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INTRODUCTION

THE KINGDOM 
AND THE CROSS

PERSPECTIVES ON THE atonement have been offered from all over the 
world, but the voice of the man closest to the cross of Christ has rarely been 
heard. “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42). 
How could this thief view a beaten, bloodied, and crucified criminal as one who 
rules over a kingdom? Maybe he was confused by the title “King of the Jews” on 
Jesus’ cross or by the crown of thorns on his head. Or perhaps, as Jesus’ response 
indicates, this man rightly saw the kingdom of God in the crucified Christ.

This book seeks to provide an answer to the following basic question: 
What is the biblical and theological relationship between the coming of the 
kingdom of God and the atoning death of Christ on the cross? As we will see, 
the answer lies ultimately in Jesus, the crucified king, as properly understood 
within the story and logic of redemption.

THE KINGDOM OR THE CROSS?
Beneath the surface of this theoretical question lies the problem of the sepa-
ration of the kingdom and the cross in the church as well as the academy.1 
Some champion the kingdom and others cling to the cross, usually one to 
the exclusion of the other.2 Tomes are written on the kingdom with hardly a 

 1. I will generally use “kingdom and cross” as shorthand for the coming of God’s kingdom and 
Christ’s atoning death on the cross. Provisional definitions for each are given at the end of this 
chapter.

 2. For summaries demonstrating this contemporary divide in the church, see N. T. Wright, 
After You Believe: Why Christian Character Matters (New York: HarperOne, 2010), 110– 18; Jim 
Belcher, Deep Church: A Third Way Beyond Emerging and Traditional (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 2009), 105– 22; Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden 
Life in God (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 42– 55.
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mention of Christ’s cross.3 Volumes on the cross ignore Jesus’ message of the 
kingdom.4 Furthermore, while some passively ignore any connection between 
kingdom and cross, others intentionally pit one against the other.5 Why has 
such a rift developed between two of Scripture’s most important motifs? 
There are at least six reasons.

First, and most important, the wedge driven between kingdom and cross 
is largely the result of reactionary debates between those who emphasize the 
kingdom and those who focus on the cross. The zenith of these debates was 
the collision between the social gospel movement of the early twentieth cen-
tury and the ensuing conservative response. Walter Rauschenbusch, draw-
ing from nineteenth- century German liberalism, advocated the kingdom of 
God to the exclusion of substitutionary atonement.6 H. Richard Niebuhr’s 
assessment of this theology is fitting: “A God without wrath brought men 
without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of 
a Christ without a cross.”7 Conservatives reacted sharply by reclaiming the 
centrality of the cross, often relegating the kingdom solely to the future or 
ignoring it altogether,8 thereby setting in place the defining feature of the 
history of this discussion: pendulum- swinging reductionism. The result is a 
false dichotomy— either the kingdom without the cross or the cross without 
the kingdom— that truncates the gospel.9

 3. George Eldon Ladd, for example, in his highly inf luential (and overall helpful) work on the 
kingdom of God, never mentions atonement and only twice brief ly refers to Christ’s death 
(The Presence of the Future: The Eschatology of Biblical Realism [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974], 
157, 324).

 4. James Denney, for example, in his classic work on the atonement, mentions the kingdom on 
only two pages (The Atonement and the Modern Mind [London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1903], 12, 
115).

 5. Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key (CIT; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 251; J. 
Denny Weaver, “Narrative Christus Victor,” in Atonement and Violence: A Theological Conversation 
(ed. John Sanders; Nashville: Abingdon, 2006), 12; David Brondos, “Why Was Jesus Cruci-
fied? Theology, History and the Story of Redemption,” SJT 54 (2001): 496– 99.

 6. Walter Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel (New York: Macmillan, 1917); see esp. 
ch. 19, “The Social Gospel and the Atonement.” Rauschenbusch was building on the work 
of Friedrich Schleiermacher (The Christian Faith [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1986], 459– 60) and 
Albrecht Ritschl (The Christian Doctrine of Justification and Reconciliation: The Positive Development 
of the Doctrine [Clifton, NJ: Reference Books, 1966], 556– 63).

 7. H. Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1937), 197.
 8. For a historical survey of these debates, see Russell Moore, The Kingdom of Christ: The New 

Evangelical Perspective (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004), 27.
 9. Kingdom and cross are, of course, tied together biblically by the proclamation of the gospel, 

which is defined as both the coming of God’s kingdom (Matt 4:23) and Christ’s death and 
resurrection (1 Cor 15:3– 4). Debates over the definition of the gospel are complex, and to 
enter in would require more space than is available. For an excellent approach that upholds 
kingdom and cross as essential to the gospel, see Simon Gathercole, “The Gospel of Paul and 
the Gospel of the Kingdom,” in God’s Power to Save (ed. Chris Green; Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2006), 138– 54.
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Second, the fragmentation of Scripture that has occurred since the 
Enlightenment has contributed greatly to the severance of kingdom and 
cross.10 If the Bible is not a unified whole, then there is no need to integrate 
the seemingly incompatible ideas that God reigns and the Son of God dies. 
Furthermore, this fragmentation applies not only to the Bible as a whole, 
but even to individual books of the Bible. In Isaiah, the Messianic King and 
the Suffering Servant need not be related, for they belong to different and 
unrelated traditions.11 In Mark’s gospel, the kingdom ministry of Jesus need 
not be congruous with the Passion Narrative, for they are simply separate 
sources that have been brought together.12 Clearly, such a disintegrated view 
of Scripture will discourage the integration of its themes.

Third, the kingdom– cross divide is widened by the “ugly ditch” between 
biblical studies and systematic theology.13 Broadly speaking, systematic the-
ology has given great attention to the doctrine of the atonement but has 
largely ignored the kingdom of God.14 The field of biblical studies, on the 
other hand, is dominated by the theme of the kingdom of God and yet gives 
less attention to the doctrine of the atonement.15 A holistic answer to the 
kingdom– cross divide, therefore, will bridge this gap between biblical stud-
ies and systematic theology, incorporating insights from both disciplines for 
both doctrines.

 10. According to Hans Frei, historians and biblical critics of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies brought about “the eclipse of the biblical narrative,” resulting in a fragmented view of 
Scripture (The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Herme-
neutics [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1974]). For the history of this fragmentation in 
biblical scholarship, see Michael C. Legaspi, The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 3– 26.

 11. For the history of the bifurcation and eventual trifurcation of Isaiah, see Marvin Sweeney, “On 
the Road to Duhm: Isaiah in the Nineteenth- Century Critical Scholarship,” in “As Those Who 
Are Taught”: The Interpretation of Isaiah from the LXX to the SBL (ed. Claire Mathews McGinnis 
and Patricia Tull; Atlanta: SBL, 2006), 243– 62.

 12. Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition (trans. John Marsh; New York: Harper 
& Row, 1963), 262– 84.

 13. Kevin Vanhoozer, “Interpreting Scripture between the Rock of Biblical Studies and the Hard 
Place of Systematic Theology: The State of the Evangelical (Dis)union,” in Renewing the Evan-
gelical Mission (ed. Richard Lints; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013).

 14. Russell Moore has noted, for example, that the kingdom of God is treated in only two pages of 
Wayne Grudem’s entire systematic theology (Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine 
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995]), both of which are in his discussion of the doctrine of the 
church (Moore, The Kingdom of Christ, 205). There are, of course, exceptions to this generaliza-
tion. For example, systematic theologian Jürgen Moltmann has written extensively on the king-
dom of God (The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God [New York: Harper & Row, 1981]).

 15. Robert Yarbrough expresses a “serious misgiving” regarding the tendency in biblical theology 
to emphasize the kingdom to the point of overlooking the cross (“The Practice and Promise 
of Biblical Theology: A Response to Hamilton and Goldsworthy,” SBJT 12 [2008]: 84). An 
exception to this general trend is New Testament scholar Leon Morris, who has contributed 
greatly to the doctrine of the atonement (The Cross in the New Testament [Exeter, UK: Pater-
noster, 1965]).
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Fourth, kingdom and cross have not been integrated because the Gospels 
(the place in the canon where the kingdom theme is most explicit) have largely 
been withheld as a source for theology. N. T. Wright has belabored this point, 
saying that as a result of misreading the Gospels, “Jesus as kingdom- bringer 
has been screened out of the church’s dogmatic proclamation.”16 The Gospel 
writers, once assumed to be mere historians, are now acknowledged to be 
theologians, interpreting Christ’s ministry by the way in which they tell the 
story, especially as it fulfills the narrative of Israel from the Old Testament.17

Fifth, kingdom and cross have been difficult to relate because of the over-
systematization of certain doctrines, such as the states and offices of Christ. 
If Christ’s work is divided neatly into the two categories of humiliation and 
exaltation, with the cross being only in the state of humiliation, it is difficult 
to see how it could relate to the kingdom at all. If Christ’s death is interpreted 
only in terms of his priestly office, then it will be difficult to connect the cross 
to the kingdom. Although the doctrines of the states and offices themselves 
are not to blame, they have often been used in a way that draws a thick doc-
trinal line between Christ’s royal and Christ’s atoning work.

