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THE KINGDOM OF GOD

INTRODUCTION

The "Kingdom of God" or "Kingdom of Heaven" is a constantly recurring theme in the teaching of our Lord.  The terms are synonymous, as Matthew 19.23-24 makes clear.  Matthew, in whose Gospel the term occurs most frequently, 48 times, virtually presents the whole of Jesus' ministry and teaching in terms of 'the Kingdom of God".

Writes George Eldon Ladd, "There are few themes so prominent in the Bible which have received such radically divergent interpretations as that of the Kingdom of God.

"....Adolf von Harnack reduced the Kingdom of God to the subjective realm and understood it in terms of the human spirit and its relationship to God.  The Kingdom of God is an inward power, which enters into the human soul and lays hold of it.  It consists of a few basic religious truths of universal application.

C.H. Dodd conceives of the Kingdom as ... the 'wholly other' which has entered into time and space in the person of Jesus of Nazareth."

At the other extreme ... Albert Schweizer..define(s) Jesus' message of the Kingdom as an apocalyptic realm to be inaugurated by a supernatural act of God when history will be broken off and a new heavenly order of existence begun.  The Kingdom of God in no sense of the word is a present or a spiritual reality; it is altogether future and supernatural".

Since the days of Augustine, the Kingdom has been identified with the Church.  As the Church grows, the Kingdom grows and is extended in the world.  Many Protestant theologians have taught a modified form of this interpretation, holding that the Kingdom of God may be identified with the true Church, which is embodied in the visible, professing Church.  As the Church takes the Gospel into all the world, it extends the Kingdom of God.  An optimistic version holds that it is the mission of the Church to win the entire world to Christ and thus transform the world into the Kingdom of God. ....the Gospel ... must also transform all of the relationships of life here and now ... the Gospel ... has the power to save the social, economic and political orders .... the Kingdom of God is like a bit of leaven (which) ...steadily permeates the dough until the entire lump is leavened.  So is the Kingdom of God to transform the world by slow and gradual permeation.

"Still others have understood the Kingdom of God to be essentially an ideal pattern for human society .. not primarily concerned with individual salvation or with the future but with the social problems of the present.  Men build the Kingdom of God as they work for the ideal social order and endeavour to solve the problems of poverty, sickness, labour relations, social inequalities and race relationships.  The primary task of the Church is to build the kingdom of God..."

A:  THE KINGDOM OF GOD IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

There are two great streams of prophecy in the Old Testament concerning the coming of Christ.  They are summarised by Jesus Himself in Luke 24-46: "'Did not the Christ have to (i) suffer these things and (ii) then enter in His glory.  And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, He explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning Himself".

1
Messiah's Suffering

Prophecies of His suffering find their culmination in Isaiah 53.  These prophecies were virtually ignored by His contemporaries, which is why they were unprepared for the Cross, and why the Cross is still a stumbling block to Jews today.

2. Messiah's Glory

There were also however prophecies of Messiah' "glory".  It may be said that just as the Jews so emphasised Messiah's glory that they completely neglected the predictions of His suffering, most Christians have so emphasised the prediction of suffering they have virtually forgotten the many predictions of "glory".  Let us look at some of these.

2.1
The original promise was given to David in 2 Samuel 7.12-16, and is expounded in Psalm 89.20-41. God promises to the dynasty of David an everlasting kingdom.  This promise is repeated and developed in passages such as Isaiah 9.6-7, "For unto us a child is born...."

2.2
While reigning on "David's throne", this "child" bears divine names, "Mighty God, Everlasting Father".

2.3
He will bring about ideal conditions, according to Isaiah 11.1-9. We are still dealing with David's "son", for the prophecy begins, "A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse (David's father).  He will be anointed with the Spirit ("Messiah" means simply "anointed one") assuring all the qualities necessary for wise, impartial and just rule (vv3b-5a).

2.4
Under His rule the original harmony of Eden will be restored, for "the wolf will live with the lamb...... and the lion will eat straw like the ox".

