretations of the kingdom are to be found: an eschatological 

interpretation and a non-eschatological interpretation.”
5
  In the eschatological understanding, the 

Kingdom was perceived as a future realm that would arrive with the return of Christ.  The non-

eschatological understanding, which viewed the Kingdom as a present reality, is often attributed 

to Origen and Augustine.
6
  Throughout the early church and Middle Ages, the Church solidified 

her position that the Kingdom of God was to be equated with Church.  The Reformers, in 

reaction against the Catholic Church, “emphasized instead the spiritual nature of the kingdom.”
7
   

From the Reformation until the mid-nineteenth century, not much consideration was 

given to the Kingdom of God.  However, Albert Ritschl (1822-1889) secured “for the idea of the 

Kingdom of God the dominating place in theology that it now commands in many circles.”
8
  He 

saw the Kingdom as the love-inspired organization of humanity.  “He made it a principle at work 

                                                
1 George Eldon Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1952), 

64. 

2 Kim Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism: Understanding the End Times (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 

2003), 100. 

3 Alva J. McClain, The Greatness of the Kingdom: An Inductive Study of the Kingdom of God as Set Forth 

in the Scriptures. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1959), 5. 

4 Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 100. 

5 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 22. 

6 Ibid., 23. 

7 Louis Berkhof, The Kingdom of God: The Development of the Idea of the Kingdom, Especially since the 

Eighteenth Century (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1951), 3. 

8 Ibid., 31. 



Chris Villi 

November 2012 

 

2 

 

in the world of men within the scene of human history.”
9
  His thinking provided the background 

for the social gospel, and he had a strong influence in the last half of the nineteenth century on 

people like Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930), who viewed the kingdom as God’s rule in the hearts 

of individuals.  Others, such as A. B. Bruce and James Orr viewed “the eschatological element of 

the gospels as symbolic of spiritual realities.”
10

   

Johannes Weiss (1863-1914) and Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) developed “consistent 

eschatology,” which is “altogether eschatological.”
11

  They also espoused that Jesus was 

mistaken in that He expected this Kingdom to come during His own lifetime.  An opposite view, 

where the eschatological element is largely set aside, was popularized by C. H. Dodd (1884-

1973) and has been dubbed, “realized eschatology.”
12

  Dodd writes, “For eternal life is the 

ultimate issue of the coming of the Kingdom of God, and this coming is manifested in the series 

of historical events which unfolds itself in the ministry of Jesus.”
13

 

Rudolf Otto (1869-1937) understood “the Kingdom of God to be the heavenly realm 

where God’s will is done, the suprahistorical sphere where God rules.”
14

  Otto saw a dualism of 

earth vs. heaven in the teachings of Christ: “[Jesus] does not bring the kingdom, but he himself 

… his person and work were part of a comprehensive redemptive event, which broke in with him 

and which he called the coming and actual arrival of the kingdom of God.”
15

  Karl Barth (1886-

1968) also made a distinction.  He “did not teach that the kingdom of God had already come, but 

merely announced that it had come near … [not] something to be realized by men on earth, but  

… the goal of history”
16

  Joachim Jeremias (1900-1979) argued that “the Kingdom of God is 

both present and future.”
17

   

More recently, a movement known as “Theonomy” or “Reconstruction” has arisen and 

argued that the “Kingdom is the final purpose for this age, and its advance is in the hands of its 

subjects ... [They] … almost complete[ly] collapse … the Kingdom’s Not Yet into its Already”
18

  

Several prominent writers have not been mentioned in the historical sketch above.  Their 

views, in particular, will be the focus of attention for the remainder of the paper.  In particular, 

the Dispensational (C. I. Scofield, Lewis Sperry Chafer, Alva J. McClain, etc.), Historic 

                                                
9 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 25-26. 

10 Ibid., 28. 

11 Ibid., 29. 

12 Ibid., 34. 

13 C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (New York, NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1961), 35. 

14 George Eldon Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom: The Eschatology of Biblical Realism (New York, NY: 

Harper & Row, 1964), 24. 

15 Rudolf Otto, The Kingdom of God and the Son of Man: A Study in the History of Religion, tr. Floyd V. 
Filson and Bertram Lee-Woolf (London, England: Lutterworth, 1951), 104. 