Sixth, to state the obvious, if one has a mistaken view of the kingdom or 
the cross respectively, then properly relating the two will be impossible. For 
example, if the cross is understood solely in terms of personal salvation and 
the kingdom as future eschatology, then never the twain shall meet. Or, if 
the kingdom is thought to be a utopian place and the cross an eschatological 
event, then they will be equally difficult to relate.

The need to address this divide and clearly articulate the relationship 
between atonement and kingdom has grown and is pressing for such a time 
as this. Over fifty years ago Emil Brunner stated, “We cannot speak rightly 
about atonement without at the same time thinking of redemption, as the 
overcoming of resistance and the restoration of the rule of God.”18 Though 
few have taken up this task, others have joined in expressing concern over 
the doctrinal gap between Christ’s atoning death on the cross and the king-
dom of God. Herman Ridderbos laments that “there are many authors who 
continue to ignore the correlation of these two central data in the gospel.”19 

 16. N. T. Wright, “Whence and Whither Historical Jesus Studies in the Life of the Church?” in 
Jesus, Paul, and the People of God: A Theological Dialogue with N. T. Wright (ed. Nicholas Perrin 
and Richard Hays; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 133.

 17. Jonathan Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely: A Narrative and Theological Introduction (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 151– 52.

 18. Emil Brunner, The Doctrine of Creation and Redemption, vol. 2 of Dogmatics (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1950), 306.

 19. Herman Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom (Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed, 
1962), 170.
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Scot McKnight claims, “Jesus’ kingdom vision and atonement are related; 
separating them is an act of violence.”20

HISTORY OF INTERPRETATION
Although there has always been confusion with or resistance to the paradoxi-
cal integration of kingdom and cross, such a stark division has not always 
been the case.21 In the first century, Barnabas declared that “the kingdom 
of Jesus is based on the wooden cross” (Epistle of Barnabas 8:5).22 According 
to Augustine, “The Lord has established his sovereignty from a tree. Who is 
it who fights with wood? Christ. From his cross he has conquered kings.”23 
Luther chastises those who “cannot harmonize the two ideas— that Christ 
should be the King of Kings and that He should also suffer and be executed.”24

These representative quotes, along with the reasons given above for the 
kingdom– cross divide, reveal that this division is an essentially modern (post- 
Enlightenment) problem.25 Much of the church’s tradition, therefore, will 

 20. Scot McKnight, A Community Called Atonement (Nashville: Abingdon, 2007), 13; cf. N. T. 
Wright, How God Became King: The Forgotten Story of the Gospels (New York: HarperOne, 
2012), xi.

 21. For example, Morwenna Ludlow demonstrates that, although Justin Martyr attributed Christ’s 
suffering to his f irst coming and his kingship to his second coming, he was not representative 
of the early church, which had a much more unified view of Christ’s suffering and kingship 
(“Suffering Servant or King of Glory? Christological Readings of the Old Testament in the 
Patristic Era,” in Christology and Scripture: Interdisciplinary Perspectives (ed. Andrew Lincoln and 
Angus Paddison; London: T&T Clark, 2007], 104– 19).

 22. Michael Holmes, ed. and trans., The Apostolic Fathers in English (3rd ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2006), 186.

 23. Augustine, Exposition of Psalm 95 (406– 407), WSA 18:425.
 24. Luther, Psalm 110 (1539), LW 13:344.
 25. This reading goes against N. T. Wright, who blames the kingdom– cross divide primarily on 

the creeds of the early church and the theology of the Reformers (How God Became King, 32, 
43). Regarding the creeds, David Yeago has shown that the judgments of Nicea are consistent 
with the New Testament (“The New Testament and the Nicene Dogma: A Contribution to 
the Recovery of Theological Exegesis,” ProEccl 3 [1994]: 152– 64) and that the creed’s pre-
sentation of the crucifixion captures the theological (“for us”) and historical (“under Pontius 
Pilate”) shape of the creed within the broader narrative of creation and redemption (idem, 
“Crucified Also for Us under Pontius Pilate,” in Nicene Christianity: The Future for a New Ecu-
menism (ed. Christopher Seitz; Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2001], 87– 106). Regarding the Reform-
ers, Wright’s accusation of a narrow gospel of atonement and justif ication is simply inaccurate. 
Luther said, “The gospel is a story about Christ, God’s and David’s son, who died and was 
raised, and is established as Lord. This is the gospel in a nutshell” (A Brief Instruction on What 
to Look For in the Gospels [1522], LW 35:118). According to Calvin, the gospel has a “broad 
sense” that encompasses all the promises of God in redemptive history and a “higher sense” 
of God’s grace in Christ for sinners (Institutes of the Christian Religion [ed. John McNeill, trans. 
Ford Lewis Battles, LCC; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006], 2.9.2). By interacting 
with various stages of the tradition below, we hope to show that the kingdom– cross interplay, 
though largely absent today, has a rich heritage in the history of the church.
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buttress my argument, though with the understanding that the kingdom– 
cross interplay was present but hardly explained and that our current sit-
uatedness requires not simply a reformulation of previous thought, but a 
fresh approach in light of contemporary questions and aided by modern 
advancements.

How, then, have scholars responded to the modern divide between king-
dom and cross? Some have given partial answers within broader discussions 
on the doctrine of the kingdom or the atonement respectively. Ridderbos, 
in The Coming of the Kingdom, has an excellent six- page section titled, 
“The Kingdom and the Cross,” where he asserts that the kingdom cannot 
be understood apart from the cross, nor the cross without the kingdom.26 
McKnight weighs in on the recent atonement debates, seeking to shift the 
emphasis of atonement from personal salvation to God’s cosmic purposes for 
all creation. The kingdom is “the telic vision of what atonement is designed 
to accomplish.”27

The doctrine of the atonement is perhaps the most important place this 
discussion has played out, though not necessarily in the language of king-
dom and cross. Among contemporary debates, the two most controversial 
approaches to the atonement are penal substitution and Christus Victor, each 
offering a different view of what Christ accomplished on the cross.28 Christus 
Victor emphasizes the cross as victory and the restoration of God’s reign over 
the cosmos, whereas penal substitution focuses on the reconciliation of God’s 
people. While many have attempted to use Christus Victor alone as a way to 
connect kingdom and cross,29 others have pointed to a more holistic approach 
that integrates penal substitution and Christus Victor.30

 26. Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom, 169– 74.
 27. McKnight, A Community Called Atonement, 13.
 28. For the various positions and debates, see James Beilby and Paul Eddy, eds., The Nature of the 

Atonement: Four Views (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006); Derek Tidball, David 
Hilborn, and Justin Thacker, eds., The Atonement Debate: Papers from the London Symposium on 
the Theology of Atonement (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008); John Sanders, ed., Atonement and 
Violence.

 29. Gustaf Aulén, Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of Atonement 
(New York: Macmillan, 1969); Gregory Boyd, “Christus Victor View,” in The Nature of the 
Atonement, 23– 49.

 30. Henri Blocher, “Agnus Victor: The Atonement as Victory and Vicarious Punishment,” in What 
Does It Mean to Be Saved? Broadening Evangelical Horizons of Salvation (ed. John Stackhouse; 
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 67– 91; idem, La doctrine du péché et de la rédemption 
(Vaux- sur- Seine, France: EDIFAC, 2000), 95– 172; Hans Boersma, Violence, Hospitality, and the 
Cross: Reappropriating the Atonement Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004); Graham 
Cole, God the Peacemaker: How Atonement Brings Shalom (NSBT; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 2009); Sinclair Ferguson, “Christus Victor et Propitiator: The Death of Christ, 
Substitute and Conqueror,” in For the Fame of God’s Name (ed. Sam Storms and Justin Taylor; 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 171– 89.
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The question of the kingdom and the cross has also been answered by 
a few scholars in works limited to particular books or sections of Scripture. 
Michael Bird addresses kingdom and cross in Mark’s gospel.31 In a recent 
and superb work, Mavis Leung demonstrates that there is a kingship– cross 
interplay throughout the gospel of John.32 N. T. Wright’s recent work focuses 
on reconnecting kingdom and cross in all four Gospels.33