2.5
The centre of His rule will be at Jerusalem, "my holy mountain".

2.6
His rule will be universal: "for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as

the waters cover the sea".

2.7
It will however be preceded by a return of the people of Israel from their dispersion in "the four quarters of the earth" (v.v. 10-16).

In the very first chapters of Isaiah there is a description of this idyllic reign (2.1-6). Scots, of all people, should be familiar with this passage, the paraphrase, "In latter days the mountain of the Lord..."

These passages are a sample of what is repeated again and again by the prophets: see Amos 9.11-15; Isaiah 32.1-8; 55.3-5; Jeremiah 23.1-9 and 33.14-26; Ezekiel 34,11-31; 37.1 27.

These predictions are given in a context of unrelieved gloom, as the same prophets castigate God's people for their unfaithfulness.  Yet they have an unbounded assurance that, despite the faithlessness of His people, God remains faithful to His promises and the coming King will yet reign from Jerusalem, Zion, over the whole world.  "The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this".

Dark days were first to come however.  The Davidic kings are in fact dethroned, the northern Kingdom is taken into captivity, subsequently Jerusalem is captured, the citizens of Judaea deported and Jewry ceases to exist as an independent State from 586 BC...... until our own era.  Are God's promises annulled? Unthinkable!

In far off Babylon a series of visions is given to Daniel assuring him that the successive Gentile empires (Daniel 2 and 7) receive power only as if it is accorded to them by God.  This truth is actually affirmed by the greatest ruler of Daniel's time, Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 4.25,34-37).

Furthermore, in these two visions depicting the march of human history, Daniel sees the final human regime replaced on earth by the Kingdom of God:

"In the time of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that will never be destroyed, nor will it be left to another people.  It will crush all those kingdoms and bring them to an end, but it will itself endure for ever." (2.44) The second vision (7) sees the descent from Heaven of "one like a Son of Man" who "was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshipped Him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed (7.13-14, see also v.27). Jesus took this verse and applied it directly to His return (Matt. 24.30; 26.64). It was for making this identification that He was crucified, but Revelation 2.7 reapplies it to Him.

The Old Testament hope for the future, therefore, is that God will intervene suddenly and powerfully in human history, bringing an end to the governments of men, replacing them by His Own King ruling at Jerusalem over a world which will have to acknowledge His authority and whose peoples will enjoy a reign of unparalleled prosperity, justice and peace.  None would dispute that this is how the original writers and readers of these Scriptures would have understood them, and indeed that this hope of an universal kingdom centred at Jerusalem, ruled by the Messianic King, was how the Jews of our Lord's day understood these predictions.  It is still the hope of orthodox Jews of today.

B:   THE KINGDOM OF GOD IN THE TEACHING OF OUR LORD

The Gospels tell us that our Lord introduced His ministry with the clarion call that must have sent a thrill of expectation through His Jewish hearers, familiar with the Old Testament predictions, "Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand" (Matt. 4.17)

Most Christian commentators have strangely ignored the Old Testament context. A variety of different interpretations have been given down the centuries which we have already reviewed in our introduction.

G A Ladd goes on to say that the Gospel references divide mainly into two categories, those that speak of 'the Kingdom of God" as a "present spiritual reality", and those that refer to it as "an inheritance which God will bestow upon His people when Christ comes in glory" (Matt.25.34).

Here is a summary, which has been made based on a detailed analysis of the 48 uses of this expression in the Gospel of Matthew.

The terms, "Kingdom of Heaven" and "Kingdom of God" are synonymous.  See Matthew 19.23-24.

