The Eschatology of the Sermon on the Mount:
When Shall the Meek Inherit the Earth?
Rev. Gregg Strawbridge, Ph.D.1
Kingdom, Eschatology, and the Sermon on the Mount
It has been widely recognized that the entire NT is eschatological in nature and certainly the “kingdom” as a
theme has rich eschatological dimensions. The Sermon on the Mount is the premier discourse about the kingdom.
As D. A. Carson says, “The unifying theme of the sermon is the kingdom of heaven. This is established, not by
counting how many times the expression occurs, but by noting where it occurs.” 2 It follows that the Sermon on the
Mount (hereafter, SM) as Christ’s most significant discourse regarding His kingdom, must also feature
eschatological content. And so it does.
The first section of the SM is predictive. Note the future tense of these terms in the Beatitudes: παρακληθήσονται
(shall be comforted), κληρονομήσουσιν (shall inherit), χορτασθήσονται (shall be satisfied), ἐλεηθήσονται (shall
receive mercy), ὄψονται (shall see), and κληθήσονται (shall be called).
Eugene Boring in the New Interpreter’s Bible says, “All of the beatitudes have the future tense in the second clause
except 5:3 and its counterpart 5:10, which have the futuristic present (the future tense [“will be” (ἔσται estai)] in D
is secondary).”3 The SM has both present and future tenses regarding the kingdom. It is a jewel of inaugurated
eschatology. As Quarles observes, “The tension between the future promises and the present existence of the
kingdom suggests that the kingdom has already been inaugurated even though it awaits consummation.”
There are many texts which speak of future blessings and judgments.4 The following texts provide for content
which relate to the main eschatological programs, or millennial views. I will interact with these views in light of
these texts:
• Matthew 5:5 - Blessed are the gentle [meek], for they shall inherit the earth.
• Matthew 6:10 - Your kingdom come. Your will be done, On earth as it is in heaven.
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The Land Promise in Matthew 5:5
Matthew 5:5 (ESV) - “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”5
According to Bruce Waltke, the Hebrew term ( אֶֶרץʾeretz) which is translated “land” or “earth” is the fourth most
utilized term of the Hebrew Scriptures, used 2504 times in almost 10% of all OT verses. The LXX/NT Greek
equivalent term γῆ (gē) is used 3422 in the whole of the Greek version of the Scriptures (OT/NT).6 The structure
of the unfolding redemptive promise to Abram centrally included the land promise, as Vern Poythress says, “One
of the main aspects of the promise made to Abraham is the promise that he and his offspring will inherit the land
(Genesis 12:1, 7; 13:14-17; 15:18-21; 17:8).” 7 It is to be noted that the same Greek term, γῆ (“earth”), is also the
term translated “land.” Context must dictate the translation choice.8
The third beatitude engages a kingdom expectation in terms of a “land promise” theme in Psalm 37. Psalm 37 is
richly descriptive of those who are meekly dependent on the Lord.9 Psalm 37:11a is cited, “But the humble will
inherit the land.” The same inheritance phrase is found several times in Psalm 37 (vv 9, 11, 22, 29, and 34). The
term for “inherit” is yaresh (“ )יַָרׁשto possess, inherit, dispossess” and the LXX term is klēronomēo (κληρονομέω), also
in Mt. 5:5.10
What is this inheritance in the SM and when is it realized for the people of God? The next sections will consider
this in the perspectives of premillennial, amillennial, and postmillennial fulfillment.
A Premillennial View: The Extra-Historical Fulfillment of Matthew 5:5
Those who believe an “extra inning” of history (the “millennium”) is necessary for God to supernaturally
complete His plan and promises for Israel frequently read Matthew 5:5 with this in mind. Leading
dispensationalist, Lewis Sperry Chafer interprets the SM as applying to “the Jew before the cross and to the Jew in
the coming kingdom, and is therefore not now in effect.”11 Henry Alford (Historic Premillennialist) sees this as
progressive, but beginning with a premillennial fulfillment. “That kingdom of God which begins in the hearts of
the disciples of Christ, and is not ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου τούτου, shall work onwards till it shall become actually a kingdom
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over this earth, and its subjects shall inherit the earth: first in its millennial, and finally in its renewed and blessed
state for ever.”12
Famously, dispensational interpreters insist that the physical descendants of Abraham shall yet receive the “land.”
