
The Kingdom of God and the hearers of Jesus Daniel HAYTER

HOW WOULD JESUS' PROCLAMATION OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD HAVE BEEN 

UNDERSTOOD BY HIS HEARERS?

In  his  1967  book,  Rediscovering  the  teaching  of  Jesus,  Norman  Perrin  makes  the  following 

comment: 

The central aspect of the teaching of Jesus was that concerning the Kingdom of God. Of this there can be no doubt 

and today no scholar does, in fact, doubt it. Jesus appeared as one who proclaimed the Kingdom; all else in his 

message and ministry serves as a function in relation to that proclamation and derives its meaning from it.1

To any reader of the gospels,  this should be clear.2 Jesus' teaching and ministry,  in some way, 

seemed to revolve around this strange concept of the kingdom of God. Scholarship on the historical 

Jesus  has  paid  a  great  amount  of  attention  to  the  issue  of  kingdom  in  Jesus'  teaching,  and 

particularly from Schweitzer onwards,3 it has been heavily bound up with eschatology. And so the 

discussion has revolved around whether Jesus understood the kingdom as imminent, realised, or 

even internal.

In this essay, we take a step back from these debates surrounding Jesus' teaching itself in order to 

investigate how Jesus' hearers would have initially understood his message. We shall explore certain 

Old Testament and second-temple sources which allow us to gain some insight into how a Galilean 

peasant would have reacted upon hearing the phrase: 'The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God 

is  at  hand!'4 We shall  conclude,  that  amidst  the multiplicity of views, it  is  very likely that  the 

average Jew living in Palestine would have understood that basic message to mean that Yahweh was 

finally returning to his people in order to vindicate them and overthrow their oppressors.

1. The Old Testament Background

It is surprising that the concept of the kingdom of God should take such a prominent place in Jesus' 

1. N. Perrin, Rediscovering the teaching of Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1967), 54.
2. It certainly was to C. H. Dodd: Cf. C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (London: Nisbet & Co., 1936).
3. A. Schweitzer,  The Quest of  the Historical Jesus:  A Critical  Study of  its  Progress  from Reimarus to  Wrede 

(London: A & C Black, 1954 [1906]).
4. Mk. 1.13. Sanders, in his concern to safeguard Jesus from preaching national repentance denies the authenticity of 

this saying (E. P. Sanders,  Jesus and Judaism [London: SCM Press, 1985], 116-17). I see no reason to follow this. 
Moreover, the idea of the kingdom of God being near is so prevalent in the teachings of Jesus that even if the saying is  
unauthentic, the message undoubtedly is.
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teaching when the  expression  itself  is  absent  in  the  Old  Testament.  The  phrase  hwhy twklm 

(kingdom of  Yahweh)  does  occur  once  in  1  Chr  28.5  and should  surely  be  understood as  an 

equivalent (God, or heaven in the case of Matthew, being substituted for Yahweh). Yet apart from 

that reference, there is no direct expression 'kingdom of God' or 'kingdom of heaven' elsewhere in 

the Old Testament. What is more common, but by no means prevalent, is the idea of God being (or 

becoming) king. Scholars have rightly pointed out that this motif could easily have served as a 

precedent for Jesus' message of the kingdom.5 This is visible in many Psalms. For example, Psalm 

97 begins with: 'Yahweh reigns, let the earth be glad'.6 Another reference which many scholars point 

to is Exodus 15.18, in which Moses declares that 'Yahweh will reign [or be king] forever and ever'.7 

Interestingly, in Exodus 15, the expression is intimately tied up with God delivering his people from 

their oppressors (a theme which, as we shall see, occurs a lot more in exilic and post-exilic texts).

Turning to the writings of the prophets, and particularly the exilic and post-exilic prophets, we 

find  the  theme  of  God's  reign  becoming  more  prominent.  Significantly,  the  idea  of  Yahweh's 

eschatological reign also starts to emerge. In Zech 14, the writer describes what seems like a final 

and decisive battle between Jerusalem and her enemies, in which Yahweh intervenes to vindicate 

his people. The outcome is described in terms which are very relevant for our purpose: 'And the 

LORD will become king over all the earth; on that day the LORD will be one and this name one.' 

(Zech  14.9).  Here  the  themes  of  universality  and  particularity  are  combined.  Yahweh  is  both 

presented as king over all the earth, but at the same same, Israel is clearly portrayed as his people 

over-against the nations. If this passage had any influence on the later Jewish mindset (which is 

very  likely)  then  it  is  probable  that  we  should  expect  a  nationalistic  emphasis  on  God's 

kingdom/reign as well as an eschatological one.