1
Teaching on the Kingdom as present.

1.1
It is announced as such by John the Baptist (Mat.3.2) and by Jesus (Matt.4.17)

"The Kingdom of God is powerfully breaking out into the world and violent men

are strongly attacking it" Matt.11.12 (translation suggested by Beasley-Murray p.93) "Until John it was
the law and the prophets, since then ... the kingdom of God" Lk.16.16 (BM p 94) "But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the Kingdom of God has come upon you"
(Matt.12.28) Matt.11.4 = Is.35.5-6 plus Is.61.1

1.2. The Kingdom is present because the King has come.  Jesus is the One promised in the Old Testament.  If the King has come, the Kingdom must be present.  This is affirmed by Matthew when right at the beginning of the Gospel he introduces Jesus as "the Son of David" (1.1) i.e. the heir to the promises made to David. Later he is spoken of as "King of the Jews" (2.1), "the Christ" (v3), "a ruler/shepherd of my people" (v6) Jesus accepts the designation of King.  "You are the Christ!" (16.15) In 20.21, when the mother of James and John requests a special position for her sons in the Kingdom, Jesus does not challenge her basic reasoning, affirming simply that the qualities required are totally different from those she or they suppose.  In 21.5, recording the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, Jesus explicitly and openly accepts homage as King.

His Kingship is confirmed by His Words and His Deeds:

· His Words


Of Luke 4.16-21 George Beasley Murray says, "The hearers would have understood the passage as relating to the great day of release for their people, the final Jubilee of history" (p 88) "he has not merely read the Scripture, he has turned it into a royal proclamation of majesty and release" (p88)

-
His Deeds

Healing: Luke 11.4-6 = ls.35.5-6        Matt.10.7-8 = Is.61.1.

By these Old Testament prophecies the Jews had been taught to expect a miracle-working Messiah, Jesus fits this pattern.

Exorcism:
Matt.12.28. There is another kingdom that of Satan Jesus' victory over Satan is the supreme sign of the coming of God's Kingdom.

1.3. 
The Kingdom is present because it may be entered now, by repentance and faith.  This is a new, unexpected emphasis.  It is heralded by a call not to arms, but to repentance.

John emphasises this.  The people were looking for a change of government; John calls for a change in behaviour. (Matt.3.1-12)

Jesus reaffirms the prophetic call to turn from sin to God (4-17 and 18.1-4; compare Mark 1.15) but defines it in totally new terms as the invitation to follow Him, not to fight for worldly power but to contend against sin and for righteousness in personal life: (6.33), Jesus is the King Who must be obeyed, Matt. 5-7 especially 7.21-28; 13.1-23; 16.19; 19.23-30; 21.28-32

The Jews of our Lord's time were looking for political sovereignty and freedom, much like the many nationalist movements of today, all of which suffer from the same illusion, that control of their own destiny will usher in utopia.  History has repeatedly shown this to be false.

It is the nature of man that has to be changed.  However perfect man's environment, he can be relied upon to pollute it.  This is what Jesus affirms.  He also offers forgiveness of sins and new life, to be personally received.  In John's Gospel this is expressed by the challenge He offers to Nicodemus.  Nicodemus must be "born again" if he is to enter, or see the Kingdom of God.

It was this moral challenge which was, as we shall see, rejected.  The final and ultimate rejection followed His royal entry.  When He cleansed the Temple, He threw down the gauntlet, so to speak, at the feet of the leaders of the day.  His unsparing condemnation of their corruption, time-serving and hypocrisy earned Him their undying hatred and his rejection by the power structures of the day.

2
Teaching on the Kingdom as future

What then of the notion of a literal Kingdom on earth, as portrayed in the Old Testament?  The presence of the Kingdom does not annul its glorious future universal manifestation.  See Matt. 6.10 "Your Kingdom come" 8.11-12; 13.40-43 ("the end of the age") 16.27-28 "the renewal of all things"; 19.28-30; chapters 24-25.

2. 1
The Kingdom is future because Israel has rejected the King.

We have seen that the notion of spiritual regeneration, of moral change, was new to the people of Christ's day.

Equally new to them was His refusal to impose His rule by force.  This is clear from the manner of His entry into Jerusalem and indeed from the whole tenor of His Words throughout His ministry.