Some dispensationalists maintain that Israel and the Church will even occupy different spaces in eternity, Israel
being God’s “earthly people.” Premillennial and especially dispensational interpreters are bound to see some
millennial fulfillment of the “promised land.” Premillennial interpreters, in my view, are commended for seeing an
earthly fulfillment in a passage which promises an earthly inheritance.
An Amillennial View: The Non-Earthly Fulfillment of Matthew 5:5
Amillennialists, of covenant theology persuasion, have argued for the replacement of the terrestrial with the
celestial. Bruce Waltke left Dallas Theological Seminary because he could no longer “without reservation” affirm
the premillennial outlook on the land. He argues now that the NT teaching is that “land” is spiritualized (referring
to Christ), transcendentalized (and points to the heavenly Jerusalem), and eschatologized (points to the new
heavens and earth). Urging that the land promise is completely fulfilled in the “heavenly” reading, he argues that
all truth was given to the apostles regarding the kingdom and the apostles do not affirm a premillennial land grant
to ethnic Jews, thus the premillennial view is not true.13 Likewise, Vern Poythress sees a heavenly fulfillment. He
denies any actual physical land as fulfilling an inheritance in the current era.14 Palmer Robertson sees the promise
of the land in the old covenant as shadowy and typological. The patriarchs were looking beyond it to a deeper,
spiritual reality, like the “Jerusalem above.”15 Ironically this view amounts to the conclusion the “earth” here is
“heaven” or that the earthly promise of blessing is only realizable in a heavenly realm. Charles Quarles writes that
despite a trend in the NT that “the land” is non-terrestrial (citing R.T. France), “This does not mean that one
should identify the promised land in this passage as heaven. Matthew typically distinguishes “earth” from heaven
…”16
Amillennial interpreters may respond that they do not mean a fulfillment in a gnostic ethereal heaven, but rather a
“new heavens and earth” which may be robustly physical. Fair enough, though an earthly “new earth” did not at
all sound like what they were describing just a few minutes ago. This may overcome the objection to the text(s)
promising an “earthly” fulfillment, but it does not overcome the problem that it is “this earth” to which the
fulfillment belongs. The “already” of the inauguration of this kingdom is identified with “this earth” and we pray
the kingdom “come on earth” (presumably “this earth”). After all, the restoration actions via Abraham are
premised on the fall of Adam who lost dominion over “this earth.”
I fear that many believe God will one day simply flush the toilet of this earth with some kind of annihilation of it
through fire — fire toilet? This is a common enough view. In this case whatever follows may be glorious, but
making this world disposable is an admission that Christ also failed in His dominion over “this earth” and the
kingdom ultimately comes on a different earth. This does not seem at all like something the NT admits. Thus, the
amillennial vision of a mere heavenly inheritance (or only in the eternal state) falls short of a restoration (through
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Christ) of the original creation mandates recommissioned to Abraham and commanded of the disciples (Mt.
28:18-20).
A Postmillennial View: The Incremental, this World Fulfillment of Matthew 5:517
Under the premill view, the fulness of the promised inheritance must await the second coming of Jesus and a
supra-historical period lasting only 1000 years. Among the many exegetical problems with premillennialism, 18 the
one that comes to mind at this intersection is that the covenant promises were to extend not for a mere 1000 years,
but to a 1000 generations: “lovingkindness to thousands [of generations]” (Ex. 20:6); “He has remembered His
covenant forever, the word which He commanded to a thousand generations” (Psalms 105:8; also Ex.34:7; Dt.
5:10). By almost any reckoning, 1000 generations is something more like 40,000 years. What happened to the
“literal” fulfillment of the OT promises to Israel?
