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This study examines the meaning and uses of  the term βασιλεία in the Gospel of  Matthew. 
Contrary to the predominant scholarly view, according to which the pertinent term is a ver-
bal noun signifying God’s exercise of  kingship, it argues that this so-called dynamic usage is 
merely one aspect of  a much fuller concept and multifaceted utilization of  the term. Taking 
its theoretical point of  departure in C. Ruhl’s notion of  semantic monosemy and pragmatic 
modulation, the study instead suggests that the term βασιλεία has a single, abstract, general, 
and diversity-unifying meaning – viz. that which pertains to royalty – which is pragmatically 
modulated by co- and contextual factors, to the effect that senses relevant to the respective 
settings in which the term occurs are engendered. More precisely, the study submits that the 
pragmatic range of  the term in Matthew’s Gospel covers both five distinct categories of  use 
– personal (king), abstract (kingly status), dynamic (kingship), collective (people/kin-ship) and 
spatial (kingdom) – and their integration into a coherent concept. 

After discussing the variegated use of  βασιλεία in the literary and linguistic environment 
of  Matthew’s gospel as exemplified by the Greek Book of  Daniel, all fifty-five occurrences of  
the term in the first Gospel are examined by means of  a composition-critical method, with 
the objective of  identifying which particular category of  use each occurrence belongs to. As 
the analysis demonstrates, although Matthew occasionally uses βασιλεία dynamically con-
cerning God’s exercise of  his “kingship” this usage only plays a rather nominal role vis-à-vis 
the overall account. It is instead the collective use of  βασιλεία as “kin-ship” that emerges as 
the most frequent and significant category in Matthew. Moreover, though not as frequently 
attested as the former, the personal use of  βασιλεία as “king” also plays a relatively prominent 
role in the Matthean account. Together these two uses attest and contribute to Matthew’s 
overarching dual focus on the Messiah and his people, and the gradual shift in attention from 
the former to the latter 

From the centrality and significance of  βασιλεία, and how it is entangled with virtually 
all other themes, literary and/or theological, in Matthew’s gospel, it follows that in-depth 
study of  how the pertinent term is used is not only of  importance in order to appreciate the 
Matthean Zentralbegriff in-and-of-itself, but is also incumbent for an accurate apprehension 
of  the nature and aims of  the Matthean narrative as a whole as well as the theological senti-
ments it aims to communicate. 
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