He has come not to impose His rule upon the nation but to offer salvation to Israel.  See Matt.11.29 "gentle and humble in heart"; 21.5 "your KING ... gentle...' So Israel was free to accept or reject their King.  We know only too well the response of the leaders, those who had the power of decision.  He was rejected.  Matt.23.13; 37-39


Is He then defeated? No, for He knows in advance His people's response, and the rejection by Israel means 'the Kingdom offered to 'a people who will produce its fruit' 21.33-45; 22.1-14. Judgement falls on its rejecters. Matt.7.19; 21.18; 23.

2.2 The Kingdom, though future, is also present!


Is the Kingdom annulled? No, for in Matthew 13 He shows how the Kingdom in its present form, the reign of God in the hearts and minds of men who accept the challenge to repent, believe and live personal lives in obedience to the King, will continue its hidden, but definite, working in the world.

The parable of the sower (13.1-23) shows that it is by the Word He exercises authority and that to that Word there will be a varied response.

The story of the wheat and weeds shows believers and unbelievers coexisting in the world.  Believers are not to forcibly impose their will upon unbelievers or seek to eliminate them (v.v. 24-30 and 36-43).

From its small beginnings, like the grain of mustard seed, the Kingdom will grow to immense proportions (31-32), yet evil will be intermingled with it (33 - "yeast" is usually a picture of evil).  The confusion of good and evil found in the world will be seen among God's people too.

Yet, in the stories of the treasure hidden in the field, and the merchant who buys a pearl whose value is unrecognised by others, the Son of God will give all He has for the treasure, the pearl that is His people.

At the last a final separation will be made and the Kingdom will come through God's direct action, not through any human agency (47-49, see also 30 and 40-43).

2.3 The Kingdom is future because the King must first won the decisive battle against evil on the Cross.


Here is a third aspect of Kingdom teaching for which both the Jews of His day and ours and the disciples were unprepared.  The notion of a suffering Messiah was to them a total contradiction in terms.  This teaching is given to the disciples after Peter's confession of Jesus as the Christ (Matt.16.16,21): the CROSS is the way to the CROWN (vss24-27).  See 20.17-28 and 21.42-43. It is in the shadow of the Cross that Jesus gives the most explicit teaching on the coming of the Kingdom (Matt. 24 - 25).

2.4 What is the nature of this future Kingdom?


We have seen that the Jews of our Lord's day had derived from the Old Testament a belief that Messiah would bring in a Kingdom on earth whose capital would be Jerusalem, or Zion.


What was radically different in our Lord's teaching was the necessity for spiritual renewal of individuals and His death and the resurrection as the indispensable means for this renewal to happen.


Has that spiritual emphasis, new to the hearers at the time, completely replaced the extensive teaching of the Old Testament about a worldwide Kingdom ruled by the Messiah from Jerusalem? Do we have to totally disregard these prophecies, give them a meaning so new that the original writers and hearers would never recognise their teaching

2.4.1. Jesus still taught the Kingdom would come visibly.

Even though the Kingdom in its present manifestation is inward and spiritual, the Kingdom will come visibly.  It will be inaugurated by the descent of the King from Heaven. 24. 30-31; 13. 40-43; 16. 27-28; compare Daniel 7.14. So this element of Old Testament teaching is clearly retained.

(i) Jesus spoke of a righteous Kingdom.

The Kingdom in its present "form" coexists, uneasily be it said, with evil.  The coming Kingdom will be a kingdom of righteousness, when evil will be judged and banished (Matt. 13.40-43, Matt. 25.41-46).  Here again is a reaffirmation of the Old Testament prophecies such as Is. 11.3-5.  As such it will be a joyous Kingdom whose rejoicing is compared to that of a wedding (25.1-13 (9.15); 22.2-14; Luke 14.15-24).

(ii)
Jesus declared it would be a shared Kingdom.

