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FOREWORD

It is with a deep sense of privilege that this monumental
work by Dr. Herman Ridderbos, Professor of New Testament
since 1942 in The Theological Seminary, Kampen, The Nether-
lands, is presented to the English-reading world. Dr. Ridder-
bos, a scholar of international reputation, has written many
books in his native Dutch language, but it has only been in
recent years that a number are now beginning to make their
appearance in English translation for the enrichment of the
English-reading public. This book, also first published in the
Dutch language approximately a decade ago, has remained
a solid contribution of permanent significance to the fascinating
subject of the kingdom of God. Its appearance now for the
first time in. English is therefore to be welcomed.

At a time when much that is taught and written about the
kingdom of God is of a speculative nature based upon conces-
sions that have been made to the naturalism of modern science
or the “demythologizing” approach of higher criticism and that
have been conditioned by shifting and often faulty presupposi-
tions, it is refreshing to find a theologian of Dr. Ridderbos’
stature who accepts the Scripture’s claim of full integrity and
permits the Bible’s message to speak for itself. And, as Dr.
Ridderbos ably proves, the message of Scripture is capable
of defense and worthy of a hearing. Rather than coming to
the Scriptures with inadequate speculative, or even philosophi-
cal, presuppositions; Dr. Ridderbos governs his exegesis by a
thoroughly biblical-theological approach, i.e., the Scriptures
must be understood as they furnish their own interpretation
in the light of the grammatico-historical circumstances of their
impartation to man by the sovereign God of the universe who
is at the same time the covenanting Redeemer of his people.

The basis for an understanding of the coming of the king-

dom of God, therefore, centers in Jesus Christ. It is he, as
ix



X FOREWORD

God’s promised Messiah, who gives answer to the questions
and problems about the nature of the kingdom, the manner
of its coming, the way in which it is now present in history, and
its future, final realization beyond history. It is to him, hence,
that we must turn if we would learn of the full significance and
meaning of God’s dominion as defined by this biblical concept,
“the kingdom of God.” Consequently, Dr. Ridderbos concen-
trates attention upon the coming of the kingdom as proclaimed
by Jesus himself, according to the witness of the three synoptic
gospels. From Christ’s word and works, we learn of the full
scope and significance of the kingdom. In short, we find that
the kingdom has come in Christ’s accomplished redemption,
the reality and saving power of which, as announced in the
gospel, being experienced through faith by union with Christ.
But the full and final realization of the kingdom yet awaits
the triumphal return of Christ in power and glory upon the
clouds of heaven.

Dr. Ridderbos’ presentation of the kingdom is thorough
and comprehensive, and takes into account a broad range of
influential, though varying views, including those of critical
scholarship. Moreover, his exegesis is masterly and satisfying
as he repeatedly marshals powerful and irrefutable arguments
to disprove erroneous viewpoints while establishing the validity
of his conclusions.

All readers alike will profit from the study of this book’s
contents, and are sure to gain a better understanding of the
kingdom’s nature, its fulfilled aspects and presence in the world
as the result of Christ’s first advent, along with its yet future
final consummation to be accomplished at his second coming.

Raymonp O. ZorN
Fawn Grove, Pa.



INTRODUCTION

The central theme of Jesus’ message, as it has come down
to us in the synoptic gospels, is the coming of the kingdom of
God or, as it is usually expressed in Matthew, of the kingdom
of heaven. This is not only borne out by the frequent occur-
rence of that formula, in the first three gospels, which marks
them off from John’s tradition, as regards their form and
manner of expression; it also appears from the recapitulatory
characterization of Jesus’ preaching that they give in more
than one passage.

Jesus entered upon his ministry with the preaching of the
gospel of God, and saying: “The time is fulfilled and the king-
dom of God is at hand: repent ye and believe the gospel.”
Thus Mark 1:14,15 introduces the description of Jesus’ coming
and his activity in Galilee. Matthew and Luke have the same
message in different words: Matt. 4:17,23; 9:35; Luke 9:11.
In Luke 4:43 we are told in Jesus’ own words that the purpose
of his mission was the preaching of the kingdom of God. The
word of God he preached (Luke 8:11) is therefore also called,
“the word of the kingdom” (Matt. 13:19); and the gospel by
which the entire New Testament kerygma is summarized
(Luke 4:43; 8:1; 16:16) has the kingdom of God and its com-
ing for its content. It may be rightly said that the whole of
the preaching of Jesus Christ and his apostles is concerned
with the kingdom of God, and that in Jesus Christ’s proclama-
tion of the kingdom we are face to face with the specific form
of expression of the whole of his revelation of God.? These
preliminary remarks may show that for insight into the mean-
ing and the character of the New Testament revelation of
God, it is hardly possible to mention any other theme equal
in importance to that of the kingdom of heaven. And we must
also add that hardly any subject in the whole field of New

Testament research has provoked greater diversity of opinion
xi



xii INTRODUCTION

or given rise to fiercer controversy. The latter is especially true
of the last fifty years. The study of the clash of opinions en-
tails the great danger of getting involved in all kinds of prob-
lems which later on appear to have been introduced into the
gospel from the modern world of thought and which are not
conducive to a correct understanding of the purport of Jesus’
preaching. This controversy is on the other hand also a rich
source of instruction to the attentive observer. It is above all
the confirmation that the power of divine truth which finds
its sublime and most variegated expression in the gospel of
the kingdom of heaven again and again triumphs over all
human limitations and commitments. As an introduction to
the subject proper of our study we first wish to get acquainted
with the chief points of view that have been recently adopted
by various interpreters of the gospel, with respect to the general
character of the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus.