16 Berkhof, The Kingdom of God, 118-119. 

17 Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom, 25. 

18 Mark Saucy, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus: In 20
th

 Century Theology (Dallas, TX: 

Word, 1997), 304. 
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Premillennial (George Eldon Ladd, Craig Blomberg), and Reformed (Geerhardus Vos, Louis 

Berkhof, etc.) views will be examined, compared, and contrasted with regard to the essence of 

the Kingdom, the timing of the Kingdom, the people of the Kingdom, and the impact of the 

Kingdom. 

 

THE ESSENCE OF THE KINGDOM 

The first recorded words from the mouth of Christ after beginning his ministry were, 

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” 

(Mark 1:15).  Upon reading this account, it is immediately apparent that Jesus did not pause to 

offer a definition of the Kingdom of God prior to declaring its imminent coming.  “He assumed 

that this was a concept so familiar that it did not require definition.”
19

   

Since is not explicitly defined in Scripture, interpreters have attempted to derive its 

meaning and have arrived at varied conclusions.  Reformed theologian Geerhardus Vos argues 

that “God’s kingdom is always his reign, his rule, never his domain.”
20

  Historic Premillennialist 

George Eldon Ladd, states, “The primary meaning of … kingdom, basileia, is ‘reign’ rather than 

‘realm’ or ‘people’ … the kingdom of God is the sovereign rule of God, manifested in the person 

and work of Christ, creating a people over whom he reigns, and issuing in a realm or realms in 

which the power of his reign is realized.”
21

  Contemporary Historic Premillennial scholar Craig 

Blomberg offers a similar definition: “It refers primarily to God’s rule or reign rather than to a 

geographical realm.  It is a power more than a place.”
22

  From the Dispensational perspective, 

Alva J. McClain broadly defines it as “the rule of God over His creation.”
23

  Contemporary 

Reformed Amillennial pastor Kim Riddlebarger defines it simply as “God’s sovereign, dynamic, 

and eschatological rule”
24

   

Although their basic definitions of the Kingdom are quite similar, one does not have to 

dive too far below the surface to find a noteworthy distinction in how they understand Jesus’ use 

of the phrase “Kingdom of heaven” vs. “Kingdom of God.”  The former is found 32 times, all in 

Matthew’s gospel.  The latter occurs 66 times, all in the New Testament.  It only shows up four 

times in Matthew but 46 in the other two synoptic gospels.   

How are these two designations similar and different?  The man most responsible with 

popularizing Dispensationalism, C. I. Scofield, distinguished the Kingdom of heaven from the 

Kingdom of God in five respects: (1) The Kingdom of God is universal and spiritual; The 

                                                
19 Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom, 41. 

20 Geerhardus Vos, The Teaching of Jesus Concerning the Kingdom and the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1951), 21. 

21 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 78, 80. 

22 Craig L. Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels: An Introduction and Survey (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 

2009), 270. 

23 McClain, The Greatness of the Kingdom, 19. 

24 Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 100. 



Chris Villi 

November 2012 

 

4 

 

Kingdom of heaven is the Messianic, Mediatorial, Davidic establishment of the Kingdom of God 

on earth; (2) The Kingdom of God is entered by new birth; the Kingdom of Heaven is entered by 

profession; (3) The Kingdom of heaven is the earthly sphere of the universal Kingdom of God; 

(4) The Kingdom of God is inward; the Kingdom of heaven is manifested outwardly on earth; (5) 

The Kingdom of heaven will merge into the Kingdom of God when Christ returns.
25

  Lewis 

Sperry Chafer, founder and first president of Dallas Theological Seminary and protégé of 

Scofield, elaborates, “the kingdom of heaven is always earthly while the kingdom of God is a 

wide as the universe … the kingdom of heaven is entered by a righteousness exceeding the 

righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees (Matt. 5:20), while the kingdom of God is entered by a 

new birth (John 3:1-16) … the children of the kingdom of heaven are cast out.  [This truth could 

not] apply to the kingdom of God.”
26

  Alva J. McClain refers to them as two kingdoms and two 

aspects of one kingdom: “it would not be wholly wrong to speak of two kingdoms revealed in the 

