THE COMING KINGDOM, PART XX
by Andy Woods
Because today's evangelical world believes that the church is experiencing the Messianic
kingdom, we began a study chronicling what the Bible teaches about the kingdom. In this series,
the biblical teaching on the kingdom has been surveyed from Genesis to Revelation. We have
noted thus far that what the Old Testament predicts concerning an earthly kingdom was offered
to Israel during Christ's First Advent. Yet, the nation rejected this kingdom offer leading to the
kingdom's postponement. Therefore, what the Scripture predicts concerning the kingdom will not
be fulfilled until the kingdom offer is one day re-extended to and accepted by Israel during the
Tribulation. In the interim, the kingdom is future as God now pursues an interim program that
includes the church.
In addition, we began scrutinizing a series of texts that "kingdom now" theologians
routinely employ in order to argue that the kingdom is a present, spiritual reality. We began with
the use of such alleged "kingdom now" texts in the life of Christ. We noted that the expression
"Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand" (Matt. 3:2; 4:17; 10:5-7) merely communicates
that the Old Testament expectation of an earthly kingdom had drawn near in the person of Christ.
Had the nation enthroned Christ (Deut. 17:15), the anticipated kingdom promises would have
become a reality not only for Israel but also for the entire world. As long as Christ was present
among first-century Israel offering them the kingdom, it was in an imminent state of nearness.
This reality is an entirely different matter from saying that the kingdom was present or had
arrived.
SEEK THE KINGDOM

We also observed that Matthew 6:9-13 is in actuality a model prayer for the disciples
consisting of three requests for the kingdom to come and three additional requests for their
temporal needs to be met prior to the kingdom's establishment. Such a framework makes it
obvious that the Lord did not establish the kingdom at His First Advent. If this is so, then
passages such as Matthew 6:33 (restated in Luke 12:31) become understandable. This verse says,
"But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you." Is
this verse, as "kingdom now" theologians sometimes advocate, teaching a present, spiritual form
of the kingdom that Christ's disciples must seek and align their lives with? The answer to this
question is provided in the immediately preceding context where Christ's model prayer for the
disciples (Matt. 6:9-13) consists of three requests for the kingdom to come and three additional
requests for their temporal needs to be met prior to the kingdom's establishment. Thus,
contextually, Matthew 6:33 is merely admonishing Christ's disciples to prioritize their lives
according to the values of the coming kingdom during their brief sojourn on earth, while they
live in Satan's domain, while the kingdom is in a state of abeyance.
E.R. Craven, in an extended excursus on the Greek word basileia (translated
"kingdom"), well explains the true meaning of Christ's words in Matthew 6:33:
The exhortations of our Lord to “seek the Kingdom of God,” Matt. 6:33;
Luke 12:31. It is manifest that both these exhortations are consistent with
the hypothesis of a future Kingdom—as though He had said, So act, that
when the Basileia is established you may enter it. Indeed the contexts of
both exhortations require that we should put that interpretation upon
them: the one in Matt. follows the direction to pray “Thy Kingdom
come” (ver. 10), and that in Luke is manifestly parallel with the
exhortation to wait for an absent Lord (vers. 35–40).1
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Such an interpretation helps explains why Paul refers to Christ's followers in the present
world system as "ambassadors." Second Corinthians 5:20 states, "Therefore, we are
ambassadors for Christ, as though God were making an appeal through us; we beg you on behalf
of Christ, be reconciled to God" (italics added). An ambassador is someone who represents the
value system of his home country on foreign soil. America's ambassador to Iran, for example,
represents American values on Iranian soil. Similarly, God's people represent the values of their
true home, the coming kingdom, on Satan's turf, which is the present world system (1 John 5:19).
The whole designation "ambassador" makes little sense if the kingdom were a present, spiritual
reality. After all, it would be nonsensical to represent the values of the kingdom in the present
world as an ambassador if the kingdom was in fact a current reality.
It is for reasons such as this that the New Testament frequently identifies God's people in
the present world as "the sons of the kingdom" (Matt. 13:38). A son (huios) is an heir. Galatians
4:7 explains, "Therefore you are no longer a slave, but a son; and if a son, then an heir through
God" (italics added). An "heir" is an individual who is entitled to an inheritance. An inheritance,
by definition, refers to a benefit forthcoming in the future but not yet received in the present. If
the kingdom were a present reality then God's people could not be sons of the kingdom or
kingdom heirs. How can one be an heir to something that he already possesses? In a previous
article we noted that the New Testament consistently portrays the church as an heir of the
coming kingdom as opposed to a ruler in a present existing kingdom (Acts 14:22; 2 Thess. 1:5; 2
Tim. 4:18; 2 Pet. 1:11). James 2:5 says, “Listen, my beloved brethren: did not God choose the
poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who