There is one particular area where the relationship of the kingdom and 
the cross has received a great deal of attention: the quest for the historical 
Jesus.34 Historical Jesus scholars have set out with vigor to discover Jesus’ self- 
perception of his vocation, specifically regarding the relationship of his preach-
ing of the kingdom and of his journey to the cross. This is primarily where 
N. T. Wright’s weighty contribution falls. In Jesus and the Victory of God, 
Wright directly addresses the relationship of the kingdom and the cross in a 
sustained manner, arguing that “Jesus . . . believed that the kingdom would be 
brought about by means of his own death.”35 Wright’s conclusion is compel-
ling, and his methodological aim unmistakable: this is “the mindset of Jesus.”36

When considered within the field of historical Jesus studies, however, 
Wright’s contribution is not exactly novel. In response to Bultmann, who 
saw Jesus’ self- perception as inaccessible to historical inquiry and therefore 
irrelevant to the matter, many have attempted to demonstrate that Christ’s 
own view of his death is not only accessible but an “essential ingredient” to 
understanding Jesus.37 Of those who have undertaken this task, several have 
noted that no theory of Jesus’ own perception of his death should be taken 
seriously if it does not take into account the larger context of his preaching the 

 31. Michael Bird, “The Crucifixion of Jesus as the Fulfillment of Mark 9:1,” TJ 24 (2003): 23– 
36. Bird elaborated on his views at the 2010 IBR annual meeting in Atlanta in a lecture 
titled, “The Crucicentric Kingdom and the Basileianic Cross,” which was a response to N. T. 
Wright’s plenary lecture, “The Kingdom and the Cross.” Bird and Wright appealed strongly 
to Christus Victor as the way to connect kingdom and cross.

 32. Mavis Leung, The Kingship– Cross Interplay in the Gospel of John: Jesus’ Death as Corroboration of 
His Royal Messiahship (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011); see also idem, “The Roman Empire 
and John’s Passion Narrative in Light of Jewish Royal Messianism,” BSac 168 (2011): 426– 42.

 33. Wright, How God Became King.
 34. For an extensive overview of historical Jesus research related to Jesus’s death, see Scot McK-

night, Jesus and His Death: Historiography, the Historical Jesus, and Atonement Theory (Waco, TX: 
Baylor University Press, 2005).

 35. N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Christian Origins and the Question of God; Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 1996), 612. Chapter 12 is Wright’s most sustained answer to the question of 
the kingdom and the cross. See also idem, The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was 
and Is (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 74– 95; idem, “Whence and Whither 
Historical Jesus Studies in the Life of the Church?” 137– 47; Marcus Borg and N. T. Wright, 
The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions (San Francisco: Harper, 1999), 93– 107.

 36. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 592, italics mine.
 37. John Galvin, “Jesus’ Approach to Death: An Examination of Some Recent Studies,” TS 41 

(1980): 713– 44.
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kingdom of God.38 Jürgen Becker, in a matter- of- fact way, writes, “Since all 
of Jesus’ activity was dedicated to the kingdom of God, it would make sense 
that he saw his anticipated death as having some relation to that kingdom.”39

Perhaps the most thorough and sustained explanation of this relation-
ship comes from German New Testament scholar Heinz Schürmann. Schür-
mann begins his Gottes Reich, Jesu Geschick: Jesu ureigener Tod im Licht seiner 
Basileia- Verkündigung (God’s Kingdom, Jesus’ Fate: The Death of Jesus in Light 
of His Own Kingdom- Proclamation) by revealing the fundamental problem to 
which he devoted much of his career, namely, that there appear already in the 
New Testament two essentially different doctrines of salvation.40 While the 
post- Easter “staurological soteriology” focuses on the atoning substitution-
ary death of Jesus, the pre- Easter “eschatological soteriology” emphasizes the 
kingdom of God.41 Schürmann insists these two conceptions of salvation, 
although seemingly distinct, must be understood as unified in Jesus’ self- 
perception, which was passed on to the apostles. For Schürmann, Christ’s 
death can only be understood “in the context of his kingdom- proclamation.”42

What do I make of this quest for Jesus’ self- perception regarding the king-
dom and the cross? At the most basic level, it is simply attempting to answer 
a different question: How do the kingdom and the cross relate in the mind 
of Jesus? I am seeking to understand the kingdom and the cross in the Bible 
and Christian theology. Although the two questions are not unrelated, they 
remain different questions with different sources and presuppositions. Rich-
ard Hays’s critique of N. T. Wright’s method captures my concern: “Instead 
of attending to the distinctive portrayals of Jesus in the individual New Tes-
tament texts, [Wright] aims instead at something else: a reconstruction of 
the historical figure of Jesus behind the texts, including the construction of 
an account about Jesus’ intentions and his self- understanding.”43 Though 

 38. Jacques Schlosser, Jésus de Nazareth (Paris: Noesis, 1999), 299– 301; Helmut Merklein, “Der Tod 
Jesu als stellvertretender Sühnetod,” in Studien zu Jesus und Paulus (WUNT 43; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1987), 184– 85; A. Vögtle, “Todesankündigungen und Todesverständnis Jesu,” in Der 
Tod Jesu: Deutungen im Neuen Testament (ed. Karl Kertelge; Herder: Freiburg, 1976), 56– 57; Seyoon 
Kim, The “Son of Man” as the Son of God (WUNT 30 Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1983), 99.

 39. Jürgen Becker, Jesus of Nazareth (New York: de Gruyter, 1998), 341.
 40. Heinz Schürmann, Gottes Reich, Jesu Geschick: Jesu ureigener Tod im Licht seiner Basileia- 

Verkündigung (Freiburg, Breisgau: Herder, 1983), 11– 20.
 41. Ibid., 11.
 42. Heinz Schürmann, “Jesu ureigenes Todesverständnis: Bemerkungen zur ‘impliziten Soteriolo-

gie’ Jesu,” in Jesus, Gestalt und Geheimnis: Gesammelte Beiträge (ed. Klaus Scholtissek; Paderborn: 
Bonifatius, 1994), 168.

 43. Richard Hays, “Knowing Jesus: Story, History, and the Question of Truth,” in Jesus, Paul, 
and the People of God,” 48– 49. Wright’s method makes interaction with him complex, if not 
diff icult. Wright has contributed to the discussion on the kingdom and the cross as much as 
anyone, and although we differ in many ways, our overall theses are congruent. Because of 
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Scripture certainly reveals that Jesus did think and pray about his own voca-
tion, the aim of Christian faith (and theology) is not to ascertain the self- 
perception of Jesus by means of historical reconstruction but to understand 
Jesus through the witness of Scripture.

In sum, although several have begun to ask the question of the kingdom 
and the cross, and some have proposed brief answers, there is little on con-
structively integrating kingdom and cross, and none that does so in tandem 
with biblical and systematic theology. What is needed is not only the asser-
tion that atonement and kingdom belong together, but a biblically rooted and 
theologically formed articulation of how they relate.

BIBLICAL AND SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY
The fact that atonement and kingdom have often been divided by a particu-
lar disciplinary wall requires this project to integrate biblical and systematic 
theology. Defining the relationship between the two disciplines, however, is 
a difficult task inasmuch as the nature of each is greatly disputed in its own 
right. Beginning with a brief history of this wounded relationship, I will 
demonstrate how biblical and systematic theology are distinct yet inseparable, 
thereby revealing what I mean by each and how they relate.

Biblical and systematic theology (understood in the broadest senses) have 
been in happy union throughout most of church history. Whether Augustine, 
Aquinas, Calvin, or Wesley, Christians thinking at a high level felt no obli-
gation to pick methodological sides.44 In 1787, however, J. P. Gabler drove 
a wedge between the two disciplines in his famous inaugural address at the 
University of Altdorf, titled, “An Oration on the Proper Distinction between 
Biblical and Dogmatic Theology and the Specific Objectives of Each.”45 
Gabler called for a distinct separation of the two disciplines, arguing for 
biblical theology as a strictly historical enterprise to be conducted apart from 
the church’s theological biases.

the methodological differences, I have focused my interaction on Wright’s latest contribution 
in How God Became King, where he claims to be “bracketing out issues of historical referent” 
(xiii). However, he later acknowledges that the book as a whole is based on his previous work 
in The New Testament and the People of God (ibid., 277).

 44. The following brief historical survey follows Edward Klink and Darian Lockett, Understanding 
Biblical Theology: A Comparison of Theory and Practice (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 13– 17. 
For a more extensive historical overview, see James Meed, Biblical Theology: Issues, Methods, 
and Themes (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007), 13– 60.