Bible … There is value and instruction in thinking of them as two aspects or phases of the one 

rule of our sovereign God … the Universal Kingdom and the Mediatorial Kingdom.”
 27

 

Although many non-dispensational scholars agree that God’s Kingdom has a universal, 

spiritual aspect as well as an earthly manifestation, they disagree that this can be derived from 

the way Jesus used the terms “Kingdom of heaven” and “Kingdom of God.”  O. T. Allis provides 

strong evidence that these two designations are completely interchangeable: 

This [kingdom in Daniel 2:44] will be ‘the kingdom of the God of heaven.’  

Consequently, it is quite as proper to abbreviate it to ‘the kingdom of heaven’ and the 

‘kingdom of God,’ as it is that ‘the ark of the covenant of the LORD’ should be called 

‘the ark of the covenant’ and ‘the ark of the LORD’ (e.g., Josh. vi. 6-8).  That the two 

expressions are equivalent is indicated especially clearly by the fact that they are used in 

synonomous parallelism in Matt. xix. 23f., and also because three of the parables which 

appear in Matt. xiii as parables of the kingdom of heaven (the Sower, the Mustard Seed, 

and the Leaven) appear in Mark or Luke as parables of the kingdom of God.”
28

 

Dispensationalists agree that the two terms are used interchangeably in the gospels.  Chafer 

writes, “There can be no question that there is much in common between whatever may be 

represented by these two terms, else they would not be used interchangeably.”
29

  However, he 

immediately follows with the assertion that “there is a wide difference between the kingdom of 

God and the kingdom of heaven.”
30

   

                                                
25 C. I. Scofield, Scofield Reference Bible (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1945), 1003 fn. 1 

(Matthew 6:33). 

26 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Dispensationalism (Dallas, TX: Dallas Seminary Press, 1951), 64-65. 

27 McClain, The Greatness of the Kingdom, 21. 

28 Oswald T. Allis, Prophecy and the Church: An Examination of the Claim of Dispensationalists that the 

Christian Church is a Mystery Parenthesis which Interrupts the Fulfilment to Israel of the Kingdom Prophecies of 

the Old Testament (Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1947), 67. 

29 Lewis Sperry Chafer, The Kingdom in History and Prophecy (Grand Rapids, MI: Dunham, 1943), 52. 

30 Ibid. 
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Why do Dispensationalists emphasize the difference if the Kingdom of heaven is simply 

the earthly manifestation of the Kingdom of God?  The distinction comes in their assumption 

that, although all dispensations of history have been dispensations of the Kingdom of God, the 

present Church age is not considered to be a dispensation of the kingdom of heaven.
31

  Thus, 

Dispensationalists are forced to reject the presence of the Kingdom of heaven (i.e., the earthly 

manifestation of the Kingdom of God) during the Church age, because they presuppose that 

national Israel is the earthly people of God.  Lewis Sperry Chafer argues, “[the Kingdom of 

Heaven] was addressed to one nation, Israel, and to them as a whole … The message of the 

‘kingdom of heaven’ as first set forth by Matthew had, therefore, a limited and national 

meaning.”
32

  He later concludes that the Kingdom of Heaven “referred to the Messianic, Davidic, 

earthly kingdom seen in the Old Testament, [which is distinct from the Church].”
33

  Chafer’s 

definition was consistent with that of his great friend and mentor, C. I. Scofield, who said, “The 

phrase, kingdom of heaven … is peculiar to Matthew and signifies the Messianic earth rule of 

Jesus Christ, the Son of David.”
34

   

The arguments made by the older Dispensationalists to distinguish between the Kingdom 

of God and the Kingdom of heaven have largely been abandoned, even by those in the stream of 

their own legacy, because “The old supposed distinction between ‘kingdom of God’ and 

‘kingdom of heaven’ can no longer withstand careful exegetical scrutiny either.  ‘Heaven’ was a 

well-known Jewish euphemism for ‘God’ … The two expressions are used interchangeably”
 35

  

Although modern Dispensationalist still maintain a strong distinction between Israel and the 

Church, they no longer support it via separation of meaning between “Kingdom of God” and 

“Kingdom of heaven.”  Popular Dispensational pastor and author John MacArthur writes, 

It is probable that Matthew used kingdom of heaven because it was more understandable 

to his primarily Jewish readers.  Jews would not speak God’s name (Yahweh, or 

Jehovah), and would often substitute heaven when referring to Him – much as we do in 

such expressions as ‘heaven smiled on me today.’  There is no significant difference 

between ‘the kingdom of God’ and the kingdom of heaven … they are the same kingdom.  