Although many scholars attribute a very late date to Daniel, we deal with it here because of its 

place  within the  Hebrew Bible.  Here  we find a  more  clearly apocalyptic  understanding of  the 

kingdom of God.8 According to Dunn, Daniel 2 in particular was taken up in much post-biblical 

literature.9 There is no space here to go in detail into the various visions contained in this book, but 

we should note a few important points. In Daniel 2, although the kingdom which God sets up is not 

described in detail, we are told that it is an everlasting kingdom. This idea of finality is significant: 

5. So D. Patrick, 'The Kingdom of God in the Old Testament' in Willis, W., (Ed.),  The Kingdom of God in 20th-
Century  Interpretation (Peabody,  Massachusetts:  Hendrickson,  1987),  72;  G.  Stanton,  'Message  and  Miracles'  in 
Bockmuehl, M., (Ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Jesus (Cambridge: CUP, 2001), 57.

6. Author's translation. Cf. also Pss 10.16; 29.10; 93; 99; 145.
7. Author's translation.
8. Cf. D. C Duling, 'Kingdom of God, Kingdom of Heaven' in ABD, Vol 4, 52.
9. J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus Remembered (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 392.
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It is clear that the author envisages that God will act in a final and decisive way (quite possibly for 

Israel) when he establishes this final kingdom. This is even clearer in chapter 7, where the 'son of 

man' figure is  given an everlasting kingdom. Whether we understand the son of man to be an 

angelic  being or  not,  it  is  clear  (from 7.18)  that  he  represents  Israel.10 So we find in  this  late 

Canonical text, the merging of both a kingdom which God himself sets up and a kingdom possessed 

by  Israel.  Moreover,  this  very  nationalistic  kingdom,  in  typical  apocalyptic  style,  is  final  and 

everlasting.

We conclude our analysis of the Old Testament with the so-called Second Isaiah. Chapters 40-55 

of Isaiah deal with the return of Israel from exile in Babylon and the theme of Yahweh's kingship 

and sovereignty is profoundly stated in various places.11 The most poignant declaration of Yahweh's 

kingship for our purposes is found in 52.7:

How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet the messenger who announces peace, who brings good news, who 

announces salvation, who says to Zion, 'Your God reigns.' [Kyhl) Klm].

Here,  this  declaration is  made in  the context  of  the restoration of  Jerusalem and the return of 

Yahweh to his people (52.8-9). This is significant. Indeed, we could claim that for this prophet, 

Yahweh's  kingship  and Israel's  prosperity  go  hand  in  hand.  Scholars  admit  that  this  particular 

passage and idea heavily feature in Jesus' concept of the kingdom of God.12

Although this text was concerned primarily with the historical return of Israel from exile, there is 

a case to be made for the idea that later Jews considered this promise to not have been completely 

fulfilled. According to Wright, Jews at the time of Jesus still saw themselves somewhat in a state of 

exile and they would cling to these kinds of Biblical promises.13 If this is true, then it is possible that 

some post-exilic Jews could have interpreted Isa 52.7 eschatologically. The LXX of Isa 52.7 could 

support  this  idea.  Indeed,  the  translators  of  the  Septuagint  substituted  the  present  tense  Klm 

Kyhl) (your God reigns), for  basileu/sei sou oJ qeo/ß (your god will reign). It is just possible 

that the translators considered that this great prophecy was as yet unfulfilled and (possibly under the 

influence of apocalyptic texts)  projected the promise of Isa  52.7 into the future.  Moreover,  we 

10. So G. Vermes, Jesus the Jew (London: Collins, 1973), 169; N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of  
God (London: SPCK, 1992), 294-5.

11. Cf. in particular Isa 41.21; 43.15; 44.6; 45.1; 52.7.
12. Cf. Dunn, Jesus, 391;  J. P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Volume two: Mentor Message and Miracles, ABRL (New 

York: Doubleday, 1994), 246;  Stanton, 'Message', 58.
13. Wright, New Testament, 269; N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (London: SPCK, 1996), 202-9.
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should note that this hope is very much this-worldly, as Beasley-Murray explains: '[w]hen Yahweh 

comes to bring his kingdom, it is to this world that he comes and in this world that he establishes his 

reign. The hope of Israel is not for a home in heaven but for the revelation of the glory of God in 

this world.'14

So then, although the Old Testament is very light on kingdom-of-God-language, it seems that 

there was enough material to provide something of a background to later writings (and indeed Jesus' 

teaching). God, according to the Scriptures, was king over the whole earth, but there was a sense in 

which he would establish his rule more finally and this would very likely involve the vindication of 

Israel  and the restoration of Jerusalem. Even in the heavenly visions of Daniel,  this hope was 

thoroughly nationalistic and quite possibly this-worldly.