For more than fifty years the study of the general purport
of the kingdom of heaven has been dominated by the problems
posited by the so-called eschatological school.? Johannes Weiss
may be mentioned as the “father” of this movement. In 1892
he published Die Predigt Jesu vom Reiche Gottes, which has
retained its significance to the present day. In this work
Weiss attacked the use made of the concept “kingdom of God”
by the influential theologian Albrecht Ritschl. Ritschl thought
he could appeal to the preaching of Jesus in support of his
own conception. He conceived of the kingdom of God as the
ethical-religious community founded by Jesus and composed
of all who wish to practice the evangelical law of love. It is
this community which must be promoted by the church. The
character of this kingdom of God is entirely immanent, be-
cause it belongs to this world, and is strongly determined by
the idea of development and human activity. The basic law
of this kingdom is found in Jesus’” commandments, and lends
a predominantly ethical character to the entire process of its
coming and its revelation.*

According to Weiss, however, Ritschl’s conception of the
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kingdom of God can in no way make an appeal to the gospel.
Its origins are rather to be sought in Kant's view of the king-
dom of virtue, and in the theology of the Enlightenment, As
a representative of the history of religions school, Weiss argued
that Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom of God can only be under-
stood in the light of and against the background of the world
of thought of his time, especially of the late Jewish apocalyptic
writings. On this view, every conception of the kingdom of
God as an immanent community in course of development
or as an ethical ideal is consequently to be rejected; for it
becomes clear that the kingdom of God is a purely future and
eschatological event, presupposing the end of this world; and,
therefore, cannot possibly reveal itself already in this world.
For the kingdom of God, which Jesus proclaimed to be near
at hand, is nothing but the commencement of the new world,
expected in the apocalyptical literature, and which will reveal
itself after the catastrophic upheaval of the present era.

It is true that there are passages in the gospel representing
this kingdom as having come, and consequently, as being
present. According to Weiss, our first concern should be to
investigate their authenticity and the extent they are derived
from a later spiritualizing conception of the kingdom. To such
a conception Weiss also wants to ascribe the preaching of the
kingdom found in the gospel according to John, in which the
eschatological viewpoint is far less dominant. Still, there re-
main passages in the synoptic gospels in which Jesus speaks
of the kingdom as being present (the so-called Gegenwart-
stellen, “present” references, such as Matthew 12:28, and
others). But according to Weiss, Jesus is here in a kind of
spiritual ecstasy, in which he sees the first beginnings of the
great break-through, and speaks of the coming of the kingdom
in a proleptic sense. However, Jesus had not always lived
in the spell of this high tension. Rather, at first, Jesus expected
the coming of the kingdom before his death. Only later,
under the impact of disappointing experiences, did he post-
pone the time of its coming. There is, however, no question
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of a gradual revelation and development of this coming. The
kingdom will come suddenly, owing to God’s irresistible inter-
vention, and it will bring the present dispensation to a close.

The echo to this eschatological keynote is heard by Weiss
especially in Jesus’ commandments. They do not denote the
standard of the kingdom of God in its development in this
world, but are intended as conditions for the entry into the
future kingdom. They not only function as conditions, but are
also thoroughly eschatological in character. The radicalism of
Jesus’ ethics is the radicalism of those who know that the end
is near, and who have therefore on principle taken leave of all
earthly possessions and interests. Now that the end of the
world may come at any moment, there is no point in quarrelling
about right or wrong. Such was the sense of crisis that gave
birth to Jesus’ commandments. They cannot be understood
as rules of conduct given for all time, and acceptable at any
period, but as a kind of “exceptional legislation.” Just as in
times of war the normal order of things is temporarily sus-
pended and everything is made subservient to the great cause,
so in the same way Jesus' radical commandments are to be
understood only from the eschatological expectation of the
coming kingdom of God.®

The man who has advocated this new interpretation of
the gospel with the greatest energy, and who may therefore
be called the most typical propagandist of the eschatological
conception, is Albert Schweitzer. Weiss’s writings were
especially devoted to Jesus’ preaching, but Schweitzer in addi-
tion tries to prove that Weiss’s insight is also the long-sought-
for kev for the understanding of Jesus’ life. Schweitzer speaks
of “consistent eschatology.” If Jesus lived in the expectation
that the end was near at hand, the history of his life must have
been dominated by such an expectation. Thus Schweitzer
arrives at an entirely new and partly fantastic description of
the life of Jesus. In his book Das Messianitits—und Leidens-
geheimnis,® and especially in his large volume Von Reimarus
zu Wrede® (published later under the title Die Geschichte der
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Leben-Jesu-Forschung®), Schweitzer gives a brilliant survey
of the efforts made by theology since the Enlightenment to
arrive at a consistent view of the life of Jesus.