Matthew 19:23-24 confirms the equality of the phrases by using them interchangeably.
36

 

Those who label themselves as “Progressive Dispensationalists” also “make no substantive 

distinction between the terms kingdom of heaven and kingdom of God.  And they see Christ’s 

present relationship to the church today as a form of the eschatological kingdom which affirms 

and guarantees the future revelation of the kingdom in all its fullness.”
37

 

                                                
31 Allis, Prophecy and the Church, 68. 

32 Chafer, The Kingdom in History and Prophecy, 45. 

33 Ibid., 51. 

34 Scofield, Scofield Reference Bible, 996 fn. 1 (Matthew 3:2). 

35 Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, 451. 

36 John MacArthur, Matthew 1-7 (Chicago, IL: Moody, 1985), 55.  

37 Craig A. Blaising and Darrell L. Bock, Progressive Dispensationalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1993), 

54. 
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THE TIMING OF THE KINGDOM 

Dispensationalists believe that the Kingdom of Heaven (i.e., the earthly Davidic 

kingdom) was “announced and offered in the early part of Matthew’s Gospel”
38

 by Jesus.  When 

the nation of Israel rejected His legitimate offer, Christ postponed the Kingdom until His second 

coming.
39

  Scofield explains, “The rejected King now turns from the rejecting nation and offers, 

not the kingdom, but rest and service to such in the nation as are conscious of need.  [Matthew 

11:28] is a pivotal point in the ministry of Jesus.”
40

  Dispensationalists make this claim, because 

they believe that a physical, political kingdom was promised only to ethnic Jews as a nation.
41

  

Charles Feinberg maintains that “the kingdom cannot be located between the first advent and the 

second advent of the Lord, because during this period Israel is nationally cut off.”
42

   

If the Dispensational premise (that Christ offered an earthly, political kingdom to national 

Israel) is correct, then their conclusion (that the kingdom was postponed to the future) is also 

correct.  However, the Dispensational belief that the Kingdom Jesus preached was necessarily 

the kingdom which the Jews expected is a hopelessly flawed assumption.  According to Berkhof, 

“[Christ’s] conception of [the Kingdom] clearly represented a departure from the current views 

of the coming Kingdom … the result was that the Jews, though looking for the Kingdom, yet 

turned their backs upon him.  His idea of the Kingdom was not theirs.”
43

  In fact, the notion that 

the Jews rejected an offer for a political messiah and earthly kingdom is as far from reality as 

possible.  When Jesus perceived that the people were intending to make Him king, He “rejected 

their offer” and withdrew (John 6:15).  “Jesus did not offer to the Jews the earthly kingdom any 

more than he offered himself to them as their glorious, earthly King.”
44

  Christ would have easily 

established an earthly kingdom if He so desired.  Why didn’t He?  “Jesus came, first of all, to die 

a redemptive death for humanity; establishing an earthly kingdom for Israel would have short-

circuited this necessary prerequisite.”
45

  Ladd says it well: 

Had it been Jesus’ purpose to offer to the Jews such an earthly, political Davidic 

kingdom, they would have accepted it on the spot and have been willing to follow him to 

death if need be to see the inauguration of such a kingdom.  However, when Jesus refused 

this and indicated that his mission was of an entirely different character and that his 

Kingdom was to be a spiritual Kingdom in which people were to eat his flesh and drink 

                                                
38 Chafer, The Kingdom in History and Prophecy, 46. 

39 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 50-51. 

40 Scofield, Scofield Reference Bible, 1011 fn. 2 (Matthew 11:28). 

41 Allis, Prophecy and the Church, 78. 

42 Charles L. Feinberg, Premillennialism or Amillennialism?: The Premillennial and Amillennial Systems of 

Biblical Interpretation Analyzed & Compared (New York, NY: American Board of Missions to the Jews, 1961), 

157. 