2.  The Second-Temple texts

Post-biblical Jewish texts are very helpful in illuminating the Jewish understanding of the kingdom 

of God at a time contemporary to Jesus. Again, as with the Old Testament, it is not a particularly 

prominent theme. Neither is there a uniform perspective. Nonetheless, it  is possible to imagine, 

from these texts, what particular ideas and images Jesus' proclamation of the kingdom could have 

conjured in his hearers minds.

The precise  phrase  'kingdom of  God/heaven'  occurs  only  three  times  in  the Apocrypha and 

Pseudepigrapha, and in very different contexts. However, as in the Old Testament, the idea of God's 

rule and reign is present in quite a few places.15 Additionally these appearances are very often 

referring to an eschatological rule. Three particular texts from the Pseudepigrapha will be helpful 

for our purposes.

The Testament of Benjamin (highly edited but most likely reaching back prior to Jesus' time)16 

gives a very interesting insight into some second-temple Jewish beliefs:

You shall resume your actions with loose women, and the kingdom of the Lord will not be among you, for he will  

take it away forthwith. But in your allotted place will be the temple of God, and the latter temple will exceed the 

former in glory. The twelve tribes shall be gathered there and all the nations, until such time as the Most High shall 

14. G. R. Beasley-Murray, Jesus and the Kingdom of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 25.
15. Cf. on this J. J. Collins, 'The Kingdom of God in the Apocrypha and the Pseudepigrapha', in Willis, W., (Ed.),  

The Kingdom of God in 20th-Century Interpretation (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1987), 81-95.
16. H.  C.  Kee  in  Charlesworth,  Pseudepigrapha,  Vol  1,  777-8  claims  it  could  have  been  written  during  the 

Maccabean period.
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send forth his salvation through the ministration of the unique prophet.17

Although the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs have been highly edited by later Christians,18 they 

do allow us a certain amount of insight into second-temple expectations. Here, the kingdom of God 

is closely associated with the rebuilding of an eschatological temple – which was part of much post-

biblical thought.19 Also associated with the kingdom is the idea of the regathering of the twelve 

tribes. Meier, although he is careful not to deduce too much from a highly edited document, claims 

that  '[a]t  the  very least,  the theme of  the regathering of  the  twelve tribes  of  Israel  around the 

eschatological  Temple in Jerusalem is quite possibly Jewish material.'20 If we accept this, these 

themes could only mean one thing: the restoration of Israel.

The Jewish fondness for apocalyptic texts is visible in the Testament of Moses, which Collins 

dates to the Maccabean period.21 The tenth chapter describes, in very vivid terms, the breaking-in of 

God's eschatological kingdom: 'Then his kingdom will appear throughout his creation. Then the 

devil will have an end. Yea, sorrow will be led away with him'.22 There is a clear dualism involved 

in which God and his kingdom are opposed to the devil. The idea of God avenging and vindicating 

his people is also heavily present in the text. Israel are told that they 'will mount up above the necks 

and the wings of an eagle.'23 Although Collins sees the reference to an eagle as a later interpolation 

meant to refer to Rome,24 he seems to ignore the very high possibility that  this is  echoing the 

promises of Isaiah 40. If this is intentional, then the writer is bringing the prophecy of Isaiah 40 into 

an apocalyptic framework: Israel will be vindicated, her enemies judged, God's kingdom shall fill 

the earth (as in Daniel 2) and the return from exile which Isa 40 describes will take place in a 

definitive way. Whether we should take the language literally as referring to some kind of heavenly 

existence, or, along with Wright, consider it to refer to worldly events,25 we can agree with Meiers 

that '[a]t the very least, the Testament of Moses expects a sudden, dramatic, and definitive reversal 

of fortunes, by which Israel is elevated directly by God to a situation of permanent joy, while its 

17. T. Ben. 9.1-2 in Charlesworth, Pseudepigrapha.
18. Cf. Collins, 'Kingdom of God', 91; Meier, Mentor Message and Miracles, 260.
19. So Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 77-90.
20. Meier, Mentor Message and Miracles, 261,
21. Collins,  'Kingdom of  God',  89.  J.  Priest  in  Charlesworth,  Pseudepigrapha,  920-1 dates  it  later,  to  the first 

century.
22. T. Mos. 10.1 in Charlesworth, Pseudepigrapha.
23. T. Mos. 10.8 in Charlesworth, Pseudepigrapha.
24. Collins, 'Kingdom of God', 90
25. Wright, New Testament, 304-5.
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enemies lie forever prostrate.'26