Schweitzer clearly shows how much the whole hxstory of
exegesis has been determined, not by historical objectivity,
but rather by subjective theological prejudice. He especially
criticizes the liberal picture of Jesus, so long accepted by a
large number of theologians of the modern school. Schweitzer’s
teacher, H. J. Holtzmann, the great representative of the liberal
school, was one of the authors of this liberal portrait. Schweit-
zer sympathizes most with such figures in the history of New
Testament research as Reimarus, Strauss, and Bruno Bauer
who, in his opinion, have described Jesus’ life in a way that is
free from all dogmatic premises. He shows that it was espe-
cially these radicals who realized that Jesus lived in the
eschatological tension which, according to Schweitzer, Weiss’s
book on Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom had indicated. There-
fore, in the tradition of these predecessors, Schweitzer tries
to describe Jesus’ life as a life which was wholly dominated
by the eschatological dogma.®

Schweitzer’s consistently eschatological reconstruction of
the life of Jesus has not found much support. Nevertheless,
this view has remained very characteristic of the general theo-
logical position of the eschatological tendency. On the one
hand, it was intended as a protest against the humanizing
and ethicizing of the gospel, and against the consequent dis-
tortion of the picture of Jesus found in the gospels. On the
other hand, this movement fought for what it considered a
purely historical rectification. By exclusively viewing the
coming of the kingdom mentioned in the gospel as the begin-
ning of the great final catastrophe, these writers could only
assert that Jesus’ preaching of the nearness of the kingdom
was the effect of a delusion. They were thus compelled to
base the ethical imitation of Jesus—which especially fascinated
Schweitzer who qualified it as “the heroic surrender of life”—
on something different from this eschatological expectation.



xvi INTRODUCTION

This is why both Weiss and Schweitzer have recourse to the
modern idealistic outlook for their own theology and view of
the world." Thus their work did not result in a new theology
founded on the gospel. It only frustrated the efforts previously
made to establish a bond between the gospel and the current
theological conception.

This failure is one of the reasons why the first great repre-
sentatives of the eschatological interpretation at first had so
little influence. They were unable to give theological expression
to the eschatological character of Jesus’ preaching which they
had re-discovered. The result of their activities was only that,
for the time being, the eschatological character of the kingdom
of God, preached by Jesus, was more and more being recog-
nized. But this character was considered to be merely the
mythical or contemporary expression of the spiritual change
which takes place in man and in the world when people begin
to listen to Jesus’ commandments and to regulate their lives
by them.

Characteristic for this (eschatological) form (spiritual-
moral) content schema was, for example, that which another
well-known representative of the history of religions school,
W. Bousset, adduced to refute Johannes Weiss’s book. Bousset
admitted that Jesus' preaching was entirely based on the
eschatological conception. But in his opinion a sharp distinc-
tion should be made between the “phenomenological” and the
“intelligible” character of Jesus’ personality and message. The
apocalyptic element in Jesus’ preaching, his expectation of the
kingdom of God, his words about the “Son of Man” were sup-
posed to be only the forms of a metaphysical conviction, accord-
ing to which an eternal, invisible world of a higher order
surrounded our little world. “This dualism was the husk of
the tremendous moral seriousness and the religious depth of
the gospel. But the kernel has everywhere burst the husk.”™*
The result is that according to Bousset, Jesus did not live in a
mood ruled by the sense of a crisis, nor did he give exceptional
commandments to his disciples who would then no longer have
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had any future. But, contrary to what Weiss had said, Jesus
preached a positive kind of ethics in which this world was
accepted, and through his faith in God the Father he really
freed himself from the eschatological frame of mind. As an
historian of religion, Bousset tried in this way to do justice
to the historical view of Jesus’ preaching and to leave room
for the ideal Jesus as conceived by the liberal Ritschlian
theology.