 45. See J. Sandys- Wunsch and L. Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction between Biblical and 
Dogmatic Theology: Translation, Commentary, and Discussion of His Originality,” SJT 33 
(1980): 133– 58.
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This separation between biblical and systematic theology was cemented 
in academia by the development of the German university system and largely 
persists today,46 often in line with Krister Stendahl’s assertion that biblical the-
ology focuses on “what [the Bible] meant” and systematic theology on “what it 
means.”47 Although the Biblical Theology Movement was declared dead in the 
1960s for attempting to uphold orthodox Christian theology and (or by means 
of ) a modernistic epistemology and methodology,48 biblical theology itself is 
still alive, though its definition and relation to systematic theology is disputed.49

How, then, do I define biblical and systematic theology in comparison to 
one another? The key is that both draw from the same source of Scripture, yet 
have different emphases. Geerhardus Vos made a similar argument, though 
he is known more for his contribution to biblical theology than for defining 
its relationship to systematic theology. The key for Vos, contra much current 
thought that depicts biblical theology as closer to the text than systematic 
theology, is that both are equally bound to Scripture, albeit with different 
principles of interpretation: “There is no difference in that one would be more 
closely bound to Scripture than the other. In this they are wholly alike. . . . 
The difference arises from the fact that the principle by which the transfor-
mation is effected differs in each case. In Biblical Theology this principle is 
one of historical, in Systematic Theology it is one of logical construction.”50

Biblical and systematic theology, therefore, both draw from Scripture 
and seek to understand its unity, albeit in different ways.51 Biblical the-
ology emphasizes the unity of Scripture through the unfolding history 
of redemption52 or, in literary terms, the development of the plot in its 

 46. Richard Lints notes the impact of the university system on the specialization of theological 
disciplines (The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon to Evangelical Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1993], 272).

 47. Krister Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary,” IDB, 1:419– 20.
 48. Langdon Gilkey, “Cosmology, Ontology, and the Travail of Biblical Language,” JR 41 (1961): 194.
 49. For a helpful taxonomy of types of biblical theology, see Klink and Lockett, Understanding 

Biblical Theology.
 50. Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948), 24– 25.
 51. Trevor Hart, “Systematic— In What Sense?” in Out of Egypt: Biblical Theology and Biblical 

Interpretation (ed. Craig Bartholomew et al.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 345.
 52. I use “history of redemption” not primarily as a technical term (the concept of redemptive his-

tory was present in the early church and Reformers long before Heilsgeschichte spurred debates 
in nineteenth- century Germany) but rather as a conceptual framework for understanding the 
continuity of Old and New Testaments and the progressive nature of revelation. My use of this 
phrase is largely in line with Ridderbos (Paul: An Outline of His Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1975], 44– 90) or, more recently, Brian Rosner (“Salvation, History of,” DTIB, 714– 17). 
Although “redemptive history” and “salvation history” are often used synonymously, I use 
“redemption” intentionally because, along with the idea of liberation or rescue, it includes the 
cost of such an exchange (see Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross (3rd rev. ed.; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965], 11– 64).
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story line.53 Systematic theology seeks to understand the unity of Scripture 
through the logic of its theology and the way in which individual doctrines 
fit together as a coherent whole.

It is important to note, however, that these are emphases, not exclusive 
roles. In other words, biblical theology focuses on the history or story of 
redemption and systematic theology on its logic, but neither discipline can 
neglect logic or narrative respectively. John Webster goes out of his way to 
protect this point, fearing that Vos’s definition could remove the system-
atic theologian’s obligation and privilege of attending to the redemptive- 
historical shape of revelation.54 Webster is right, along with others, to insist 
that redemptive history is a crucial aspect of systematic theology, not just its 
opening act.55 The concerns of Vos and Webster, however, are not incompat-
ible. Redemptive history can be emphasized in biblical theology, but still be 
present in systematic theology. And it should, lest one fall into what Graham 
Cole calls “The Peril of ‘Historyless’ Systematic Theology.”56

Furthermore, biblical and systematic theology differ in their language 
and dialogue partners. Biblical theology’s aim is to set forth the theology 
of the Bible in its own terms, concepts, and contexts. Systematic theology 
seeks not only to understand the theology of the Bible, but to bring it into 
conversation with the tradition of the church and contemporary theology in 
order to communicate sound doctrine and correct false doctrine. Therefore, 
although biblical and systematic theology are closely related and inseparable 
in practice, a distinction between the two is still valid.

In sum, I offer the following brief definitions. Biblical theology is faith seek-
ing understanding of the redemptive- historical and literary unity of the Bible in 
its own terms, concepts, and contexts. Systematic theology is faith seeking under-
standing of the logical coherence of the Bible in conversation with the church’s 
tradition and contemporary theology.

 53. For the literary aspect of biblical theology, see Craig Bartholomew and Michael Goheen, 
“Story and Biblical Theology,” in Out of Egypt, 144– 71; D. A. Carson, “Systematic Theology 
and Biblical Theology,” NDBT, 100. In light of the historical and literary dimensions of bibli-
cal theology I will use both “redemptive history” and “story of redemption.”

 54. John Webster, “Principles of Systematic Theology,” IJST 11 (2009): 70; cf. idem, “Biblical 
Theology and the Clarity of Scripture,” in Out of Egypt, 361.

 55. Michael Horton, Covenant and Eschatology: The Divine Drama (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2002); Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical- Linguistic Approach to Chris-
tian Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2005); Hart, “Systematic— In What Sense?” 
350; Michael Williams, “Systematic Theology As a Biblical Discipline,” in All For Jesus: A 
Celebration of the 50th Anniversary of Covenant Theological Seminary (ed. Robert Peterson and 
Sean Michael Lucas; Fearn, UK: Christian Focus, 2006), 167– 96.

 56. Graham Cole, “The Peril of a ‘Historyless’ Systematic Theology,” in Do Historical Matters 
Matter to Faith? A Critical Appraisal of Modern and Postmodern Approaches to Scripture (ed. James 
Hoffmeier and Dennis Magary; Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 55– 70.
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Having stated the similarities and distinctions between biblical and sys-
tematic theology, their relation can now be addressed. The key here, contra 
much current thought that assumes a simple linear step from biblical to sys-
tematic theology, is that their relationship is bidirectional. The two disci-
plines, while remaining distinct in their emphases, should enrich one another 
in the broader task of Christian theology.

Vern Poythress rightly acknowledges this bidirectional relationship and offers 
several practical ways in which the disciplines interact. Biblical theology enriches 
systematic theology by reminding it of (1) the redemptive- historical nature of 
revelation, (2) the need for actual exegesis of the texts used, and (3) the system-
atizing process already beginning to take place within Scripture.57 The “reverse 
influence of systematic theology on biblical theology” is that biblical theology 
presupposes the central truths of orthodox theology.58 The basic idea here is that 
one need not check their theological convictions at the exegetical door in order 
to give Scripture the final authority.59 Although using the best tools available 
from the guild, biblical theology remains faith seeking understanding.60 In sum, 
systematic theology draws from, further develops, and informs biblical theology.

How does this mutually enriching, bidirectional approach to biblical and 
systematic theology play out in practice? While the order of authority clearly goes 
from Scripture to theology, the fact that one cannot simply set aside their theo-
logical presuppositions means that the order of practice is caught up in a herme-
neutical spiral.61 Though there is interplay throughout, the natural order is that 
theology emerges from the narrative of Scripture. As Alister McGrath explains, 
“Doctrine is generated by, and subsequently interprets the Christian narrative.”62

 57. Vern Poythress, “Kinds of Biblical Theology,” WTJ 70 (2008): 132.
 58. Ibid., 133.
 59. The most obvious example is that biblical theology as a whole rests on a particular doctrine 

of Scripture. As Webster says, “Biblical theology is a corollary of the unity of Scripture as the 
church’s canon” (“Biblical Theology and the Clarity of Scripture,” 352).

 60. This point reveals that I see much overlap between biblical theology and the movement known 
as theological interpretation of Scripture. Although biblical theology seems to place more 
emphasis on the unfolding nature of redemptive history, I equally resonate with the recurring 
themes in theological interpretation of Scripture, such as embracing theological presupposi-
tions, awareness of the tradition, and interpreting in community. For a general introduction 
to this movement, see Daniel Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation of Scripture: Recovering 
a Christian Practice (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008); J. Todd Billings, The Word of God 
for the People of God: An Entryway to the Theological Interpretation of Scripture (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2010). For a taxonomy of the relationship between biblical theology and theological 
interpretation of Scripture, see Daniel Treier, “Biblical Theology and/or Theological Inter-
pretation of Scripture?” SJT 61 (2008): 16– 31.

 61. Grant Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006).

 62. Alister McGrath, The Genesis of Doctrine: A Study in the Foundations of Doctrinal Criticism (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 37.
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Therefore, in this book I will define the relationship between the king-
dom and the cross, beginning with the theology of the Bible in its own terms, 
concepts, and context, with an emphasis on the unfolding history/story line 
of redemption (biblical theology), and then broaden the conversation by 
engaging with voices from church history and contemporary theology, with 
the aim of further coherence, correction of unbalanced/unbiblical depictions 
of kingdom and cross, and formulating doctrines in a way that will commu-
nicate in today’s context.