Here is a new element: the King shares government with those who are faithful to Him.  An amazing promise is made to the apostles in Matt. 19.28-30 that they will "sit on twelve thrones, judging (administering, ruling) the twelve tribes of Israel".  This promise is usually overlooked...but it is there.  The Apostles certainly did not forget it, for James and John use their mother to ask for the best positions in the "cabinet." In His reply Jesus does not indicate that they have the wrong expectations, but asks if they have the requisite qualifications? (Matt. 20.20-23).  The Apostles however are not the only ones who share in the administration.  In the parables of the Talents and the Pounds faithful service is rewarded by the exercise of authority in the coming Kingdom. (Matt. 25.21-23 (Talents), Luke 19.17,24 (pounds)).  See for the same thought 1 Cor. 6.3; Rev. 3.21; 4.4; 20.4-6.

(iii)
Jesus maintained the idea of a Kingdom on earth.

Those who deny the continuation of the Old Testament vision of a Kingdom in this world, as we know it, rarely pay any attention to the promise of Matt. 5.5 that "The meek shall inherit the earth", a quotation from Psalm 37 verse 11, which sees the domination of evil men replaced in this world by the rule of the meek (v 11), those who "hope in the Lord" (verse 9) and "the righteous " who "inherit the land and dwell in it for ever" (the Hebrew word for "land" and "earth" are the same)-,'

Writes G.R. Beasley-Murray: "...when the kingdom which has broken into the world with its Representative comes to its fullness in the end, it is the "poor" to whom it will be given..... To those who have nothing, everything is given...... the kingdom of heaven is fundamentally the kingdom of earth.

"While the majority of Christendom has been in the habit of thinking of "heaven" as the place for which the children of God are destined, Jesus makes the startling statement that the poor ("meek" = anawim) are to possess the earth.  This accords with the prophetic .... traditions almost in their entirety .... Jesus does not give apocalyptic descriptions of the kingdom such as that contained in the book of Revelation, but .... the kingdom of God comes from heaven to earth, and earth will be fitted to be the scene of such a rule." ("Jesus and the Kingdom of God" by G R Beasley-Murray, p 163).  It is for this that the disciple prays when he says, "Thy Kingdom COME" (Matt.6.1).

(iv) Jesus implied the Kingdom would still be centred at Jerusalem.

In Matt. 23.37-39 are recorded the well known words of Jesus' lament over Jerusalem's rejection of Him, "O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather you......your house is left unto you desolate." But our Lord did not finish there.  He continued, "For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, 'Blessed is He who comes in the Name of the Lord'.

George Beasley-Murray declares that these words can only mean that the city, which at that time rejected Christ, would one day welcome Him.  It was with these words that its inhabitants had welcomed him on up “Palm Sunday".  They later denied them.  Yet our Lord, looking into the future, sees even Jerusalem weIcoming Him and recognising the validity of His claims.

G,R. Beasley-Murray writes: "Jerusalem is categorized as the city that kills the prophets and those sent to her; the city's rejection of the prophets is continued in its resistance to Jesus .... The prediction of disaster follows, "Your house is abandoned to you".  And the 'concluding characterization' is expressed in a double utterance: first the phrase "You will not see Me again..." which implies that there will be a period during which the presence of Jesus will be withdrawn from 'Jerusalem', and second, the phrase 'until you say, Blessed be he...' which suggests that the period of withdrawal will be ended when Jerusalem acclaims Jesus as 'the Coming One' in terms of Psalm 118.26, at which point the people will 'see' him ... This raises two key questions: first, what is the event in which the people will 'see' Jesus, and second, what significance will this event have for them?

