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3261 κύριος   κύριος (kyrios), 
lord, master, owner, Lord (3261); κυρία (kyria), lady, 
mistress (3257); κυριότης (kyriotēs), lordship, domin
ion (3262); κυριεύω (kyrieuō), be lord, master, rule 
(3259); κατακυριεύω (katakyrieuō), rule over, conquer, 
be master of (2894).
CL & OT 1. (a) In cl. Gk. kyrios is an adj., having 
power, authoritative, derived from the noun to 
kyros, power, might. As a subst. kyrios meant lord, 
ruler, one who has control. kyrios always contains 
the idea of legality and authority. Anyone occupy
ing a superior position can be referred to as kyrios 
and be addressed as kyrie (fem. kyria).

(b) In early Gk. kyrios was not used as a divine 
title. Although the term was applied to the gods, 
there was no general belief in a personal creator Lord. 
The gods were not creators and lords of fate but 
were, like human beings, subject to fate. The Gks. of 
this period did not feel dependent on a god or per
sonally responsible to the gods. Only insofar as the 
gods ruled over particular spheres in the world could 
they be called kyrioi.

(c) The situation was different in the East. The 
gods created humans who were personally answer
able to them. They could intervene in human lives 
to save, punish, or judge. They also established jus
tice and law, which they communicated to human 
beings, e.g., through the king. Therefore they were 
called lords.

(d) Instances of the title kyrios in Hel. times 
with reference to gods or rulers do not occur until 
the 1st cent. bc kyrios basileus, “lord and king,” is 
found often between 64 and 50 bc. In 12 bc Emperor 
Augustus was called theos kai kyrios, “god and lord,” 
in Egypt. kyrios was also used of Herod the Great 
(ca. 73 – 4 bc), Agrippa I (ca. 10 bc – ad 44), and 
Agrippa II (ad 27 – ca. 100). Other high officials also 
received this title. kyrios was used of the gods who, 
in contemporary popular thought, were referred to 
as lords. Where kyrios was used of a god, the servant 
(→ doulos, 1528) using the term stood in a personal 
relationship of responsibility to the god. Individual 
gods were worshiped as lords of their cultic 

communities and of the separate members of the 
fellowship. The worship of other lords was not 
excluded, however, for no god was worshiped as 
universal lord.

(e) The Roman emperors Augustus (31 bc – ad 
14) and Tiberius (ad 14 – 37) rejected the title kyrios 
and all that it meant. But Caligula (ad 37 – 41) found 
the title attractive. During and after the time of Nero 
(ad 54 – 68), who was described in an inscription as 
“lord of all the world,” the title kyrios occurs more 
frequently (one of the oldest instances is Acts 25:26). 
In and of itself the title kyrios does not call the 
emperor god, but when he is worshiped as divine, 
the title lord also counts as a divine predicate. It was 
against such religious claims that the early Chris
tians rejected the totalitarian attitudes of the state.

2. (a) kyrios occurs over 9,000x in the LXX. It 
translates ᾿ādôn, lord, which refers 190x to men as 
the responsible heads of groups (e.g., 1 Sam. 25:10). 
It is used only 15x for ba῾al, which means the owner 
of a wife or a piece of land (e.g., Jdg. 19:22 – 23). 
Yahweh is rarely called owner (Hos. 2:16), but more 
frequently Lord of the community belonging to him 
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22:8, 10; 26:15). A twicerepeated kyrios corresponds 
to Palestinian usage (Matt. 7:21 – 22; 25:11; Lk. 6:46).

2. God as the kyrios. God is frequently called 
kyrios, esp. in the many quotations from the OT in 
which kyrios stands for Yahweh, corresponding to 
the custom of pronouncing the title kyrios instead of 
the tetragrammaton in public reading (e.g., Rom. 
4:8 = Ps. 32:2; Rom. 9:28 – 29 = Isa. 10:22 and 1:9; 
Rom. 10:16 = Isa. 53:1). In Lk.’s birth narratives 
kyrios frequently denotes God (e.g., 1:32; 2:9). In the 
gen. accompanying another word it corresponds to 
OT usage: e.g., the hand of the kyrios (1:66); the 
angel of the kyrios (Matt. 1:20); the name of the kyrios 
(Jas. 5:10); the Spirit of the kyrios (Acts 5:9); the word 
of the kyrios (Acts 8:25). The formula “says the 
kyrios” (e.g., Rom. 12:19 = Deut. 32:35) also comes 
from OT. The formula “our Lord and God” (Rev. 
4:11) is reminiscent of the title adopted by Domitian.