love Him?” (italics added). Premillennial scholar Peters asks, “If the church is the Kingdom, and
believers are now in it, why designate them ‘heirs,’ etc., of a Kingdom.”2
Again, far from teaching a present manifestation of the kingdom, Matthew 6:33 merely
teaches that God's people should prioritize their lives according to the values of the coming
kingdom during their brief sojourn on earth while living in Satan's domain as the kingdom is in a
state of absence and postponement. Only such a view properly handles the designations of
"ambassador" and "heir."
THE KINGDOM OF GOD HAS COME UPON YOU
We also examined Matthew 11:12, which says, "From the days of John the Baptist until
now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and violent men take it by force." We saw that
"kingdom now" theologians contend that the kingdom had to be present in order for it to be
resisted so strenuously.3 However, we noted the parallel passage (Luke 16:16), which says, "The
Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John; since that time the gospel of the kingdom of
God has been preached, and everyone is forcing his way into it." Here, the emphasis is on the
proclamation of the kingdom. Thus, what is actually being rejected is the proclamation of the
kingdom or the message of the kingdom rather than any present manifestation of the kingdom.4
Another statement made by Christ that is utilized by "kingdom now" theologians is found
in Matthew 12:28, which says, “But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you” (see also Luke 11:20). "Kingdom now" theologians interpret this
statement to mean that Christ began a spiritual form of the Messianic kingdom at His First
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Advent. However, this view fails to interact with Christ’s “offer of the kingdom” to first-century
Israel, which is the idea that the kingdom was offered to the nation by John the Baptist, Christ,
and the disciples. Yet, it was rejected by the nation, consequently postponed, and eventually will
be re-offered to the nation during the future Tribulation period. This interpretive framework
allows the various manifestations of the kingdom in the life of Christ (Matt. 12:28), such as His
miracles and exorcisms, to be interpreted as mere tokens of the coming kingdom rather than
announcing an inaugurated form of the kingdom. In other words, the presence of the kingdom in
the life of Christ could become a reality for Israel and the world had Israel fulfilled her
responsibility of enthroning her king (Deut. 17:15).5 Thus, when understood in the light of this
kingdom offer, Christ's statement in Matthew 12:28 was not indicative of the fact the kingdom
had arrived. Rather, His statement simply meant that the tokens of the kingdom (His miracles,
exorcisms, etc...) could have become a reality for the nation had Israel responded to the
contingency of the offer that Christ was extending to her.
Yet another way of explaining why Matthew 12:28 does not teach a present manifestation
of the kingdom is by simply noting the specific verb here employed. Interestingly, both passages
(Matt 12:28; Luke 11:20) use the word phthano ("has come") rather than erchomai ("comes" as
in Luke 17:20) or anaphaino ("appear" as in Luke 19:11). Craven notes the significance of such
a subtle, nuanced word choice:

“In the New Testament...phthano occurs only in the later, weakened
sense of reaching to”...The phrase is similar to the one in 1 Thess. 2:16,
where, manifestly, it was not designed to represent the wrath spoken of
as already poured forth upon its objects—they were living men, but as
having reached unto, overhanging them, comp. also Rom. 9:31; 2 Cor.
10:14; Phil. 3:16; 1 Thess. 4:15...The passages under consideration aptly
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accord with the idea of a near approach of the Basileia to the Jews in the
person of Christ, implying an offer of establishment which might be
withdrawn; they are equivalent to the declaration of Luke 10:9, 11.6
(To Be Continued...)

6

Craven, "Excursus," 96.