"...The 'seeing' of Jesus by Jerusalem must be interpreted in the light of another saying of his in which he speaks of Jews seeing him in the future, namely, Mark 14.62: 'You will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the power, and coming with the clouds of heaven.' He clearly has the parousia event in mind, for it is at that point that 'Jerusalem' will utter the cry 'Blessed be the Coming One'

'On the face of it, there would seem to be the suggestion that Israel will repent of its sin of rejecting Jesus as the Messiah and will come to confess Him as the Messiah, with the result that they will then enter into the Kingdom of God....... (op-cit. p.p. 305-307)

The immediate context of His coming as described in Matthew 24 is Jerusalem.  It is perfectly true that there are relatively few references in our Lord's teaching to Jerusalem as the centre of the coming Kingdom.  Yet when we come to the book of Acts, we find that after Jesus taught His disciples "about the Kingdom of God" during the 40 days following His resurrection, they still expected Israel to be the centre of His Kingdom: after He had told them to stay in Jerusalem they rejoined, "Lord, are you at this time going to restore the Kingdom to Israel?” He did not rebuke them, but said rather, "it is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by His own authority" (1.7).

We may say therefore that the hope held out so extensively in the Old Testament of the Kingdom of God on earth with Israel at its centre is nowhere "reinterpreted", but rather implicit and even maintained. Where Old Testament teachings, such as the dietary laws, are set on one side, this is clearly said.  Nothing is said in the whole of the New Testament, which directly reinterprets Old Testament predictions of an earthly kingdom, centred at Jerusalem. Much is added to the Old Testament hope, but nothing is taken away from it.

C:   THE TEACHING ABOUT THE KINGDOM OF GOD IN THE ACTS

In the book of Acts there are two definite references to the Kingdom as a future event.  One of these we have already seen, in 1.6, the other is 24.22.

In the majority of references, the "Kingdom of God" seems to be synonymous with the Gospel: See Acts 1.3; 8.12; 19.8; 20.25 (compare verses 21 and 27); 28.23,30. We have seen already from Matthew that the Gospel can be expressed in terms of the present and the future, and it is wholly consistent with what we have seen there that, especially when preaching to Jews, eagerly awaiting the Messianic Kingdom, Paul and the other preachers of the Gospel should use a "kingdom framework".

D:   THE TEACHING ABOUT THE KINGDOM OF GOD IN THE LETTERS OF PAUL

With only one possible exception the Kingdom is referred to in the Epistles as an event yet future: 2 Tim.4.1 ("His appearing and His Kingdom" are synonymous in this verse); 2 Thess.1.5ff; 1 Cor.15.24, 50 ("Flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom of God") 54.  Believers may be certain of entering this future Kingdom, according to 2 Tim.4.18 and Col-1-13 they are already members of it.  Modern Christians speak about "building God's Kingdom”. The New Testament never uses this language, speaking rather of our entering the Kingdom (present aspect), or of the Kingdom coming as God's gift (future aspect).

Such a prospect motivates us to holy living in the present. 1Cor.6.9; Gal.5.9; Eph.5.5; 1 Thess 2.12.

The one exception to this future connotation of the term "Kingdom" is Romans 14.17.  Strangely enough this verse is the most frequently quoted by most modern exponents of the Kingdom to prove ft is present now I Yet Beasely-Murray comments on this verse: "Typically the rule of God is referred to in terms of God's sovereign activity in the world, manifested in deeds of judgment and deliverance, and in terms of man's coming under that rule or entering its sphere of saving grace....... (this text)....... should be understood in light of the prophetic teaching on GOD'S establishment of righteousness, peace, and joy in the world.  No interpretation of a saying of Jesus on the kingdom of God can be right that diminishes its strictly eschatological content." (BM p 101)

E:   THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND THE "MILLENIUM"

We are now in a position to tackle the sometimes hotly disputed subject of the Millennium I

1.
Meaning of the term.

The "Millennium", ('thousand years"), is the term used to describe the period spoken of in Revelation 20.1-10, referring to the binding of Satan for "a thousand years" (i.e. a millennium) following the visible, glorious return of Christ, and to a reign of saints (v.4a) and martyrs (v4b) who are resurrected and who "reigned with Christ a thousand years they shall be priests of God and of Christ, and they shall reign with Him a thousand years".