The Inheritance is the Whole World (not merely the “Land of Israel”)
Not all premillennialists see Matthew 5:5 as referring to the “land of Israel.” For those that do see this as fulfilled
somehow in a Jewish millennium, consider the following: Keener (IVP Background) says, “The Hebrew of the
psalm could mean ‘inherit the land’ in a narrower sense (Ps 25:13), but in Jesus’ day Jewish people expected God’s
people to reign over all the earth, as some other Old Testament passages suggest.”19 Blomberg (NAC) thinks, “The
future reward echoes Ps 37:11 but generalizes the promise of inheriting the land of Israel to include all of the
earth. Christian hope does not look forward to inhabiting a particular country but to ruling with Christ over all the
globe and ultimately to enjoying an entirely re-created earth and heavens (Rev 20–22).”20
Saldarini (Eerdmans) explains, “The expression ‘inheriting the land’ recalls Israel’s inheriting the land of Israel in
the Bible, but in the beatitudes as in apocalyptic literature the just or the chosen inherit the whole world at the end
when God judges good and evil (1 Enoch 5:7). Matthew uses the word ‘earth’ (gē) to refer to the whole world, not
just the land of Israel.”21 Harrington (Sacra Pagina) agrees, “The ‘land’ is not necessarily limited to the land of
Israel. In apocalyptic literature (see 1 Enoch 5:7) the promise is widened to include the gift of the whole world to
the just: ‘To the elect there shall be light, joy, and peace, and they shall inherit the earth.’”22 Luz (Hermeneia)
observes regarding Mt. 5:5, “It is the earth, not only the land of Israel, that belongs to those who are kind, for the
traditional promise of land had long since been transposed into the cosmic realm”23 Hagner (WBC) says, “The
‘earth’ (τὴν γῆν) originally referred to the land of Israel, ie, what was promised to the Jews beginning with the
Abrahamic covenant (cf Gen 13:15). But in the present context of messianic fulfillment it connotes the
By Postmillennial, I mean that the time of Christ's Second Coming is “after” His mediatorial rule (Psalm 110:1) and the nature of His reign
from heaven will change the earth in terms of a large-scale transformation before His final consummation in which even death will be
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15:24-26: The Eschatology of the Dixit Dominus,” presented at the 1999 Evangelical Theological Society, Boston. (www.wordmp3.com/gs).
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regenerated earth (19:28; cf Rom 4:13, where κόσμος, ‘world,’ replaces γῆ), promised by the eschatological
passages in the prophets (eg, Isa 65–66).”24
D. A. Carson discusses the 43 uses of γῆ in Matthew and concludes, “The most natural way to render this notice
in 5:5 is therefore ‘earth,’ not ‘land [of Israel].’”25 He argues, “Entrance into the Promised Land ultimately
became a pointer toward entrance into the new heaven and the new earth (‘earth’ is the same word as ‘land’; cf.
Isa 66:22; Rev 21:1), the consummation of the messianic kingdom. While in Pauline terms believers may now
possess all things in principle (2Cor 6:10) since they belong to Christ, Matthew directs our attention yet further to
the ‘renewal of all things’ (19:28).”26 Like many cited above, Carson cannot accept a “this world” application,
despite the plain import of “earth” and 2 Cor. 6:10.
Pauline Confirmation of Whole World Inheritance in this Era
As the above survey demonstrates, many commentators from a wide variety of traditions understand Jesus to refer
to an inheritance of the whole earth. Another significant “land promise” is consistent with this reading. Romans
4:13 says, “It was not through law that Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of
the world (cosmos), but through the righteousness that comes by faith.”
In this section of Romans, Paul mounts a sustained and developed argument that Abraham is the foundation of
Gentile inclusion into the people of God. This demonstrably regards the current era (after pentecost-ascension,
prior to the second/consummation coming/resurrection). In showing that Torah cannot be the final boundary for
defining God’s people. He points to the sand of the sea heirs of father Abraham. It is certainly true that “Father
Abraham had many sons,” He is “father of many nations” (v. 16). He argues similarly in Gal. 3:17-18 of the
promise being foundational to Torah, not the other way around. The conclusion is the very strongest endorsement
of Gentile participation, since “the promise might be sure to all the seed, not only to those who are of the law, but
also to those who are of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all” (Rom. 4:16).Gentile participation is not
cast as replacement, but inclusion in the originally Abrahamic promises (also Eph. 2).
As suggested above, the universality of covenant fulfillment finds a voice, not only in Paul, but in many strands of
Second Temple Judaism into which the NT writers were immersed. Sirach indicates the promise to Abraham
meant God's covenant faithfulness to “exalt his offspring like the stars, and give them an inheritance from sea to
sea and from the Euphrates to the ends of the earth” [NRSV 44:21-22].27 The Book of Enoch says, “But for the
elect there shall be light and joy and peace, And they shall inherit the earth” (5:7).28 But there is an important
nuance in Paul. Second Temple texts have Israel rule. In Paul, the True Israelite, Messiah Jesus, rules. By His
restorative rule, He brings all nations equally into kingdom life (Rom. 9:5; 10:13).