There were other influential representatives of the older
school, such as Harnack and Wellhausen, who made use of the
form-content schema in order to be able to appeal to the
gospel for their liberal theology, and to put aside the hypothesis
of the eschatological tension in Jesus’ preaching. For this
eschatological tension did not at all fit in with their ethical
evolutionistic conception of the kingdom of God. Thus in his
Das Wesen des Christentums Harnack relegated the eschato-
logical aspect of Jesus’ preaching entirely to the background.
In fact, he admitted that the Kingdom of Heaven preached
by Jesus must be understood as a future and external dominion,
as a kingdom that will manifest itself on the new earth. But,
in Harnack’s opinion, this structure of Jesus’ preaching must be
explained by referring to the conditions of the time in which
Jesus lived. Jesus’ interest did not lie in these elements of his
message. As Jesus’ own spiritual possession we must consider
the conception of the internal kingdom of God which is present
in the souls of men. We must, therefore, lift this “essential”
element from its contemporary framework, and remember that
the kingdom of God is not concerned with “thrones and prin-
cipalities, nor with devils and angels, but with God and the
soul, with the soul and its God.™? In this way Harnack recon-
structed the eschatological traits in Jesus’ preaching, and con-
tinued to appeal to the gospel for his rational-moral theology.
It is true, he did not lay as much stress on the social element
as did Ritschl in his conception of the kingdom of God, but
he found the dominant element in Jesus’ preaching in the value
of the individual human soul.
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In this and in similar ways, liberal theology, before the
First World War, tried to maintain as the proper and lasting
element that which is considered to be the spiritual purport
of Jesus’' preaching, notwithstanding its historical recognition
of the “eschatology of the gospel.” And on the other hand,
it put aside as much as possible the cosmic and eschatological
endgeschichtliche traits of the gospel as unessential’* The
liberal theology took up a very strong position especially with
respect to the eschatological interpretation of Jesus’ command-
ments. In consequence of the heavy criticism thus brought to
bear on the eschatological explanation of the kingdom of God,
even Weiss was obliged to state in the second edition of his
work that not all of Jesus’ preaching was ruled by his eschato-
logical expectation, and that not all his commandments could
be interpreted as “crisis commandments.” He admitted, for
example, that the double commandment of love does not only
hold for the exceptional times before the coming of the king-
dom, but that it is a commandment for all time and was in-
tended as such. In this manner Weiss detached large parts
of Jesus’ religious and ethical preaching from the conception
of the kingdom of God, giving rise to a dualism in the content
of the gospel which is difficult to explain. On the one hand,
it contains the preaching of the kingdom, i.e., of the crisis, and
on the other, there is supposed to be found in it a perfectly
un-eschatological faith, which has nothing to do with the
preaching of the kingdom. This dualistic view of the gospel**
has been emphatically rejected by the advocates of the con-
sistent eschatological interpretation,’ but has not failed to
find adherents, as appears from the well-known writings of
H. Windisch, for example, on the Sermon on the Mount.
Windisch distinguishes between two main streams in the
synoptic preaching of Jesus, viz., the prophetic-eschatological
proclamation of salvation and judgment, and a purified radi-
calized teaching of wisdom.** All such views have contributed
to diminishing the authority of the eschatological interpreta-
tion of the preaching of Jesus, and have made it increasingly
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clear that the so-called crisis-motive could not be the dominant
viewpoint leading to the right conception of the purport of the
original gospel. It has become more and more manifest that
Jesus’ commandments especially form an insurmountable ob-
stacle to any consistent eschatological interpretation of the
preaching of the kingdom of heaven. On the other hand if
the kingdom of heaven has a primary eschatological meaning,
it must more and more become clear that this meaning could
hardly serve as a “framework” or a “shell” for the liberal ethical
conception of the gospel. It is remarkable how this truth sud-
denly seemed to dawn upon a wide circle of people, and how
then the “eschatology of the kingdom of God” became the
focal point of interest. This time it was discussed as a reality,
which was willingly faced not only in an historical-exegetical
respect, but in a thoroughly theological sense.”” Only then
did the structure of the liberal theology suddenly collapse.
In spite of all the historical-exegetical researches of its own
adherents, it had been able to maintain its optimistic and
ethical conception of the kingdom of God. But now it had
to give way to the theology of crisis, which could seemingly
start directly from the gospel. Had not historical research
established that Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom also submitted
all human data to the radical judgment of God’s intervention
which was so near at hand?

Yet it is clear that this new development in eschatological
thought also was bound to meet with a serious obstacle in the
gospel. For Weiss and Schweitzer had tried to show that all
of Jesus’ preaching was based on the conviction of an approach-
ing final catastrophe, from which its fundamental sense of crisis
was derived. But then it follows that any one who wishes to
orientate his theology to this conception of the kingdom of
God is confronted with the inevitable task of accounting for
what, with an inexorable sense of reality, Schweitzer has again
and again called “the delay of the parousia.” No wonder that
in order to maintain the eschatological interpretation not
merely—like Weiss and Schweitzer—as an historical but as a
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theological principle, a conception of eschatology different than
that of the fathers of the eschatological movement appeared to
be necessary.® Thus arose what might be called the change
of the final-historical (endgeschichtliche) into the supra-his-
torical (iibergeschichtliche) eschatology. This means that
eschatology is no longer concerned with that which lies at the
end of the horizontal line of history—this is final history ( End-
geschichte) but it is concerned with the supra-temporal, the
divine, which from moment to moment determines the existence
of the world and man. The category of time is eliminated in
this eschatological picture. The preaching of the approach
of the kingdom of heaven should no longer be understood in
the sense of the end of the world being at hand, and of the
shrinking away of the time of its advent. But this message
should be taken to denote the immediate relation of every
moment of time to eternity. The “last things,” therefore, as-
sume a different meaning. The temporal indication of “post”
is replaced by that of “trans.” There is no question of an
approach in a temporal sense. Every time may be the last,
and at every hour the call is valid: “The kingdom is at hand.”