That this passage depicts earth as the scene of this reign is deduced from the following verses which describe an ensuing rebellion led by Satan, released at the end of the thousand years, who deceives "the nations which are at the four corners of the earth".  The nations 

besiege the “beloved city" (Jerusalem), are consumed by fire from heaven, and Satan is finally thrown into the lake of fire.  There follows the judgement of "the great white throne" when the evil dead are sentenced and committed to the "lake of fire".  Then comes 'the new heaven and the new earth.

2.
Literal or figurative?

2.1 
Literal - the “pre-millennial” view.

This view takes the passage literally as it is summarised above.  Those who hold this view are said to base their conviction on this one passage in the New Testament in a book whose symbols may be interpreted in a variety of ways.

If, however, the Old Testament sees the reign of Messiah on earth as the goal of history; and if this prospect is confirmed by the teaching of Jesus and nowhere denied in the New Testament, then the "Millennium" of Rev. 20 fits into this biblical framework, adding only the details of time and of the binding of Satan.

Figurative – the “a-millennial” view.

This view interprets the passage in Revelation as a symbolic vision of the reign of Christ with His people from His ascension until His final return.  This spiritual reality is referred to in passages such as Eph.1.19-23 (the reign of Christ) and 2.6 (the reign of His people with Him).

On this view, references in the Old Testament to Christ reigning from “Zion" (Jerusalem) are to be reinterpreted in the light of the New Testament and applied to the spiritual reign of Christ and His people from His ascension, at the present time and until His Coming.  Many who hold this view would affirm not only that no "earthly" kingdom centred at Jerusalem is in view, but also that the New Testament leaves no special role to be fulfilled by Israel as a nation.  They would not see the establishment of the State of Israel as more or less significant than the achievement of nationhood by other peoples of our time.

One of the most concise summaries of this view is to be found in the section on "General Eschatology in Berkhofs "Systematic Theology".  Other books on this viewpoint are: "More than Conquerors": W Hendriksen; "Israel in Prophecy" by the same author; "The Momentous Event," W.J. Grier; "A New Heaven and New Earth", A. Hughes; "History, Prophecy and the Church" by O.T. Allis.

The a-millennial position it held by the majority of evangelical scholars in the U.K. at this time.

The "post-millennial" view.

A
classic expression of this is found in A.H. Strong's Systematic Theology:

2.3.1
.... the second advent is to be outward and visible....

2.3.2.
The time of Christ's coming.

"Although Christ's prophecy of this event (Matt.25) so connects it with the destruction of Jerusalem that the apostles and the early Christians seem to have hoped for its occurrence during their life-time, yet neither Christ nor the apostles taught when the end should be, but rather declared the knowledge of it to be reserved in the counsels of God, that men might ever recognize it as possibly at hand, and so might live in the attitude of constant expectation." 1 Cor.15.51; 1 Thess.4.17; 2 Tim.4.8; James 5.7; Phil.4.5; we find, in immediate connection with many of these predictions ... a reference to intervening events and to the eternity of God.... 2 Peter 3.3 -12 etc.

"...in this we discern a parallel between Christ's first and second advent in both cases the event was more distant and more grand than those imagined to whom the prophecies first came..." Gen.4.1; ls.7.14,16; Luke 2.25.

2.3.3
The precursors of Christ's coming.

"Through the preaching of the gospel in all the world, the kingdom of Christ is steadily to enlarge its boundaries, until Jews and Gentiles alike, become possessed of its blessings, and a millennial period is introduced in which Christianity generally prevails throughout the earth." Dan.2.44,45; Matt.13.31,32; Matt.24.14; Rom.11.25,26; Rev.20.4-6.

"There will be a corresponding development of evil, either extensive or intensive ... manifest not only in deceiving many professed followers of Christ ... but in constituting a personal antichrist as its representative and object of worship ... this rapid growth shall continue until the millennium, during which evil, in the person of its chief, shall be temporarily restrained.." Matt.13.30-38; 24.5,11,12,24; 2 Thess.2.3,4,7.