Interpreters like Cranfield, see the larger connection of the Edenic biblical theme. He connects this with 1 Cor.
3:21ff (“all things are yours”), saying: “It is a promise of the ultimate restoration to Abraham and his spiritual seed
of man’s inheritance (Compare Gen 1.27-28) which was lost through sin.”29 Likewise, Dunn says “the blessing
promised to Abraham and his seed (including ‘the nations’) is the restoration of God’s created order, of man to his
Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1–13, vol. 33A of Word Biblical Commentary. Accordance electronic ed. (Grand Rapids:
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Adamic status as steward of the rest of God’s creation; over against a more nationalistic understanding of the
promise, Paul’s ‘interpretation of the promise is a-territorial,’ fulfilled ‘in Christ.’”30
It appears that dispensational and premillennial views, while acknowledging the earthliness of the land (not
spiritualizing it away), nevertheless fail to connect the dots of Christ's fulfillment to the original purpose of God in
creation. God's gift for man was that he exercise dominion over all the world, rather than the 144 by 40 by 20
miles of Palestine (Gen. 1:26-27). The fall created a dominion-vacuum. God's call and covenant to Abram was to
undo the fall. While Israel failed, True Israel, Jesus, fulfilled Israel's role. The universal dominion of Christ now
ensures that Christ is the true landlord, the True Man “appointed heir (κληρονόμον) of all things” (Heb. 1:2).
Matthew ends his gospel with an agenda for the Church which requires a reconstituted dominion mandate, the
“Great Commission.” The grammar of this command from the Greek text (mathãteusate panta ta ethnã
baptizontes autous) should simply be translated, “Disciple all the nations [and] baptize them (nations).” The
pronoun “them” (autous), grammatically refers to “nations” (ethnã), not “disciples,” since “make disciples” (from
mathãteuõ) is a verb. It is a grammatical error to read it as, “make disciples and baptize disciples.” The term
“nations” [ethna] is equal to “all the families of the earth” as used in the Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 12:3, 28:14,
Acts 3:25; cf. Psa. 22:14).
The OT predicts that the covenant to Abraham would transform the world - “All the ends of the earth may fear
Him (Psa. 67:7); “All nations serve him” (Ps. 72:11); also see Ps. 22:7; 2Ch. 6:33; Dan. 7:14. It makes no biblical
sense to teach that this will/can happen only after Christ is revealed, such that there is no need for “faith” and
Christ is visible (per the premillennial reading). That is precisely what Paul asserts is happening now/then as the
family of Abraham (renewed image-bearers) expand to be “many nations” (Rom. 4:17). N.T. Wright explains
Paul’s “world” in Romans 4 as a reading of Gen. 15 which is “not one territory merely, but the whole cosmos.” 31
The promise to Abraham was a restoration of the fallen cosmos through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Conclusion
The meekness beatitude about the meek inheriting the earth is consistent with at least some strands of 2nd
Temple Judaism, but especially with the Pauline unfolding of the fulfillment of the covenant promise to Abraham.
Matthew 5:5 certainly does not prove a postmillennial reading of the promised land theme in Scripture. I hope I
have shown that it is a key text which may be read perfectly consonantly with the postmillennial view, even
approvingly with a postmillennial view.
Amillennialism denies an earthly fulfillment of the promises of God, including those in Psalm 37, Matthew 5:5, and
Romans 4:13. It does not do justice to the earthly and “this” earth dimension of these promises. Premillennialism
(at least in its most popular form) denies the universal (whole world) application of the earthly promise to all of the
earth. The Jewish millennium replete with a literal fulfillment of the “land of Israel” to the Jews is inconsistent
with the expansion of this territory to the whole earth (Mt. 5:5; Rom. 4:13). Further, the premillennial conception
misses the “thousand generations” duration of the fulfilled promises. Postmillennialism satisfies both the earthly
application of the promise(s) to the whole earth and the promise that it is indeed this earth in which the fulfillment
comes. It is in this post-pentecostal, post-ascension history that sees the fulfillment of the promised inheritance,
since the nations will be made disciples on the very authority that Jesus has all authority in heaven and on earth (Mt.
28:18-20).
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