43 Berkhof, The Kingdom of God, 13. 

44 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 113. 

45 Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, 450. 
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his blood, the crowds turned against him and his popularity waned (Jn. 6:66).  They 

wanted a king to deliver them from Rome, not a savior to redeem them from their sins.
46

 

Given the spiritual nature of His Kingdom, Christ offered it to both Jew and Gentile 

alike.  Dispensationalists cannot deny that Christ reached out to the Gentiles.  They, however, 

keep it separate from the earthly, political “kingdom of heaven” offered to national Israel and 

associate it with the spiritual “kingdom of God.”  They refer to the current age as “the mystery 

form of the kingdom.”  Chafer writes, “The new purpose of God in this age is seen to be the out-

calling of a heavenly people.  They form a part of the kingdom in its present mystery form (Mt. 

xiii.); but are in no way related to the Messianic earthly kingdom of Israel other than that they, as 

the bride of the King, will be associated with Him in His reign.”
47

  John Walvoord concurs: “The 

mysteries of the kingdom, accordingly, deal with the period between the first and second Advent 

of Christ and not the millennial kingdom which will follow the second coming.”
48

  According to 

Scofield, this present “mystery form of the kingdom” is “a parenthesis in the prophetic program 

during which the Church is called out from among the Gentiles, a stranger and pilgrim body, 

belonging to the kingdom of God, but in no sense identical with the kingdom of heaven.”
49

 

Although Dispensationalists see the present age as a mystery form of the kingdom, it is 

only a parenthesis, and the true kingdom is completely future.  It is true that “in Jesus’ 

eschatological speeches all the attention is directed to the ultimate and definitive coming of the 

kingdom of heaven … the great orientation-point given us in Jesus’ speeches about the coming 

epoch is before all else to be found in the as yet unfulfilled parousia of the Son of Man.”
50

  

However, the “kingdom was to [the Reformers] the reign of God in the hearts of the redeemed 

and was therefore essentially a religious concept and primarily a present reality.”
51

  It seems 

incontrovertible that some of Christ’s teachings depict the kingdom as a present reality (Mark 

4:3; 12:34; Matt. 13:44-46) while others present it as a future expectation (Matt. 7:21-23; 25:31-

34).
52

  According to Ladd, “The Kingdom of God involves two great moments: fulfillment 

within history, and consummation at the end of history.”
53

  How can it be both present and 

future?  Ladd explains, 
“
The kingdom of God has come in the sense that the powers of the future 

eschatological kingdom have actually entered into the scene of human history in the person of 

Jesus to effect a victory over the kingdom of Satan.”
54

  “The mission of Jesus … brought to men 

an actual foretaste of the eschatological salvation.  Jesus did not promise the forgiveness of sins; 

                                                
46 George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 138. 

47 Chafer, The Kingdom in History and Prophecy, 71. 

48 John F. Walvoord, Matthew: Thy Kingdom Come (Chicago, IL: Moody, 1974), 96-97. 

49 C. I. Scofield, “Introduction,” in Chafer, The Kingdom in History and Prophecy, 6. 

50 Herman Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom, ed. Raymond O. Zorn, tr. H. de Jongste (Philadelphia, 

PA: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1962), 468. 

51 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 25. 

52 Ibid., 65, 69. 

53 George Eldon Ladd, The Presence of the Future: The Eschatology of Biblical Realism (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 218. 

54 Ibid., 89. 
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he bestowed it … The age of fulfillment is present, but the time of consummation still awaits the 

age to come.”
 55

   

This two-phased construction of the Kingdom of God (the “already / not yet” and “this 

age / the age to come”)
56

 has been called “eschatological dualism.”
57

  Since it is Jesus who will 

consummate the Kingdom when He returns in the future and “Jesus himself ushered in the 

kingdom of God … We must therefore always see the kingdom of God as indissolubly connected 

with the person of Jesus Christ.”
58

  It is also important to understand that “our Lord’s teaching 

relates to two aspects of the same kingdom, not to two separate kingdoms.”
59

 

 