"At the close of this millennial period, evil shall again be permitted to exert its utmost power in a final conflict with righteousness.  This spiritual struggle ... shall be accompanied and symbolized by political convulsions, and by fearful indications of desolation in the natural world..." Matt.24.29, 30 etc.....

2.3.4
Relation of Christ's second coming to the millennium.

"The Scripture foretells a period, called in the language of prophecy, 'a thousand years,' when Satan shall be restrained and the saints shall reign with Christ on the earth .... this millennial blessedness and dominion is prior to the second advent ... " we may therefore interpret Rev.20.4-10 as teaching in highly figurative language, not a preliminary resurrection of the body, but a period in the later days of the church militant when, under special influence of the Holy Ghost, the spirit of the martyrs shall appear again, true religion be greatly quickened and revived, and the members of Christ's churches become so conscious of their strength in Christ that they shall, to an extent unknown before, triumph over the powers of evil both within and without..."

Strong concludes his survey by a summary of the biblical teaching on the resurrection and final judgement.

Advocates of this view:

There has been a renewal of interest in this view in recent days, largely parallel with the revival of reformed theology. lain Murray presents ft in his book, "The Puritan Hope" (Banner of Truth, 1971).  See also Errol Hulse, "The Restoration of Israel" (Henry E. Walter, 1971).  It was this view that animated William Carey and many others of the missionary pioneers of the modern era.

At the other end of the theological spectrum, this view has found new credence in the teachings of some of the "Fellowships" that have developed from the House Church movement.  These maintain that the "Kingdom of God", established by the coming of Jesus, is here.

"The Kingdom of God is here and now as well as in the future .... demons being cast out and sicknesses being healed are merely the first fruits of something larger and greater.

'His dominion will extend into areas which we never thought possible., His rule and government will be established in spheres which ... are strongholds of the enemy.  The Kingdom is being established ... Signs and wonders are ... a demonstration of the Kingdom.  'Our theology ... has helped to push the Kingdom out into the future the Kingdom is being built, little by little, the leaven is "leavening the whole lump" We can look forward to the day when Jesus finally adds the capstone to the building, when the Kingdom is made manifest in all its glory; but in the meantime, God is looking for a church who will become the vehicle and avenue for the Kingdom of God in the earth" (Vintage Magazine).

Conclusion:

To arrive at a balanced view on the subject read every reference in the Bible first, then compare with books which advocate the different views.  Truth is never defined by majorities.  The only question we must ask ourselves is: which view represents better the teaching of the Scriptures? To this different answers will still be given, and those who hold one view must do so with respect for other views.  We may not 'shelve" this issue because it seems complicated.  Let us search the Scriptures to see which things are so and then live out our lives pursuing the goal God has promised.  The goal we have in view will profoundly affect the way we seek to serve God.

If we are post-millennialists, we may well engage in social action in the belief that we are helping to bring in the Kingdom of God.  We may believe direct political action, possibly revolutionary action involving the taking of life, armed resistance to godless governments, to be valid ways of serving God.

If we are pre-millennialists, believing that God's direct intervention is the only way for a better society, then while we will see our life in society and social action wherever possible as a witness to the Gospel, the preaching of the Gospel, the calling out of 'the Church', evangelism will (or should be) be our primary concern.

Both pre-millennialist and a-millennialist, both believing in the visible and powerful return of Christ as the only answer to a world's woes, will take very seriously the one and only sign which Jesus" said would precipitate the End: the preaching of the Gospel to all the nations (peoples) (Mark 13.10; Matt.24.24).

Says G.E. Ladd in the conclusion of his book, 'The Gospel of the Kingdom': 'When the church has finished its task of evangelising the world, Christ will come again.  Why did He not come in AD 500? Because the Church had not evangelised the world .... Is He coming soon? He is - if we, God's people, are obedient to the command of the Lord to take the Gospel into all the world…"
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