The  seventeenth  Psalm of  Solomon is  one  of  the  only  two  places  in  which  the  expression 

'kingdom of God' occurs in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha.27 It is most likely that the Psalms 

were composed in the first century BCE after Pompey's invasion of Judea.28 Moreover, their outlook 

has often been considered to be Pharisaic, or at least proto-Pharisaic.29 If this is the case, then they 

are all the more relevant to understanding how the kingdom of God would have been understood in 

the context of first-century Palestine (as opposed to in the diaspora).30 In most manuscripts there is a 

direct  connection between the kingdom of God,  and judgement  of  the nations.31 Moreover,  the 

language is highly nationalistic and contains (as in T. Ben. 9) the idea of the regrouping of the tribes 

of Israel.32

In line with the mood expressed in Ps. Sol. It is worth mentioning Josephus' short reference to 

what he calls 'the fourth Philosophy'.33 He writes of a movement which holds God to be their only 

ruler. Interestingly, their beliefs are, according to Josephus, very close to the Pharisees, but their 

practice was a lot  more violent. According to Hengel, it  is possible that their leader, Judas the 

Galilean, could have claimed that God would only bring about his kingdom when the Jews stopped 

submitting to Gentiles rulers and 'acknowledged his absolute claim to rule here and now, with no 

reservations whatever.'34 If this group was in any way influential in Galilee, it is very likely that 

such beliefs (even if the same practice did not ensue) could have been in the air. So the phrase 'the 

kingdom of God is at hand', for some, in addition to eschatology, could have carried the connotation 

'revolution'.

Conclusion

26. Meier, Mentor Message and Miracles, 256.
27. Cf. also Wis. Sol. 10.10.
28. Cf. Collins, 'Kingdom of God', 90;  Meier, Mentor Message and Miracles, 257; Stanton, 'Message and Miracles', 

58.
29. So Meier, Mentor Message and Miracles, 257.
30. M. Lattke, 'On the Jewish Background of the synoptic concept “The Kingdom of God”' (1975) in Chilton, B., 

The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus (London: SPCK, 1984), 85 claims that even if they are not Pharisaic they 
give us incredible insight into the mood in first-century Palestine.

31. Ps. Sol. 17.3
32. 17.26-31.
33. Jos. Ant. 18.1.23-25.
34. M. Hengel, The Zealots: Investigations into the Jewish freedom movement in the period from Herod I until 70  

A.D. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1989 [German version: 1976, second edition]), 93.
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We have had to omit a fair amount of relevant material in our summary of Jewish understandings of 

the kingdom of God.35 Nonetheless, despite the fact that the exact expression 'kingdom of God' 

hardly ever appears in Jewish writings prior to Jesus, we have observed a few details which can 

help us suggest how first-century Palestinian Jews would have responded to Jesus' declaration that 

the kingdom of God was near. Firstly, we should remind ourselves that God reigning as king is 

nearly  always  associated  with  Israel's  restoration  and  salvation.  This  is  particularly  prominent 

already in Isa. 52.7 and Ex. 15.18 but also in later Jewish texts. Secondly, the kingdom was (at least 

in  the later  Hebrew Bible and post-biblical  writings)  very often eschatological.  Although some 

could spiritualise the idea of the kingdom (particularly in the diaspora texts), the majority of Jews 

thought that there was a time to come when God's kingdom would be fully established.36 Thirdly, 

and most clearly in post-biblical texts, the establishment of God's kingdom would generally involve 

God's judgement on Israel's oppressors. This belief could sometimes, as in the case of Judas the 

Galilean, take the form of violent rebellion against Rome.

Against this backdrop, we can easily understand why Jesus' teaching attracted such great crowds. 

Indeed, it is very likely that his hearers, upon hearing 'the kingdom of God is at hand', would have 

concluded that Jesus was proclaiming that God was finally going to redeem and restore his people 

as well as judge the Romans. Perhaps some of his hearers even thought of Jesus embodying the 

messenger of Isaiah 52.7, coming over the mountains of Galilee to proclaim to an oppressed and 

down-trodden Israel: your God reigns!

35. For the most complete summary, to my knowledge, cf. Meier 1994, 243-70.
36. So Collins 1987, 95.
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