THE PEOPLE OF THE KINGDOM 

Given that the Kingdom of God is a present reality, it is important to understand its 

relationship to the Church.  Are they completely distinct, one and the same, or somewhere in 

between?  One of the earliest Christian writings after the close of the canon, the Didache, states, 

“Remember your church, Lord, to deliver it from all evil and to make it perfect in your love; and 

from the four winds gather the church that has been sanctified into your kingdom, which you 

have prepared for it; for yours is the power and the glory forever.”
60

  In this excerpt, the 

eschatological (i.e., future) aspect of the kingdom is emphasized and clearly distinguished from 

the Church in that the Church has been sanctified into it, and that it has been prepared for the 

Church.  Although this distinction is helpful with regard to the future consummated Kingdom, it 

does not offer any information about the current relationship between the Church and the present 

manifestation of the Kingdom.  For the present aspect of the Kingdom, Augustine’s City of God 

is helpful.  Ladd argues that Augustine “understood the kingdom in terms of the visible, 

ecclesiastical system.”
61

  Berkhof disagrees: “[Augustine] identifies the earthly manifestation of 

the Kingdom in some sense with the Church.  It is a debatable question, however, whether he 

was thinking of the visible ecclesiastical organization of his time.  It is more probable that he had 

the invisible Church in mind, though he undoubtedly used some expressions that point in the 

opposite direction.”
62

  One such expression is found in Augustine’s comments on Matthew 5:19.  

                                                
55 Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom, 213. 

56 Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, 168; Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 112. 

57 Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 61; Robert L. Reymond,  A New Systematic Theology of the 

Christian Faith (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 994. 

58 Anthony Hoekema, The Bible and the Future (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1982), 43. 

59 Vos, The Teaching of Jesus Concerning the Kingdom and the Church, 39. 

60 “Didache,” in Michael W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 361 (10.5). 

61 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 24. 

62 Berkhof, The Kingdom of God, 23. 
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He asserts that the text implies the visible church, because those who break the commandments 

and teach others to do the same “shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven.”
63

 

As far as the Reformers were concerned, they “agreed in identifying [the Kingdom of 

God] with the invisible Church … the reign of Christ in the hearts of believers … They did not 

expect the external visible form of the Kingdom of God until the glorious appearance of Jesus 

Christ.”
64

  However, the Westminster Assembly confessed that “The visible Church … is the 

kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Westminster Confession of Faith, 25.2).  The Confession 

quotes Matthew 13:47 (the parable of the dragnet) as a proof text.  In his commentary of the 

Westminster Confession, A. A. Hodge observes, “The universal visible Church is therefore not a 

different Church from that which has just been described as invisible.  It is the same body … 

God has commanded his people to organize themselves into distinct visible ecclesiastical 

communities … for the great purpose of giving visibility to his kingdom.”
65

   

Geerhardus Vos argues that the church may be called the kingdom due to their close 

relationship in Matthew 16:18-19.
66

  He writes,  

The church is a form which the kingdom assumes … Jesus plainly leads us to identify the 

invisible church and the kingdom.  It is impossible to be in the one without being in the 

other [John 3:3, 5] … The kingdom, therefore as truly as the invisible church is 

constituted by the regenerate … But what about the relation of the visible church to the 

kingdom?  Here again we must first of all insist upon it, that our Lord looked upon the 

visible church as a veritable embodiment of his kingdom.  Precisely because the invisible 

church realizes the kingship of God, the visible church must likewise partake of this 

character … We must say, therefore, that the kingdom-forces which are at work, the 

kingdom-life which exists in the invisible sphere, find expression in the kingdom-

organism of the visible church.
67

   

Yet, Ladd disagrees that the Kingdom and Church should be identified: “[The Kingdom of God] 

is never to be identified with the church ... the Kingdom is not to be identified with its subjects.  

They are the people of God’s rule who enter it, live under it, and are governed by it.  The church 

is the community of the Kingdom but never the Kingdom itself.”
68

  Although he does not 

explicitly say so, it appears that Ladd speaks of Jesus equating the Kingdom to the invisible 

church: “Thus entrance into the Kingdom means participation in the church; but entrance into the 

church is not necessarily synonymous with entrance into the Kingdom.”
69

  At the very least, it 

                                                
63 Augustine of Hippo, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, tr. Henry Bettenson (London, 

England: Penguin, 1987), 914 (xx, 9). 