This new interpretation of the eschatological character of
Jesus’ preaching is clearly based on dogmatic premises, and has
had no less influence on New Testament science than the
ideology of the liberal theology. As a typical transition from
the old ethical-immanent conception of the kingdom of God
to the new existential-eschatological interpretation we may
mention M. Dibelius’ Evangelium und Welt.** In this book the
belief in the approaching end of the world, which is supposed
to be the foundation of Jesus’ preaching, is called the historical
garb of the supra-historical and the permanent in Christianity.
For not only have Jesus’ words thereby been given an increased
actuality, an inevitable seriousness, but this eschatological per-
spective lends to Jesus’ preaching an unconditional absolute-
ness,® no longer dependent on any historical situation or
chance. All this imparts to man a new ground of life,* elevated
above any temporal contingency, and enables him to be in
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communion with what is eternal and imperishable, in that
which Jesus called the kingdom of God.

But in this view the eschatology of the New Testament has
not yet been taken quite seriously, because the immanence
conception of the kingdom of God has still been maintained,
although freed from any historical determination. In this
respect Dibelius followed Harnack and the liberal theology.
Not Dibelius, but very definitely Bultmann, is the typical
representative of the new (in its turn “consistent”) eschato-
logical view of the gospel. He, too, is of the opinion that we
should distinguish in the gospel between the revelational con-
tent proper and the “contemporary mythology” expressing this
essential content. According to him this mythology includes
the preaching of the approaching end of the world. This
direction to the absolute end constitutes the permanent and
essential element of the concept, kingdom of heaven. “The
dominion of God is something miraculous, and the miraculous
as such, that is the absolutely different, opposed to all of the
here and the now.” The preaching of the basileia is the
precipitation of the conviction that “even in the ‘now’ man is
confronted with the necessity of deciding because the ‘now’ is
the last hour for him.”? The basileia, therefore, is not a
condition or an entity that is realized on earth. It does not
interest Jesus as an eschatological condition, but as “the miracu-
lous event, meaning the great either-or, inducing man to come
to a decision.”* The dominion of God does not enter the
world but calls to man to make a choice against the world.

K. L. Schmidt is also representative of the new eschato-
logical view in Kittel's Worterbuch zum N.T.*®* According to
him, too, the kingdom of God in Jesus’ preaching is purely
future. In a negative sense this means—and here Schmidt
literally agrees with Bultmann and R. Otto’s formula—that
“it is opposed to all that is present and earthly, to all that is
here and now.” In a positive sense this kingdom of God is a
catastrophe realized in certain events described as the eschato-
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logical drama found in the Jewish apocalypses. However, that
Jesus took over the conceptions of his contemporaries is not
conclusive, but the important thing is that he consciously did
not go as far as they did. He gives up depicting the final
state and the calculations of the signs. In contradistinction
to Judaism he emphasizes the fact that its coming cannot be
calculated, that nobody can dispose of it one way or another,
that it is an entirely divine cause. The negative statement that
God’s kingdom is nothing but a miracle must be maintained
rigorously. This negative truth that God’s kingdom is the
entirely different, the absolutely “supra-cosmic and anti-cosmic”
is the most positive thing that can be said about it, generally
speaking. “The realization of God’s dominion is future. And
this future determines man’s present.”*

No wonder that in the long run this new eschatological
interpretation of Jesus' preaching has also met with serious
opposition. The interpretation of the biblical future as a per-
manent tension between time and eternity, and the explanation
of the near approach of the kingdom in terms of the existential
situation of decision, in which man finds himself placed from
moment to moment before God, all too clearly bear the stamp
of philosophical re-interpretation of the gospel. It is here
almost easier to speak of an allegorical explanation than of an
acceptable exegesis of the gospel. It is true that vigorous at-
tempts have been made to vindicate the identity of the New
Testament and this “suprahistorical eschatology.” For ex-
ample, Karl Barth for a while thought he could appeal to the
New Testament and silence every protest against this concep-
tion. “For in the New Testament the end is not a temporal
event, not a fabulous downfall of the world; it is entirely with-
out any relation to any historical, terrestrial, or cosmic catas-
trophe, but it is the real end; so much the end that the nineteen
hundred years (of Church history) do not only mean little, but
nothing at all with respect to the nearness or the remoteness
of the end. . . . " But it has become more and more evident®
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that such an elimination of the time-category, and such a
change of the realistic and cosmic view of the New Testament
into the purely existential conception of the recent eschatology,
at bottom only means relinquishing the New Testament ex-
pectation of the future (an Enteschatologisierung). This is
why this newer eschatology stands condemned, however much
it tries to make the essential element of the New Testament
message about the kingdom the dominant viewpoint of the-
ology. Itisopen to the same criticism as the older school which
tried to distinguish between the “phenomenological” and the
“intelligible” elements, the “form” and the “essence” in Jesus’
preaching.? In opposition to this, others have argued that at
bottom all such reasoning is an idealistic abstraction of the
truth (revelation) and of history.* The temporal character
of New Testament eschatology has been maintained with great
emphasis. Thus, for example, joining Robert Winkler’s opposi-
tion to the consistent eschatology,”* Wendland asserts that
every theology which removes the element of what is final
(endzeitlich) and future from the notion of eschatology,
estranges itself from the knowledge of faith of the New Testa-
ment.** Of late years this insight has been expressed in ever
greater clarity, e.g., by Kiimmel, who declares that there is
no changing of the fact that to Jesus the prediction of the future
occurrence of the eschatological consummation has a real
prospective sense.*®* Especially Cullmann in his Christus und
die Zeit has shown that the linear concept of time is character-
istic of the biblical eschatology and soteriology. The history
of salvation is the heart of the New Testament kerygma, and
any one who tries to find an Archimedean point of orientation
above it should know that he opposes the Christian message as
such. That is why Cullmann rejects any attempt on the part
of Schweitzer and his followers to arrive at a “theological”
interpretation of the gospel while ignoring the expectation of
the approaching end, which, historically speaking, they hold
to be a delusion. He also points out to Bultmann that it is
impossible to Iook upon this “mythological” conception of the
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end of this era as the setting to this form of the central content
of the gospel. In opposition to this, Cullmann shows that the
salvation preached in the gospel is bound up with a progressive
course of time encompassing the past, the present and the
future. It is essential for us to be keenly alive to the rigorously
rectilinear conception of time in the New Testament, in contra-
distinction to the Greek idea of cyclic time, and to maintain
the former in opposition to every kind of metaphysics in which
salvation is always restricted to the opposite side of the line
between God and man (Jenseits).®*

