Why ‘kingdom of heaven’ & ‘kingdom of God’ are taken as synonyms

The ‘kingdom of heaven’ is taken as synonymous with the ‘kingdom of God’, with both terms referring to the literal, earthly kingdom in which Christ reigns as King over the land and people of Israel & King of Kings and Lord of lords over the Gentile nations.  Though some hold that these terms have different meanings (see footnote 1, next page), the reasons for reaching the conclusion that these terms are synonymous are:

· The Jews commonly replaced the words for ‘God’ with the word ‘heaven’ (Hebrew: shamayim) as a widely understood means for the Jews to avoid taking the name of God in vain, which was seen as having very serious consequences (Exodus 20:7).  This would explain why only the gospel of Matthew, directed to the Jews, would use the term ‘kingdom of heaven’.  The other gospels did not use that term at all.  
· Matthew used the term the ‘kingdom of heaven’ almost exclusively, rather than the ‘kingdom of God’, because he was directing his gospel to a Jewish audience, who would be quite reluctant to speak the name of God.  Luke uses ‘kingdom of God’ for the parallel passages, since his primary audience would not hold to the same cautions about speaking the name of God.  Whenever Matthew uses ‘the kingdom of God’, instead of ‘the kingdom of heaven’, which he does only four times, it appears in context to be for a deliberate emphasis on the divine character and origin of the Millennial Kingdom.  Compare these similar passages, which seem to use both terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’) interchangeably in the same context.

Matthew 5:3 (NASU)

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Luke 6:20 (NASU)

Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. 

Matthew 10:5-7 (NASU)

These twelve Jesus sent out after instructing them:… 7 "And as you go, preach, saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is at hand.'

Luke 9:1-2 (NASU)

And He called the twelve together,… 2 And He sent them out to proclaim                             the kingdom of God… 

Matthew 19:14

But Jesus said, "Let the children alone, and do not hinder them from coming to Me;     for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these."

Mark 10:14

But when Jesus saw this, He was indignant and said to them, "Permit the children to come to Me; do not hinder them; for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these." 

· There is nothing in Jewish literature of the day, or in Christ’s conversations with the disciples that indicates that they or any of the Jews understood a difference in the terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, ‘kingdom of God’).  Both Jesus and the disciples at times used shortened references to ‘the kingdom’, without distinguishing between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of heaven.  This would imply that it was simply not necessary to clarify which ‘kingdom’ was meant because there was no significantly understood difference to have to clarify. 

Matthew 4:23 (NASU; just before the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people. 

Matthew 9:35 (NASU; after the Sermon on the Mount)

Jesus was going through all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness. 

Acts 1:6 (NASU)

So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, "Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?".

· The differences which are often claimed between the two terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’) are difficult to derive from the text of Scripture
.  There is no place that explains any difference between the two terms.  In some contexts at the end of Matthew, the much less commonly used term ‘kingdom of God’ seems have been chosen to emphasize the divine origin of the kingdom.

· The parables in Matthew 13, often the major passage claimed to support a difference in the two terms (‘kingdom of heaven’, kingdom of God’), contain references to evil people (darnel, bad fish) as well as righteous ones in the same parable with regard to entrance into the kingdom, not the continuing of both within the kingdom
.

� Such as is claimed in Major Bible Themes, pages 351-352.  See last bullet above and footnote 4 below.





� A further simplification of terms and avoidance of confusion results from dropping the use of the term ‘mystery form’ of the kingdom in reference to the parables in Matthew 13.  If ‘mystery’ is taken to have the same meaning as in Paul’s writings and in Job 12 and Daniel 2 (where the Greek Old Testament also has musterion, the same as in Paul’s writings), then God is consistently the revealer of mysteries in all of Scripture, rather than having a unique meaning just for the parables in Matthew 13, which, again, is not evident from the text of Scripture.  The Church is the Church and Israel is Israel, not to be confused.
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