64 Berkhof, The Kingdom of God, 24. 

65 A. A. Hodge, The Westminster Confession: A Commentary (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth Trust, 2002), 
312. 

66 Vos, The Teaching of Jesus Concerning the Kingdom and the Church, 80-81. 

67 Ibid., 85-87. 

68 Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom, 258. 

69 Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 111. 
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may be said that Ladd believed that the Kingdom of God is manifested in the Church: “The 

Kingdom of God which in the Old Testament dispensation was manifested in Israel is now 

working in the world through the Church.”
70

  Blomberg agrees with Ladd that the Church is not 

identical to the Kingdom but contends that every local church is a visible manifestation of the 

kingdom.
71

  O. T. Allis states his case more strongly: “since those and only those, who accept the 

gospel and profess their faith in Christ, are entitled to be called members of His Church, the 

connection between the kingdom and the Church must obviously be quite close.”
72

  “[The] 

kingdom and the Church are institutions which are both present in the world today; and they are 

so closely related, so nearly identical, that it is impossible to be in the one and not in the other.”
73

 

It goes without saying that more traditional Dispensationalists see a major distinction 

between the Kingdom and the Church.  Charles Feinberg not only speaks of two entities but two 

gospels: “The gospel of the kingdom is national, whereas the gospel of grace is individual … 

The kingdom and all that pertains to it is earthly; the Church is heavenly.”
74

  However, his 

former student and close friend John MacArthur, a modern Dispensationalist, believes that the 

Kingdom relates to both the visible and invisible church: “The kingdom has two aspects, the 

outer and the inner … In the broadest sense, the kingdom includes everyone who professes to 

acknowledge God … The other kingdom is the inner, the kingdom that includes only true 

believers … God rules over both aspects of the kingdom.”
75

 

Apart from older Dispensationalists, an analysis of the various positions surveyed above 

shows that, although Ladd and Blomberg are concerned with equating the Kingdom and the 

Church too closely, they draw strong connections between the Kingdom and the invisible church 

and see the visible church as a manifestation of the Kingdom in our world.  In this regard, they 

do not differ as much as they think from Augustine, the Westminster Confession, and Reformed 

believers who see the Church as the manifestation of God’s Kingdom. 

 

THE IMPACT OF THE KINGDOM 

In His longest recorded sermon, the Sermon on the Mount, Christ Jesus spoke about the 

righteousness characterized by those in the Kingdom of God.  For this reason, one must properly 

understand the Kingdom in order to properly discern the implications of Christ’s teaching about 

righteousness in His sermon.   

                                                
70 George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom: Popular Expositions on the Kingdom of God (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1959), 117. 

71 Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, 451. 

72 Allis, Prophecy and the Church, 80. 

73 Ibid., 84. 

74 Feinberg, Premillennialism or Amillennialism?, 157. 

75 MacArthur, Matthew 1-7, 55.  
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Older Dispensationalists argued that the sermon had no implications for the Church but 

only for the nation of Israel.  According to Chafer, “The ‘kingdom of heaven’ as announced and 

offered in the early part of Matthew’s Gospel is also accompanied with positive demands for 

personal righteousness in life and conduct.  This is not the principle of grace: it is rather the 

principle of law … it never ceases to be the very opposite of the principle of grace.”
76

  He 

reasons that these “kingdom commands and principles were given to Israel only”
77

 and quotes 

Matthew 5:20
78

 from the sermon to prove his point.  Ladd also quotes Matthew 5:20 but comes 

to a vastly different conclusion: “Those in whose lives God now reigns, those who become the 

citizens of the kingdom of God [i.e., the Church] are to have a new righteousness.”
79

  Thus, the 

Church must look to the words of Jesus for instruction in righteousness here and now!  Christ’s 

teaching is eminently practical and useful for our everyday living during the present Kingdom 

age.   