THE KINGDOM AND THE CROSS
This book will not only demonstrate the inseparability of kingdom and cross, 
but will also define the way in which they relate. Part 1 traces the relationship 
between the kingdom and the cross as it unfolds in the story line of Scripture. 
Chapter 1 focuses on the Old Testament, for the kingdom and the cross 
can only be understood as the culmination of themes developed throughout 
the story of Israel. I offer a panoramic sweep of the Old Testament, tracing 
the way in which the victory and suffering promised to the seed (Gen 3:15) 
develop into the royal victory and atoning suffering of the Messiah. Chapter 
2 then zooms in on Isaiah as the high point of Old Testament prophecy, 
where these themes converge in the figure of the servant, who brings the 
kingdom through his atoning suffering.63

Chapters 3 and 4 look at atonement and kingdom as they are fulfilled 
in Christ from the perspective of the New Testament authors. According 
to the gospel of Mark, Jesus proclaims his kingdom mission (Mark 1:1– 
8:21), explains its paradoxical nature (8:22– 10:52), and then establishes 
the kingdom on the cross (11– 16:8). In Colossians, the “kingdom of his 
beloved Son” (Col 1:13) and the “blood of his cross” (1:20) are woven into 
the same story of eschatological transference into the kingdom, reconcili-
ation to God, and defeat of evil powers. The book of Revelation explicitly 
says that king Jesus “has freed us from our sins by his blood and made us 
a kingdom” (Rev 1:5– 6)— later described as a lion- like victory through 
lamb- like means (5:5– 6) that entails the defeat of Satan by Christ and his 
followers (12:10– 11).

 63. The goal here is to capture breadth and depth. I therefore touch brief ly on key passages as I 
move throughout the canon, but go deep into the two books that are arguably the most rel-
evant for this discussion (Isaiah with the Davidic king and the Suffering Servant, and Mark 
with Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom and journey to the cross). I focus on Mark (as opposed 
to the other gospels) because of the explicit connection with Isaiah and the clear emphasis on 
both kingdom and cross.
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Chapter 5 summarizes my findings and furthers the argument through 
four key points for understanding kingdom and cross in biblical theology.

First, the Old Testament (and especially Isaiah 40– 55) is the proper con-
text for understanding the kingdom and the cross. The Old Testament 
background includes the story of victory through sacrifice as well as 
concepts such as covenant and temple, and leads to the observation that 
the promises of the kingdom in the Old Testament are fulfilled (in an 
“already/not yet” sense) in the cross of Christ in the New Testament.

Second, kingdom and cross play distinct and yet inseparable roles in the 
story of redemption. The kingdom is telic (the goal toward which 
everything moves) and the cross is central (the climax and turn-
ing point of the story), and they intersect as the end- time kingdom 
breaks into history through the cross.

Third, the cross does not merely fall in between the ages of redemptive 
history; it causes the shift from one to the other. In other words, the 
great exchange on the cross effects the great transition to the age of 
the kingdom of God.

Finally, and as the main thesis of Part I, the kingdom of God is estab-
lished on earth by Christ’s atoning death on the cross. Within the 
broader spectrum of all Christ’s work (incarnation, life, resurrection, 
ascension, Pentecost, parousia), Christ’s death is the decisive moment 
in the coming of God’s kingdom.

Part 2 extends the study from biblical to systematic theology, turning the 
focus to the logic of kingdom and cross in conversation with the tradition and 
contemporary theology. At the most basic level, the kingdom and the cross 
are held together by the Christ. Therefore, I focus on each of the doctrines of 
Christology, atonement, and kingdom. Chapter 6 presents an argument for 
the kingship of Christ on the cross, which thereby demands a reconsideration 
of the often overly categorized states and offices of Christ. In place of a strictly 
successive view of the states of Christ (exaltation after humiliation), I propose 
exaltation in humiliation within the broader movement of exaltation through 
humiliation. The rethinking of the munus triplex rejects sharp lines drawn 
between Christ’s offices and thereby seeks to resituate Christ’s death not only 
as a priestly act, but as a kingly one as well. Far from doing away with these 
doctrines, my argument actually calls for a return to their original forms.

After discussing the necessity of a proper approach to the doctrine of 
the atonement in chapter 7, chapter 8 enters into contemporary atonement 
debates, specifically addressing the hostile relationship between penal substi-
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tution and Christus Victor. This chapter is especially significant for this proj-
ect because Christus Victor has often been used as a connector between the 
kingdom and the cross, though usually to the exclusion of penal substitution. 
I will first discuss the common approach of pitting Christus Victor against 
penal substitution and then argue that Christ’s penal- substitutionary death 
is the means for his victory on the cross— Christus Victor through penal sub-
stitution. Christus Victor is important for connecting kingdom and cross, but 
only if properly integrated with penal substitution. On the cross, Jesus bears 
the penalty for sin by taking the place of sinners, thereby defeating Satan and 
establishing God’s kingdom on earth.

Chapter 9 shifts the attention from the royal nature of the cross to the 
cruciform shape of the kingdom. By applying Luther’s theology of the cross 
to the kingdom of God, I offer a constructive proposal for a kingdom that 
is hidden in this age beneath the foolishness of the cross but understood 
through faith to be the power and wisdom of God. I then engage Jürgen 
Moltmann who, as a systematic theologian, has dealt extensively with the 
kingdom of God and argues for its cruciform nature. Unfortunately, in his 
zeal for understanding God through the revelation of the cross, Moltmann 
redefines (if not denies altogether) the kingship of God. According to Molt-
mann, God rules only through saving and serving. In response, I present a 
doctrine of God that recognizes the Lord as the compassionate and just king, 
who rules through saving and judging. The chapter closes with a brief dis-
cussion of the way in which God advances his kingdom— namely, through 
Christians who have been united to Christ and are being conformed to his 
cross by the power of his resurrection.

Before moving on to the already begging question of how I define king-
dom and atonement respectively, I offer one final qualification. My discus-
sion of Christ’s atoning death in relation to God’s kingdom is meant to be 
received in harmony with (not in exclusion to) the other aspects of Christ’s 
work, such as his life, resurrection, ascension, sending of the Spirit, and sec-
ond coming. All the aspects are inseparable, and yet they play different roles 
theologically. The link between the cross and resurrection is especially sig-
nificant for the coming of God’s kingdom. Although I will address this con-
nection throughout, I cannot put it better than N. T. Wright, who says that 
“the resurrection is precisely the resurrection of the kingdom- bringer, the 
crucified kingdom- bringer, and that these elements are not left behind in the 
resurrection but rather fulfilled.”64

 64. Wright, “Whence and Whither Historical Jesus Studies in the Life of the Church?” 147.
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DEFINING KEY TERMS
THE KINGDOM OF GOD
The kingdom of God is widely acknowledged as the primary theme of Jesus’ 
preaching, and many argue that it is the unifying motif of the Old Testa-
ment, New Testament, and even the Bible as a whole.65 However, despite ten 
thousand scholarly publications on the kingdom of God in the last century, 
there has been little consensus on its definition.66

At the most basic level, ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ refers to the concept of God’s 
reign.67 In broader terms, the kingdom of God entails the fulfillment of 
all the promises of God for salvation.68 Somewhere in between these two 
approaches, I offer a practical working definition of the kingdom of God that 
certainly does not say everything, but attempts to capture its essence. I offer 
this definition in two phases: the design of the kingdom in creation and the 
coming of the kingdom in redemption.69 After defining the kingdom of God, 
I will then explain the entailments of the kingdom of God.

THE DESIGN OF THE KINGDOM IN CREATION

As we will see in the next chapter, Genesis 1– 2 presents the telos of creation 
as God’s reign through his servant- kings over creation— that is the design of the 
kingdom of God. I will make two observations about this design, followed 
by a phrase- by- phrase explanation. First, the order of the sentence reveals the 
order of significance in defining God’s kingdom. The kingdom is foremost 
about God’s reign; then, human vicegerency; and then, the realm of God’s 
reign. Second, while ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ primarily refers to the reign of God, 
the elements of people and place have been acknowledged broadly. Gerhard 

 65. For example, John Bright, The Kingdom of God: The Biblical Concept and Its Meaning for the 
Church (Nashville: Abingdon, 1957), 7; Ladd, The Presence of the Future, xi.

 66. Lesław Chrupcała, The Kingdom of God: A Bibliography of 20th Century Research ( Jerusalem: 
Franciscan, 2007). An updated version of this bibliography (2012) is available online at 
http://198.62.75.4/opt/xampp/custodia/?p=2259 (accessed 27 August 2012). For a brief his-
torical survey of the kingdom of God in theology, see Stephen Nichols, “The Kingdom of 
God: The Kingdom in Historical and Contemporary Perspectives,” in The Kingdom of God (ed. 
Christopher Morgan and Robert Peterson; Theology in Community; Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2012), 25– 48. For a more in- depth study, see Benedict Viviano, The Kingdom of God in History 
(Wilmington, DE: Glazier, 1988).