Jesus is adopting Jewish forms of speech when 
he addresses God the Father as “kyrios of heaven 
and earth” (Matt. 11:25; Lk. 10:21). God is “the Lord 
of the harvest” (Matt. 9:38). He is the only ruler, the 
King of kings and the kyrios of lords (cf. Dan. 2:47), 
who will cause our kyrios Jesus Christ to appear 
(1 Tim. 6:15). God is the Creator and as such Lord of 
all (Acts 17:24). By acknowledging God as kyrios, 
the NT esp. confesses him as Creator—his power 
revealed in history and his just dominion over the 
universe.

3. Jesus as the kyrios. (a) The earthly Jesus as 
kyrios. This word applied to the earthly Jesus is first 
of all a polite form of address. This no doubt goes 
back to the title Rabbi (cf. Mk. 9:5 with Matt. 17:4; see 
also “sir” in Jn. 4:15; 5:7; 6:34). This address also 
implies recognition of Jesus as a leader and willing
ness to obey him (Matt. 7:21; 21:29 – 30). As Son of 
Man Jesus is also kyrios of the Sabbath; he has con
trol over the holy day of God’s  people (Mk. 2:28 – 29). 
Even after his death and resurrection the words of 
the earthly Jesus have authority for the Chris tian 
community. Paul appeals to words of the kyrios to 
decide a question (1 Cor. 7:10, cf. 25; 1 Thess. 4:15; cf. 
Acts 20:35).

(b) The exalted Jesus as kyrios. The confessional 
cry used in worship, kyrios Iēsous (“Jesus [is] Lord”), 
originated early in the Chris tian community. This 
confession is one of the oldest Chris tian creeds, if 
not the oldest. Note the Aramaic formula Marana 
tha (see 1 Cor. 16:22, NIV text note), which means 
“Lord, come,” “Our Lord has come,” or “The Lord 
will come”(cf. Rev. 22:20).

With this confession the NT community sub
mitted itself to its Lord, but at the same time it also 
confessed him as ruler of the world (Rom. 10:9a; 

(cf. Ps. 123:2). kyrios can also mean commander or 
ruler.

(b) In over 6,000 instances, however, kyrios 
replaces the Heb. proper name of God, the tetra
grammaton YHWH (Yahweh). The LXX thus 
strengthened the tendency to avoid the utterance of 
God’s name and finally to avoid its use altogether. 
Where kyrios stands for ᾿ādôn or ᾿adōnāy as a word 
relating to God, there is genuine translation; but 
where it stands for Yahweh, it is an interpretative 
circumlocution for all that the Heb. text implied by 
the use of the divine name: Yahweh is Creator and 
Lord of the whole universe, of humans, Lord of life 
and death. Above all he is the Lord God of Israel, 
his covenant  people. By choosing kyrios for Yahweh 
the LXX also emphasizes legal authority. Because 
Yahweh saved his  people from Egypt and chose 
them as his possession, he is the legitimate Lord of 
Israel. As Creator Yahweh is also the legitimate Lord 
of the entire universe, with unlimited control over 
it.

(c) kyrieuō occurs more than 50x in the LXX, 
generally with the meaning to rule.

3. In postOT Jewish lit. kyrios appears as a term 
for God in Wis. (27x; e.g., 1:1, 7, 9; 2:13), then esp. 
often in Philo and Josephus. Philo seems to have 
been unaware that kyrios stood for the tetragram
maton, for he used theos (“God”) to indicate the gra
cious power of God, while kyrios describes God’s 
kingly power.

NT Of the 717x in which kyrios occurs in the NT, 
the majority are found in Luke’s writings (210x) and 
Paul’s letters (275x). This one sidedness can be 
explained by the fact that Luke wrote for, and Paul 
wrote to,  people who lived in areas dominated by 
Gk. culture and language. On the other hand, Mk., 
more firmly based in Jewish Chris tian tradition, 
uses the kyrios title only 18x, and these mostly in 
quotations. The remaining occurrences of kyrios are 
spread over the other NT books. The uses of kyrios 
accords with its varied use in the LXX.