The Lord’s prayer (Matthew 6:9-13) offers another concrete example of the implications 

of the Kingdom of God.  “Jesus refers to his kingship or royal reign, when He teaches us to pray, 

‘Thy Kingdom come,’ a prayer that is interpreted by the following petition, ‘Thy will be done on 

earth, as it is in heaven’ [Matthew 6:10].
”80

  Believers are to utilize this prayer to God and desire 

its answer in every generation.  Essentially, the petition for God’s will to be done is a query for 

God to bring about obedience by reigning and ruling in the hearts of men.  Berkhof concludes, 

“The fundamental thought is always that of the reign of God, established in human hearts and 

controlling human affairs, effective in forming an obedient people.”
81

  Therefore, one’s view of 

the Kingdom of God has implications with regard to obedience. 

One’s understanding of the Kingdom also has great implications regarding the blessings 

of the Kingdom, the foremost of these being eternal life.  Although “Jesus equated eternal life 

with the Kingdom of God (Mark 10:23-25),”
82

 some Dispensationalists, such as Chafer, insist 

that much of Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount and throughout Matthew’s gospel have 

nothing to do with eternal life.  In fact, he specifically counsels his reader to safeguard against 

thinking that the “Kingdom of heaven” has anything to do with eternal life, grace, and the cross: 

“Thus the ‘kingdom of heaven’ as a message must ever be distinguished from the message of the 

gospel of grace which came by the cross.”
83

  Worse yet, the omnipotent God-man, Jesus Christ, 

did not even anticipate His death on the cross or second coming until after He was rejected by 

the nation of Israel: “When the nation began to reject her King, He not only began to anticipate 

His sacrificial death and the blessings to flow out of it, but He began, also, to speak of returning 

                                                
76 Chafer, The Kingdom in History and Prophecy, 46. 

77 Ibid., 50. 

78 Matthew 5:20, NASB: “For I say to you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and 

Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
79 Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 126. 

80 Berkhof, The Kingdom of God, 15. 

81 Ibid., 16. 

82 Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom, 111. 

83 Chafer, The Kingdom in History and Prophecy, 45. 
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to this earth again, and to associate the realization of His earthly kingdom with that event.”
84

  

This teaching is downright dangerous – instead of leading people to Christ and His gospel, it 

ushers them away from it!  Eschatological dualism, on the other hand, encourages believers in 

the knowledge that they are already experiencing a foretaste of the eternal life which is to come.  

Ladd writes, 

The mission of Jesus … brought to men an actual foretaste of the eschatological 

salvation.  Jesus did not promise the forgiveness of sins; he bestowed it.  He did not 

simply assure men of the future fellowship of the Kingdom; he invited men into 

fellowship with himself as the bearer of the Kingdom.  He did not merely promise 

vindication in the day of judgment; he bestowed upon them a present righteousness.  He 

not only taught an eschatological deliverance from physical evil; he went about 

demonstrating the redeeming power of the Kingdom, delivering men from sickness and 

even death.  This is the meaning of the presence of the Kingdom as a new era of 

salvation.  To receive the Kingdom of God, to submit oneself to God’s reign meant to 

receive the gift of the Kingdom and to enter into the enjoyment of its blessings.  The age 

of fulfillment is present, but the time of consummation still awaits the age to come.
85

 

 

CONCLUSION  

Although there have been various concerning the Kingdom of God historically, much can 

be learned from Jesus’ use of the phrase in the Gospels.  In simple terms, the Kingdom of God, 

also called Kingdom of heaven, is the reign and rule of God.  With regard to its timing, it has an 

eschatological (i.e., future) aspect that will be fully realized at the second coming of Christ and 

the consummation of all things.  It also is a present reality, because Christ has inaugurated His 

Kingdom by His person and work.  This Kingdom has a universal, spiritual, inner aspect.  It also 

has a particular, tangible, outer aspect in that it is manifested on the earth in the Church.  In this 

way, the Church gives visibility to and may be seen as the embodiment of the Kingdom of God 

on earth.   

Because the above is true, there are implications regarding the proper understanding of 

the Kingdom of God which impact righteousness, grace, law, prayer, obedience, eternal life, the 

cross of Christ, the Second Coming, and the present blessings of the Kingdom.  

                                                
84 Ibid., 61. 

85 Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom, 213. 
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