 67. R. T. France, “Kingdom of God,” DTIB, 420.
 68. Ladd, The Presence of the Future, 205.
 69. There has been a long time consensus that “kingdom of heaven” in Matthew is synonymous 

with “kingdom of God” elsewhere. However, Jonathan Pennington has added the important 
qualif ication that Matthew’s use of “kingdom of heaven” is part of his broader theology 
regarding the tension and eventual resolution between heaven and earth (Heaven and Earth in 
the Gospel of Matthew [NovTSup 126; Boston: Brill, 2007]).
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von Rad says these twin themes “run through the whole canon like a cantus 
firmus.”70 Stephen Dempster articulates the concepts of place and people with 
the terms “dominion and dynasty,” as well as geography and genealogy, land 
and lineage, Zion and scion.71

God’s Reign
The kingdom of God is first and foremost a statement about God— who he 
is (king) and what he does (reign). Although this divine focus should be obvi-
ous (it is, after all, the kingdom of God), recent history proves otherwise. The 
social gospel movement spoke of the kingdom as the realization of human 
potential in making the world a better place. A more recent definition of the 
kingdom observes that “the notion of the kingdom as an ideal society, char-
acterized by equality, justice, and freedom, has gradually been accepted.”72 
The problem with both of these definitions is that they simply leave out God, 
the king who makes the kingdom what it is. If one defines the kingdom as 
a utopian world without mentioning God, they miss the whole point of the 
kingdom, which redefines the world in terms of God’s kingship. R. T. France 
puts it well, “‘The kingdom of God’ is not making a statement about a ‘thing’ 
called ‘the kingdom,’ but about God, that he is king.”73 The eschatological 
hope of Israel was not a godless paradisiacal world but rather that “the Lord 
will be king over all the earth” (Zech 14:9).

The kingdom of God does not refer merely to a general or abstract con-
cept of God’s sovereignty (God is king), but to his active, dynamic reign in 
history. God’s dynamic reign was evident even before the fall when God was 
busy expanding his blessing— bringing dominion over all the earth through 
his image bearers (Gen 1:26– 28; 2:15; cf. Psalm 8). While the reign versus 
realm debate of past generations was certainly polarized, there is now a schol-
arly consensus that ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ refers primarily (though not solely) to 
God’s dynamic reign.74 Therefore, the message of the kingdom is not simply 

 70. Gerhard von Rad, “Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament,” in Essays on Old Testa-
ment Hermeneutics (ed. Claus Westermann; Atlanta: John Knox, 1963), 31.

 71. Stephen Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Biblical Theology of the Hebrew Bible (NSBT; 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003).

 72. D. J. Smit, “Kingdom of God,” DEM, 567.
 73. France, “Kingdom of God,” 420, italics his.
 74. Gustaf Dalman set the standard in the early twentieth century by claiming מלכות and 

βασιλεία always mean reign and never realm (The Words of Jesus [trans. D. M. Kay; Edin-
burgh: T&T Clark, 1902], 94). By 1962, however, the inf luential work of Ladd demonstrated 
that the kingdom refers primarily to God’s dynamic reign and derivatively to its realm (“The 
Kingdom of God: Reign or Realm?” JBL 81 [1962]: 236). For a discussion of contemporary 
nuances to this consensus, see Pennington, Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of Matthew, 254– 55, 
281– 85.

9780310516743_TheCrucifiedKing_int_CS6.indd   419780310516743_TheCrucifiedKing_int_CS6.indd   41 3/18/14   9:30 AM3/18/14   9:30 AM



The Kingdom and the Cross 

42

that God is king, but that God will come as king and set right what human 
sin has made wrong.

Through His Servant- Kings
Human vicegerency entails three significant points. First, God the creator- 
king reigns over all of his creatures, but he also reigns through his image- 
bearing servant- kings.75 This theme has often been overlooked, but it is crucial 
to understanding the kingdom of God. Second, the relationship between the 
divine king and human servant- kings is a covenant. The covenantal/relational 
aspect of the kingdom provides the proper context for understanding God’s 
kingship. Third, the scope of God’s eschatological kingdom is as wide as 
creation, but the focus is on his people. In other words, while the kingdom of 
God captures the comprehensive nature of God’s work, it still maintains the 
special place of humanity.

Over Creation
God’s reign over and through his servant- kings requires a realm.76 In Genesis 
1– 2, the realm of God’s rule is Eden, but the eschatological goal is for God’s 
reign to be over all the earth. The message of the kingdom is not an escape 
from earth to heaven, but the very renewal of the heavens and the earth. It 
was for this reason that Jesus prayed for God’s kingdom to come “on earth 
as it is in heaven” (Matt 6:10). Bonhoeffer expressed well the this- worldliness 
of the kingdom, saying that only those “who love both earth and God at the 
same time, can believe in the kingdom of God.”77

THE COMING OF THE KINGDOM IN REDEMPTION

After the fall, God’s kingdom remained the eschatological goal, although now in 
the form not only of eschatology but of redemption. It was this kingdom— the 
redemptive reign of God— that Jesus proclaimed throughout his ministry. Jesus’ 

 75. I use “servant- kings” as a parallel to what scholars often refer to as “vice- regents.” For two 
excellent articles on the importance of human vicegerency in creation and therefore the resto-
ration of vicegerency in the kingdom of God, see Dan McCartney, “Ecce homo: The Coming of 
the Kingdom as the Restoration of Human Vicegerency,” WTJ 56 (1994): 1– 21; Roy Ciampa, 
“The History of Redemption,” in Central Themes in Biblical Theology: Mapping Unity in Diversity 
(ed. Scott Hafemann and Paul House; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 254– 308.

 76. As Ladd says, “The kingdom is primarily the dynamic reign or kingly rule of God, and deriva-
tively, the sphere in which the rule is experienced” (A Theology of the New Testament [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974], 109).

 77. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Thy Kingdom Come: The Prayer of the Church For God’s Kingdom 
on Earth,” in Preface to Bonhoeffer: The Man and Two of His Shorter Writings (ed. John Godsey; 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1965), 28.
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proclamation of the kingdom was radical not because of its content, but because 
he announced its fulfillment in himself. Jesus is the servant- king through whom 
God establishes his reign over all the earth. Therefore, the redemptive nature 
of God’s kingdom did not change its core character but rather expanded it to 
include this new way of bringing God’s kingdom on earth. The following is my 
summative working definition of the kingdom of God:

The design of God’s kingdom in creation:
God’s reign through his servant- kings over creation.

The coming of God’s kingdom in redemption:
God’s redemptive reign through Christ and his reconciled servant- kings over the 

new creation.

THE ENTAILMENTS OF THE KINGDOM

In the Old Testament, the coming of the kingdom for redemption entailed, 
among other things, victory over evil, forgiveness of sins, and a new exodus.78 
I will briefly look at each, and will eventually demonstrate how they are inter-
related in Christ’s bringing the kingdom.

Victory over Evil
The coming of God’s reign on earth entails the dethroning of the “ruler of 
this world” (John 12:31).79 In the Old Testament, God’s reign is first explic-
itly mentioned after the destruction of the Egyptians in redeeming Israel 
(Exod 15:18), and the prophetic hope for God’s eternal kingdom includes 
the shattering of all earthly kingdoms (Dan 2:44). Jesus considered his exor-
cisms of demons evidence for the coming of God’s kingdom (Matt 12:28– 
29), and in his exemplary prayer for the disciples (Matt 6:9– 13), as Ridderbos 
observes, “the deliverance from the Evil One is the conclusion of the prayer 
for the coming of the kingdom.”80

 78. Jonathan Lunde lists the following entailments of the coming kingdom: “the judgment of 
Israel’s enemies (e.g., Isa. 9:4– 7; 11:1– 9; 16:5; 32:1– 5, 14– 20; 42:1– 9; 61:1– 3; Jer. 30:21– 22; 
33:15– 26; Ezek. 37:21– 25; Joel 3:2, 12– 13; Amos 9:11; Zech. 3:8; 6:12– 13; 9:9– 10 . . .); the 
return of the exiles (e.g., Isa. 11:1, 10– 16; Mic. 4:6– 8); the renewal of the land (e.g., Amos 
9:13– 15); the rebuilding of the temple (e.g., Ezek. 43:1– 7); the coming of the Messiah (e.g., 
Ezek. 37:21– 25); the establishment of a New Covenant ( Jer. 31:31– 34); the outpouring of the 
Spirit (e.g., Joel 2:28– 29); the healing and purif ication of the people (e.g., Isa. 62:1– 3; Jer. 
33:6– 8); and the inclusion of the nations in the blessings of the kingdom (e.g., Zech. 8:20– 23)” 
(Following Jesus, the Servant King: A Biblical Theology of Covenantal Discipleship [Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2010], 49).