1. The secular use of kyrios. The kyrios stands over 
against the slave (Matt. 10:24 – 25; 18:25, 27; 25:19; 
Lk. 12:36 – 37, 46; Eph. 6:5, 9; Col. 3:22). kyrios means 
owner (Matt. 15:27; Mk. 12:9; Lk. 19:33; Gal. 4:1) or 
employer (Lk. 16:3, 5). The husband faces his wife 
as kyrios, i.e., as superior (1 Pet. 3:6). kyrios used as a 
form of address can emphasize the power of a supe
rior over an inferior, but it can also simply be polite
ness (Matt. 18:21 – 22; 25:20 – 26; 27:63; Lk. 13:8; Jn. 
12:21; 20:15; Acts 16:30). The term is also used to 
address angels (10:4; Rev. 7:14) and the unknown in 
the heavenly vision outside Damascus (Acts 9:5; 
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Supper” (11:20; → kyriakos, 3258), “judged by the 
Lord” (11:32), and “guilty of sinning against the 
body and blood of the Lord” (11:27). These expres
sions indicate that the Lord’s Supper is the place 
where the Chris tian community submits itself in a 
special way to the saving work of the kyrios and 
receives a share in his body and power (see also 
deipnon, 1270).

(d) kyrios and Spirit. Paul taught the Chris tian 
community to distinguish between the one who is 
speaking in the Holy Spirit and the one who is not 
(1 Cor. 12:3). A person can only say “Jesus is Lord” if 
he or she is filled with the Holy Spirit. Anyone who, 
by acknowledging allegiance to Jesus as kyrios, 
belongs to the new covenant, belongs to the sphere 
of the Spirit and no longer to that of the old cove
nant and of the letter. Such a one stands in freedom: 
“Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” 
(2 Cor. 3:17).

(e) kyrios in epistolary greetings. In the opening 
greetings of Paul’s letters the “Lord Jesus Christ” is 
frequently mentioned beside God the Father (e.g., 
Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:3). The concluding greeting, with 
the phrase “the grace of the kyrios Jesus be with 
you,” continued the prePauline tradition that may 
have had its origin in the Lord’s Supper (cf. 1 Cor. 
16:23; 2 Cor. 13:14; Phlm. 25). The description of 
God as the “Father of our kyrios Jesus Christ” goes 
back to the early Chris tian community (Rom. 15:6; 
2 Cor. 1:3; 11:31; cf. 1 Pet. 1:3). The formula was 
introduced into an originally Jewish context (the 
praise of God). Chris tian missionaries did not just 
call  people to faith in God the Father but also to 
faith in the kyrios Jesus (Acts 5:14; 18:8).

4. The lordship of the kyrios. (a) The activity of the 
church before the kyrios Jesus. In every expression 
of its life the Chris tian community stands before the 
kyrios who has authority and exercises it over the 
community (1 Cor. 4:19; 14:37; 16:7). He causes the 
community to grow (1 Thess. 3:12 – 13), bestows 
authority on the apostles (2 Cor. 10:8; 13:10), and 
gives different ministries to the members of his 
body, the church (1 Cor. 3:5; 7:17; 12:5). The kyrios 
also gives visions and revelations (2 Cor. 12:1). The 
whole life of the Chris tian community is deter
mined by its relationship to the kyrios (Rom. 14:8). 
The body, i.e., the complete earthly existence of the 
Chris tian, belongs to the kyrios; this precludes deal
ings with prostitutes (1 Cor. 6:13 – 17).

The kyrios gives to each one the measure of 
faith (1 Cor. 3:5; 7:17; Eph. 4:5). He is the kyrios of 
peace and gives peace (2 Thess. 3:16), mercy (2 Tim. 
1:16), and insight (2:7). On the basis of faith in the 
kyrios Christ, even earthly relationships between 

1 Cor. 12:3; Phil. 2:11). God raised Jesus from the 
dead and “gave him the name that is above every 
name” (Phil. 2:9; cf. Isa. 45:23 – 24), i.e., the name 
kyrios, and with it the position corresponding to the 
name. The exalted kyrios rules over humanity (Rom. 
14:9, kyrieuō). All powers and beings in the universe 
must bow before him. When that happens, God the 
Father will be worshiped (cf. Eph. 1:20 – 21; 1 Pet. 
3:22).