Acknowledging the real meaning of the category of time
in Jesus” preaching, it is no longer possible for us to ignore the
final act of the drama of history described in the endgeschicht-
liche parts of the gospel. Nor can we pass by in silence the
meaning of history and the cosmic meaning of the kingdom
of heaven, if our aim is to accomplish a really theological
exegesis of the gospels. Obviously, in this context renewed
actuality and a new (now theological) importance will be
attached to the questions connected with the historical nearness
of the end, in general with the Naherwartung (the imminent
advent) of Jesus, so emphatically posited by Weiss and
Schweitzer. Nor is it accidental that with the decline of the
supra-historical (uebergeschichtliche) phase of the eschato-
logical interpretation it is necessary again to defend one’s own
position against the original theses posited by Weiss and
Schweitzer, especially against the one about the Naherwartung.
Moreover others, such as Buri and Werner, are making fresh
and energetic attempts to establish the fact that Schweitzer’s
historical reconstruction of the original evangelical history is
irrefutable. We shall have to revert to these things when elaborat-
ing the theme of the future perspective of Jesus’ preaching of
the kingdom.*

Meanwhile the controversy about the purport of Jesus’
preaching has not only been concentrated on the meaning of
the evangelical eschatology, but also on its limits. We have
already made mention of the impossibility of explaining the
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whole of Jesus’ preaching and in particular his commandments,
from the expectation of the end. Weiss also admits that this
is impossible. It is true that Bultmann thought he could main-
tain the unity of Jesus’ eschatological and ethical message by
conceiving of Jesus’ commandments merely as exhortations to
come to a decision, i.e., as a purely eschatological message.*
But apart from the denaturing of the New Testament idea of
eschatology evidenced in this effort, such a conception is only
possible if the unity of the synoptic kerygma is dissolved after
the manner of the exponents of form criticism. The kerygma is
split up by them into a multitude of very small units of tradition
each one of which is supposed to be capable of investigation
as to its originality.

And this does not only hold for Jesus’ commandments, but
for the whole of the preaching of the kingdom of heaven that
has come down to us. It has become increasingly clear that a
large number of very important utterances and elements of the
gospel will have to be denied to Jesus, if his preaching is to be
considered from the viewpoint of the crisis, the approaching
end, the idea of “decision.” For the synoptic preaching of the
kingdom is not exclusively concerned with the approaching or
the expected kingdom of the future, neither in its ethical ele-
ments, nor in its statements concerning the history of salvation.
But in many respects the evangelical message bears the char-
acter of fulfillment. In order to prove the truth of this assertion
on evident grounds, an unwarranted restriction has been made
in the appeal to the so-called “presence pronouncements” (i.e.,
to those passages explicitly stating the presence of the king-
dom). But it has been seen with ever greater clearness that
this is not a matter of a few scattered pronouncements but of
the character of the whole gospel as the gospel of the fulfill-
ment, and that in this case everything depends on the view
taken of the person of Jesus. In other words, the question of
the meaning of the kingdom in Jesus’ preaching is at bottom
the question of the Christological quality of the gospel.

Schweitzer has seen the importance of this fact and has
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always acknowledged that where Christ is there is the kingdom.
The revelation of the kingdom is the revelation of Christ. The
kingdom of God and the Messiah are correlates. In perfect
agreement with his consistent eschatological conceptions
Schweitzer has, however, also represented Jesus’ Messiahship
as something that had not yet begun but was simply an honor
to be conferred at a future time. Jesus was not the Messiah,
but the Messiah-designate. Undoubtedly here, too, the radical
wing of criticism has tried to detach the purport of Jesus’
preaching from his person. So long as the preaching of the
kingdom is conceived of as a purely ethical message—as was
done, e.g., by Harnack—such a separation can hardly be ob-
jected to from a purely factual standpoint (i.e., apart from
historico-exegetic considerations). And in the same way, if
with Bultmann the preaching of the kingdom is looked upon
only as a call to a “decision” (Entscheidung) with a view to
the “approaching end,” the question whether Jesus really took
himself to be the coming Messiah may be declared to be of
secondary importance (nebensichlich).”” As soon, however,
as one views the gospel with an open mind, and takes account
of the central position which the gospels assign to Jesus as
the Christ, it will no longer be possible to ascribe a purely
future meaning to the kingdom of heaven. It is, therefore,
the emphatic recognition of the Christological content of the
synoptic kerygma which has revealed the limits of the eschato-
logical purport of the gospel of the kingdom to a wide circle of
people, without any relapse into the hypotheses of the liberal
theology. Characteristic of the reaction to the one-sidedly
eschatological conception after the first world-war are, e.g.,
the works of G. Gloege, Reich Gottes und Kirche im N. T.*
and of H. D. Wendland, Die Eschatologie des Reiches Gottes
bei Jesus.™