 79. For evidence in Second Temple Judaism and in Scripture, see Craig Evans, “Inaugurating the 
Kingdom of God and Defeating the Kingdom of Satan,” BBR 15 (2005): 49– 75.

 80. Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom, 108.
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Forgiveness of Sins
The forgiveness of sins (inseparably linked with atonement in Leviticus) is a 
crucial element in the coming of the kingdom.81 In the Old Testament, the 
key prophetic texts for God’s kingdom include the promise of forgiveness (Isa 
33:24; 40:2; 43:25; 44:22; Mic 7:18– 20; Zech 13:1); Daniel 9:24 declares 
that the kingdom will come “to put an end to sin, and to atone for iniquity.”82 
At the heart of the promised new covenant— also crucial to the kingdom— is 
the assurance of forgiveness of sins (Jer 31:31– 34; Ezek 18:31; 36:22– 28).83

In the New Testament, Jesus characterizes the coming of the kingdom 
with a parable of a king who forgives the servants of their debts (Matt 18:23– 
27). For Paul, it is significant that the two passages where he speaks most 
clearly of being transferred from the kingdom of Satan to the kingdom of 
God both include the forgiveness of sins (Acts 26:18; Col 1:13– 14). Scholars 
have recognized this crucial aspect of the coming of the kingdom, calling the 
forgiveness of sins the central feature84 or “heart and sum”85 of the coming 
of the kingdom.86

New Exodus
From Eden to Canaan, land has been an essential ingredient in the kingdom 
of God. As Graeme Goldsworthy says, “If God rules, he rules somewhere.”87 
The place of land in the kingdom of God is clearly evident in the pattern of 
redemption set forth in the exodus. God as king delivers Israel from bond-
age so that he might lead them to the promised land. Isaiah transforms this 
past redemption into future hope, as he prophesies how God as king might 
deliver his people again through a new exodus, resulting not only in a new 
land but in a new heavens and new earth (Isa 52:11– 12; 65:17). Finally, Mark 
presents Jesus’ ministry in terms of a new exodus (Mark 1:2– 3), which Jesus 
then summarizes by saying, “The kingdom of God is at hand” (1:15). The 

 81. Hence, the oft- repeated phrase in Leviticus: “The priest shall make atonement for him for the 
sin which he has committed, and he shall be forgiven” (Lev 4:35; cf. 4:20, 26, 31; 5:10, 13, 16, 
18; 6:7; 19:22).

 82. See Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 218.
 83. Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant: A Biblical- Theological Understand-

ing of the Covenants (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 650.
 84. Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 77.
 85. Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom, 214; cf. Michael Horton, The Christian Faith: A System-

atic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 545, 947.
 86. George Buchanan demonstrates in the Old Testament and first- century Judaism that “sins had 

to be taken seriously and legally removed before kingdom could come” (“The Day of Atone-
ment and Paul’s Doctrine of Redemption,” NovT 32 [1990]: 237).

 87. Graeme Goldsworthy, “The Kingdom of God as Hermeneutic Grid,” SBJT 12 (2008): 7.
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kingdom entails God’s deliverance from foreign oppressors and for the realm 
of God’s new creation.

THE TIMING OF THE KINGDOM

The timing of the kingdom is perhaps the most shocking feature of Jesus’ 
announcement: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand” 
(Mark 1:15, italics mine). While Dodd’s “realized eschatology” defined the 
kingdom as wholly present in Jesus’ ministry and Schweitzer’s “consistent 
eschatology” relegated the kingdom solely to the future, there is a present 
scholarly consensus that the kingdom is already present and not yet consum-
mated (inaugurated eschatology).88

ATONEMENT
The word “atonement” is a distinctively English word that has been used 
since the sixteenth century to describe the at- one- ment of parties formerly 
alienated.89 Since Tyndale’s use of the word to translate the Hebrew כפר (Lev 
23:28) and the Greek καταλλαγή (2 Cor 5:18– 19), “atonement” has become a 
technical term in theology, usually referring to the way in which Jesus’ death 
reconciles God and sinners by removing sin and its effects.90 While there 
has never been one “orthodox” view of the atonement, the traditional atone-
ment theology since the Reformation has recently been questioned and even 
outright rejected by many.91 In light of the various viewpoints within these 
debates, I offer my own brief definition of the atonement:

The doctrine of the atonement is faith seeking understanding of the way in 

 88. Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 56.
 89. For the history of the etymology “atonement,” see Stephen Sykes, The Story of Atonement 

(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1997), 2– 3.
 90. The linguistic issues in the doctrine of the atonement are complex. Tyndale’s translation of כפר 

as “atonement” has been rendered accurate, but καταλλαγή is better translated “reconcilia-
tion.” The Greek ἱλαστήριον is the closest to כפר and debates have ensued as to whether it 
should be translated as propitiation (ESV), expiation (RSV), or sacrif ice of atonement (NIV). 
For a helpful discussion of כפר, see Jay Sklar, Sin, Impurity, Sacrifice, Atonement: The Priestly 
Conceptions (Sheff ield: Sheff ield Phoenix, 2005). For ἱλαστήριον, see Morris, The Apos-
tolic Preaching of the Cross, 144– 213. Beyond the biblical languages, interaction with modern 
languages is diff icult as well, for the English “atonement” can be translated into French as 
redemption or expiation and into German as Versöhnung, Sühne, or Erlösung (see Henri Blocher, 
“Atonement,” DTIB, 72).

 91. See, e.g., S. Mark Heim, Saved from Sacrifice: A Theology of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2006); Darrin W. Snyder Belousek, Atonement, Justice, and Peace: The Message of the Cross and 
the Mission of the Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012). For a survey of the doctrine of the 
atonement in modern theology, see Kevin Vanhoozer, “Atonement,” in Mapping Modern Theol-
ogy: A Thematic and Historical Introduction (ed. Kelly Kapic and Bruce L. McCormack; Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 175– 202.
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which Christ, through all of his work but primarily his death, has dealt with 
sin and its effects in restoring the broken covenant relationship between God 
and humans and thereby brought about the turn of the ages. At its core, 
the doctrine of the atonement is the attempt to understand the meaning of 
Christ’s death as “for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3).

I will explain this definition by clarifying how the atonement includes 
outcome and means, a broad and narrow sense, vertical and horizontal 
dimensions, and is expansive and particular.

OUTCOME AND MEANS

The word atonement is often used in two different senses, which, neither 
right nor wrong, need to be clarified. On the one hand, atonement is referred 
to as the outcome of Christ’s work (at- one- ment), and on the other hand, as 
the means of Christ’s accomplishment (making atonement).92 In the outcome 
approach, atonement is often synonymous with reconciliation or focuses on 
other effects of Christ’s work such as peace93 or community.94 In the means 
approach, the focus is on the way in which such a state of reconciliation is 
achieved (e.g., sacrifice). In my estimation, most contemporary discussions 
of atonement focus on the outcome, whereas historically the emphasis has 
been on the means.95 I believe both aspects are necessary for the doctrine of 
the atonement.96 Theologically, atonement entails both at- one- ment and the 
means by which it is achieved.

 92. Many have questioned the validity of attempting to explain the “how” of the atonement 
altogether. C. S. Lewis provides a classic statement: “We are told that Christ was killed for 
us, that His death has washed out our sins, and that by dying He disabled death itself. That is 
the formula. That is Christianity. That is what has to be believed. Any theories we build up 
as to how Christ’s death did all this are, in my view, quite secondary; mere plans or diagrams 
to be left alone if they do not help us, and, even if they do help us, not to be confused with 
the thing itself ” (Mere Christianity: Comprising The Case for Christianity, Christian Behaviour, 
and Beyond Personality [New York: Touchstone, 1996], 54– 55). I believe in the validity of the 
“how” question for the following reasons: (1) Scripture does not merely stop at the fact of 
atonement, but does at least begin to explain the “how,” which requires, or at least permits, 
theologians to do the same. (2) Historically, the “how” aspect has been a central part of atone-
ment discussions.

 93. Cole, God the Peacemaker.
 94. McKnight, A Community Called Atonement.
 95. For example, Gregory’s f ishhook theory (“An Address on Religious Instruction,” in Christol-

ogy of the Later Fathers (ed. Edward Hardy, LCC; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1954], 301), or 
Augustine’s mouse- trap theory (Sermon 263: On the Fortieth Day, The Ascension of the Lord 
[396– 97] WSA 7:220). Stephen Long says, “The atonement is the doctrine that seeks to show 
how Christ’s life, death, and resurrection reconcile sinful creatures to God” (“Justif ication 
and Atonement,” in The Cambridge Companion to Evangelical Theology, ed. Daniel Treier and 
Timothy Larsen [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007], 81).

 96. See Henri Blocher, “The Sacrif ice of Jesus Christ: The Current Theological Situation,” Euro-
JTh 8 (1999): 31.
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BROAD AND NARROW

To further specify the means of atonement, a distinction must be made 
between a broad and narrow sense of Christ’s work. Robert Yarbrough help-
fully distinguishes between all of Christ’s work (the broad sense) and Christ’s 
death (the narrow sense): “While in one sense the meaning of atonement is as 
broad and diverse as all of God’s saving work throughout time and eternity, in 
another it is as particular and restricted as the crucifixion of Jesus. For in the 
final analysis Scripture presents his sacrificial death as the central component 
of God’s reconciling mercy.”97 Both senses are necessary and must be properly 
related. In other words, Christ’s atoning work refers primarily to his death on 
the cross, but includes the spectrum of Christ’s work in his life, resurrection, 
ascension, sending of the Spirit, and second coming.

This distinction relates to the outcome/means distinction above, for all 
of Christ’s work is atoning in the sense of reconciliation (at- one- ment), but 
inasmuch as atonement also includes the sacrificial means, the cross is of par-
ticular importance. Based on the Old Testament background, where atone-
ment deals with sin through the shedding of blood, it is difficult to deny 
the strong connection between the cross and atonement.98 This point does 
not take away from the broader spectrum of Christ’s work, but ties Christ’s 
atoning work especially to the cross. Atonement is centered on Christ’s death 
within the broader spectrum of all of his work.99

VERTICAL AND HORIZONTAL

The doctrine of the atonement seeks to understand the meaning of Christ’s 
death as “for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3). While 
“for our sins” has provided the primary meaning of Christ’s death in the 
history of atonement theology, the “in accordance with the Scriptures” adds 
a much- needed redemptive- historical and eschatological shape to the atone-
ment.100 In short, atonement entails vertical (ordo salutis) and horizontal 
(historia salutis) dimensions. The meaning of Christ’s atoning death is not 
only the way in which it affects the vertical relationship between God and 
humanity, but also how it impacts the horizontal shape of redemptive history 
as it move toward the last days.

 97. Robert Yarbrough, “Atonement,” NDBT, 388.
 98. The resurrection, for example, is certainly atoning in the sense of at- one- ment, but in terms 

of making atonement, Scripture makes no such connection.
 99. See also Cole, God the Peacemaker, 25. For a more thorough discussion of the centrality of the 

cross in the doctrine of the atonement, see below, pp. 217–20.
 100. Richard Gaffin, “Atonement in the Pauline Corpus: ‘The Scandal of the Cross,’” in The Glory 

of the Atonement: Biblical, Theological, and Practical Perspectives (ed. Charles Hill and Frank James 
III; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 143.
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The redemptive- historical aspect of the atonement has been recognized 
by a small number of scholars.101 McGrath helpfully observes that “Christ’s 
death did not take place in some sort of vacuum, but in the context of a 
tradition of recognizing the redemptive acts of God in human history.”102 
McKnight claims that Jesus himself, by explaining his death in terms of the 
Passover and exodus, “storifies” his own death.103 David Yeago commends 
the early church’s crafting of the Nicene Creed in a way that upholds the 
meaning of Christ’s death as “for us” within its proper historical narrative 
“under Pontius Pilate.”104

Despite this great tradition, it seems that today many theologians have 
neglected the significance of redemptive history for the doctrine of the atone-
ment. Contemporary atonement theology, for example, has been criticized 
for being de- historicized,105 de- dramatized,106 and decontextualized.107 N. T. 
Wright’s criticism is both representative and stinging: “So many popular pre-
sentations are far too abstract: they take the whole event out of its context in 
history, in the story of God and his people, and imagine it simply as a non- 
historical transaction between God and Jesus into which we can somehow 
be slotted.”108

At what point did this error of detaching the cross from the story line of 
Scripture take place? Thomas Torrance claims that the allegorizing of the 
early church led to a depreciation of history and elevation of timeless truth.109 
Hans Boersma traces “de- historicizing tendencies” from the Augustinian tra-
dition through Protestant scholasticism, and finally in John Owen’s emphasis 
on Christ’s death as a commercial transaction.110 J. I. Packer says that the 
Reformed scholastics, while attempting to respond to the criticism of the 
Socinians, tried to beat them at their own game and, in their zeal to prove 
themselves rational, became rationalistic. The sad result, according to Packer, 
was that “they made the word of the cross sound more like a conundrum 

 101. See, e.g., D. C. Allison, The End of the Ages Has Come (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).
 102. Alister McGrath, The Mystery of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 43.
 103. McKnight, A Community Called Atonement, 83.
 104. Yeago, “Crucified Also for Us under Pontius Pilate,” 87– 106.
 105. Boersma, Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross, 168.
 106. Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 383.
 107. Thomas Torrance, Divine Meaning: Studies in Patristic Hermeneutics (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 

1995), 22– 25.
 108. N. T. Wright, The Crown and the Fire: Meditations on the Cross and the Life of the Spirit (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 122; see also Jenson, “On the Doctrine of Atonement,” Reflections 
(2006), available at www.scribd.com/doc/148066225/On- the- Doctrine- of- Atonement; Cole, 
God the Peacemaker, 13.

 109. Torrance, Divine Meaning, 105.
 110. Boersma, Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross, 168– 70.
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than a confession of faith— more like a puzzle, we might say, than a gospel.”111 
Lastly, while Boersma and Packer critique aspects of the penal substitution 
tradition for decontextualizing the atonement, J. Denny Weaver makes a 
similar critique of Gustaf Aulén, accusing him of “having stripped away the 
narrative of Jesus and retaining only the image of cosmic triumph.”112

We must understand the atonement in terms of its vertical and horizontal 
dimensions. The cross represents not only the great exchange (substitutionary 
atonement), but also the great transition (the eschatological turn of the ages). 
Paul says Christ “gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil 
age” (Gal 1:4). This one verse includes the great exchange (“for our sins”) 
and the great transition (“deliver us from the present evil age”). Based on 
this verse, we must not merely uphold both aspects of the cross, for they are 
integrated in Scripture itself: the great exchange effects the great transition.

EXPANSIVE AND PARTICULAR

Christ’s death on the cross is a gloriously multifaceted work, the scope of 
which could never be exhausted but only admired. There are two polar oppo-
site errors that arise from the many- splendored nature of Christ’s work: reduc-
tionism and relativism. Reductionism focuses on one aspect of the atonement 
to the exclusion of the others, whereas relativism upholds all aspects, often 
at the expense of order and integration.113 We seek to avoid reductionism 
and relativism by embracing the expansive nature of Christ’s atoning work, 
while still giving proper attention to particular aspects through order and 
integration.114

CONCLUSION
The division between the kingdom and the cross should not be. Jesus is 
the king who atones for our sins, and we must not only seek to understand 
his cross but to stand under him as our king. Indeed, even my provisional 

 111. J. I. Packer, “What Did the Cross Achieve? The Logic of Penal Substitution,” TynBul 25 (1974): 5.
 112. J. Denny Weaver, “The Nonviolent Atonement: Human Violence, Discipleship and God,” in 

Stricken by God? Nonviolent Identification and the Victory of Christ (ed. Brad Jersak and Michael 
Hardin; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 324.

 113. Adam Johnson offers a concise and helpful distinction between an aspect and a theory of the 
atonement: “An aspect of the atonement refers to the thing itself— the reality of this particu-
lar dimension of Christ’s saving work. A theory of the atonement is a conceptually unif ied 
account of an aspect of Christ’s death and resurrection, which explains the problem (sin), the 
characters (God, Christ, humankind) and an explanation of the solution by means of which to 
remove the problem” (God’s Being in Reconciliation: The Theological Basis of the Unity and Diversity 
of the Atonement in the Theology of Karl Barth [New York: T&T Clark, 2012], 20).

 114. For a fuller explanation of this approach, see below, pp. 177–89.
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 definitions above of kingdom and atonement beg for more integration, for 
one cannot understand the kingdom of God apart from Christ’s atoning 
work, nor can one understand the atonement apart from the coming of God’s 
kingdom. Integrating major doctrines such as atonement and kingdom is 
certainly a formidable task, but a necessary one nonetheless. To this task I 
now turn, and I begin “in the beginning . . .” (Gen 1:1), for the connection 
between atonement and kingdom unfolds progressively in the story line of 
Scripture.

9780310516743_TheCrucifiedKing_int_CS6.indd   509780310516743_TheCrucifiedKing_int_CS6.indd   50 3/18/14   9:30 AM3/18/14   9:30 AM