These writings are typical of the new interpretation of the
gospel. They start from the eschatological qualification of the
concept, kingdom of God. On the one hand they reject the
notion that the kingdom is developing in this world as an
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immanent entity, and on the other hand, they reject the basic
tenet of radical eschatology, according to which the kingdom is
supposed to have a merely future character.

Thus Gloege lays great emphasis on the dynamic meaning
of the concept “kingdom of God,” by which he understands the
eschatological, redeeming and judging activity of God. This
kingly activity cannot be merely limited to the future, says
Gloege. In Jesus’ action as the Messiah, God's dominion—
which is his, too—has actually started.*® Present and future
have been merged into a living organic unity of action (leben-
dig-organische Wirkungseinheit) in Jesus’ Messianic activity,
As the Messiah Jesus introduces God's kingdom as a working
power into the present. However, he will not hear of the
kingdom of God as a permanent datum, not even in the person
of Jesus as such, but in his action, i.e., in his action as God’s
Christ.*

Equally important and influential are Wendland’s exposi-
tions. He fully recognizes the merits of the radical-eschato-
logical movement in opposition to the earlier conception of the
kingdom of God as immanent and present. “We cannot go
back beyond the eschatological conception.”? This is not say-
ing that “eschatological” coalesces with “future.” The kingdom
of God is not only concerned (endzeitlich) with the end of time
but also supra-temporal (ueberzeitlich), pre-existent, eternal.
This eternity is not to be conceived of as timelessness, however.
The eternal kingdom may break through in time and does so
indeed, namely, in Christ. The pronouncements about its
presence must not be understood solely in a subjective sense as
psychological anticipations, as Weiss believed. Nor is it per-
missible to take one’s stand on Bultmann’s opinion according
to which the transcendent kingdom of God places man before
a “decision” at every moment. But the kingdom comes into
this world in the divine miracle wrought in Christ. This
presence, however, is not to be thought of in an exclusively
dynamic sense, as Gloege conceives it. It also consists in Christ
as a divine gift, as the creation of the new life, the being
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adopted as a child of God. In all these relations of the kingdom
to the world this presence is connected with the person of the
messenger of the kingdom. “The ultimate answer to the
question about the presence of God’s reign will always be of
a Christological character. Any one who denies the imperson-
ation of the kingdom in the Bearer of the kingdom deprives
the reality of the presence of the kingdom of its power.”*
This Christological foundation of the presence of the kingdom
and of the character of the gospel as fulfillment has found
expression in all kinds of ways in the recent literature. It may
be said that in Kittel's Theologisches Wérterbuch the majority of
the articles discussing the “theological” content of the synoptic
gospels are dominated by it, and, in their turn, have greatly
contributed to its recognition. All kinds of monographs relat-
ing to parts of Jesus’ preaching (e.g., the parables, the Church,
the Last Supper, redemption, parousia) are based on this
thought and thus they arrive at quite different results.* In
what follows we shall be confronted with them in all kinds of
ways.

As has been indicated, this integral Christological view
of the synoptic preaching of the kingdom of heaven in the
recent literature is accompanied by a definite emphasis on the
redemptive historical significance of the coming of the kingdom.
That which Jesus preaches is not a timeless truth, and what he
brings is not only a new spirituality, a new disposition. No
more is it a new form of society (in the sense of the social
gospel ) or an action carried on by men and slowly developing
to its consummation.

The coming of the kingdom of God is most certainly to be
looked upon as the realization of the great drama of the history
of salvation in the sense of the Old Testament and of the Jewish
apocalypses. This realization is not merely a matter of the
future, however. It has started. The great change of the
aeons has taken place. The center of history is in Christ’s
coming, in his victory over the demons, in his death and
resurrection. In this sense, e.g., authors like Jeremias,*
Stauffer,*® Matter,*” Cullmann,** Kiimmel,** and others try to
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do justice to both the eschatological and the present character
of the Kingdom. Stauffer, e.g., states that present day theology
still considers time, more or less in the manner of Kant, as a
human form of intuition (Anschauungsform). The New Testa-
ment, however, considers time as the form of the divine action.®
This starting-point also enables Stauffer to speak of the presence
of the kingdom. It has come with the Son of Man. He dis-
cusses this coming especially as Christ’s attack on the demoni-
cal powers. The kingdom concept in Jesus’ words has a pro-
nounced polemical accent. Jesus penetrates from the heavenly
world into the earthly kingdom of the powerful one. The
power of the great adversary is assailed. The Civitas Dei must
have come and will one day be victorious.*

Matter’s picture is a little different. He, too, is very
critical of the thought of the realization of the kingdom within
the limitations of this world, especially when the talk is about
a human share in the “building up” or the “expansion” of the
kingdom of God. However, Matter will not hear of an actual-
istic-dynamic conception of the kingdom in the sense of Gloege
and others. He views the kingdom rather as the permanent,
static omnipotence of God. In virtue of his divine nature
Christ participates in this power and it is intermittently re-
vealed in the world. The coming of the kingdom is therefore,
according to Matter, not to be seen in a horizontal line but, it is
always vertical. The “nearness” is not temporal, but spatial.
The relations between Jesus’ first and last coming are not, or
not in the first place, of a religious and moral nature. “These
relations are cosmic. This world was once the scene of the
revelations of God’s power; one day it will be so in the full
sense of the word in the ‘future’ of Jesus Christ. The interim
may therefore also be called ‘basileia’” Jesus Christ is now in
control of the course of things even in their natural aspect. He
manifests his power in this world in its rise as well as in its
decline and fall.” For the character of this relation Matter
refers to the Apocalypse of John whose principal theme is the
basileia as an interim."?

The views advanced by Stauffer, Matter and others, are
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the extreme opposites to the old immanence theology which
sought the kernel of Jesus’ message in the infinite value of the
individual human soul, or in the spiritualization of human
society. This old trend omitted every doctrine about angels,
devils, thrones, and powers as a contemporary (zeitgeschicht-
lich) scaffolding. The difference of the eschatological concep-
tion, however, is that in these expositions the presence of the
kingdom is taught unhesitatingly. The supra-human and
cosmic character of the kingdom is again put in the center.
Especially in Stauffer the dramatic history of salvation comes
to the fore. Christ's coming is the decisive act in the great
struggle between the kingdom of God and that of the devil.
To Cullmann, also, this great moment of the consumma-
tion of the history of salvation is the essence of the coming of
the kingdom proclaimed by Christ. Where Christ acts and
operates, the future is already decided upon. The time after
Christ’s first coming and before his second coming is the time
between the decisive battle and “Victory Day.”* The temporal
tension between presence and future already exists for Jesus
insofar as in his person the future may be considered to have
been fulfilled and is still to be expected.** For this presence
and future of the kingdom Cullmann can also appeal to Kiim-
mel, whose book: “Verheiszung und Erfiillung,” published in
1946, again subjected the whole question of the presence and
the future of the kingdom to investigation. He, too, is of the
opinion that in principle the presence of the kingdom as well
as the fulfillment of the promises have been given in the great
history-of-salvation fact, the coming of Jesus Christ. It is true,
Kiimmel does so with greater reserve, and after eliminating
from the gospel all kinds of pronouncements and motives that
he supposes are “not to be attributed to Jesus.” This author
also recognizes the great importance of the eschatological inter-
pretation of the gospel of the kingdom without, however, deny-
ing the predominating element of the fulfillment. However,
this presence of the kingdom should not be conceived as an
entity developing on earth or in the hearts of men, for it only
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consists in the person of Christ, his preaching, and his action.
In all these the coming kingdom of God becomes visible and
present.®®

Lastly it must be mentioned that the exclusive view of
the presence of the kingdom as well as the consistent eschatol-
ogy still find powerful and able defenders. As proponents of
the consistent eschatological view we have already mentioned
the names of F. Buri and M. Werner. The view that Jesus
considered the kingdom to have definitely arrived with his
own coming has of late been defended by C. H. Dodd, in his
influential work: The Parables of the Kingdom.: His stand-
point is that of the so-called realized eschatology. Jesus’ pro-
nouncements on the presence of the kingdom are beyond cavil.
But this also means that the whole eschatological scheme has
of necessity been broken through. The eschaton has become
present instead of future, from the sphere of expectation it has
passed into that of experience. What the apocalypse meant
by the “kingdom of God” could only be expressed “in terms
of fantasy.” Jesus spoke about it as about an object of expe-
rience.*®* Though the gospel in its present form also contains
all kinds of pronouncements about the future, Dodd thinks that
there is nowhere a question of the future of the kingdom. This
view is closely connected with Dodd’s special conception of
what Jesus meant by basileia. In his opinion the basileia be-
longs entirely to the spiritual sphere. Dodd considers the
gospel from the standpoint of the history of salvation (in
particular the parables), but he thinks that the whole of this
eschatological expectation has been fulfilled in the spiritual
world to which Jesus testified. He thus arrives at an explana-
tion of all the parables of the kingdom of God based on the
exclusive view of its presence.

Dodd’s exegesis, which has met with a favorable response
in the Anglo-Saxon world,* is at bottom a reversion to the old
liberal conception of the kingdom of God in a modern scientific
sense. It proves that in theology also there is nothing new
under the sun. This may induce us to keep as far away as
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possible from any ideological presuppositions about the king-
dom, and to devote all our efforts instead to the study of what
the text of the gospels teaches us about Jesus’ preaching of the
kingdom of heaven.
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