Jesus Christ is called the ruler over all the kings 
of the earth, King of kings and Lord of lords (Rev. 
17:14; 19:15 – 16). In this way he has received the 
same titles of honor as God himself (1 Tim. 6:15; cf. 
Dan. 2:47). According to contemporary Jewish 
thought, the different spheres of the world in nature 
and history were ruled by angelic powers. Since 
Christ has now been raised to the position of kyrios, 
all powers have been subjected to him and must 
serve him (Eph. 1:20 – 21; Col. 2:6, 10). When Christ 
has overcome every power (1 Cor. 15:25), he will 
submit himself to God the Father. Thus his lordship 
will have achieved its goal and God will be all in all 
(15:28). The one God and the one kyrios Jesus stand 
in opposition to the many gods and lords of the 
pagan world (8:5 – 6; Eph. 4:5 – 6).

Scriptural evidence for the exaltation of Jesus 
and for his installation as Lord was found in Ps. 
110:1, the most quoted Ps. in the NT (cf., e.g., Matt. 
22:44; 26:64; Acts 2:34; Eph. 1:20; Heb. 1:3, 13). The 
Jewish interpretation of this passage looked forward 
to the messianic future, but in the faith of the Chris
tians this hope was transferred to the present. The 
lordship of the Messiah, Jesus, is a present reality. He 
is exercising in a hidden way God’s authority and 
lordship over the world and will bring it to comple
tion in the future. This faith was articulated in 
Thomas’s confession (Jn. 20:28): “My Lord and my 
God.” Early Chris tianity saw no infringement of 
monotheism in the installation of Jesus as Lord, but 
rather its confirmation (1 Cor. 8:6; Eph. 4:5; Phil. 
2:11). It is God who exalted the Lord Jesus (Acts 2:36) 
and made him Lord of all things.

As far as we can establish, the NT church did 
not formally reflect on the relationship of the exalted 
Christ to God the Father as the church did later. 
Perhaps we can say that there is no developed doc
trine of the Trinity in the NT, but that the writers 
thought in Trinitarian forms.

(c) kyrios and the Lord’s Supper. kyrios figures 
frequently in expressions connected with the Lord’s 
Supper. Note the phrases that are partly prePau
line: “the Lord’s table” (1 Cor. 10:21), “the Lord’s 
death” (11:26), “the cup of the Lord” (10:21; 11:27), 
“arouse the Lord’s jealousy” (10:22), “the Lord’s 
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their members children). In addressing the church 
as “lady,” the author is expressing his respect for it 
and honors it as a work of the kyrios.

(b) kyriotēs, lordly power or position, domin
ion. In the NT this word occurs in the pl. with refer
ence to angelic powers (Eph. 1:20 – 21; Col. 1:16). 
The NT letters stress that the exalted Christ rules 
over these dominions. kyrioteō occurs in the sing. in 
Jude 8 and 2 Pet. 2:10, where the thought is not of 
angels but of God’s dominion.

(c) kyrieuō, be a lord, act as master. In the NT 
this vb. occurs 7x. The rule of kings over their 
 people is characterized by ambition (Lk. 22:25), 
because they misuse their power for selfish ends; 
the disciples are to seek rather to serve, as Jesus did 
(22:26 – 27). Paul uses kyrieuō to describe relation
ships of power. Because Christ has risen, death no 
longer has any power over him (Rom. 6:9). Christ 
died and rose in order that he might reign over the 
living and the dead (14:9). God is the ruler of those 
who rule (1 Tim. 6:15). Since Chris tians have been 
baptized into Jesus’ death and have risen with him 
(Rom. 6:3 – 4), sin must not reign over them any lon
ger (6:14). For they no longer stand under law but 
under grace (7:1, 6). Paul does not want to lord it 
over the faith of the Corinthians but to work with 
them for their joy (2 Cor. 1:24).

(d) katakyrieuō, rule over, conquer. The prefix 
kata has a negative force. In the NT the word occurs 
4x. It is a characteristic of Gentile rulers to exercise 
their rule to their own advantage and contrary to 
the interests and wellbeing of the  people (Matt. 
20:25; Mk. 10:42). The vb. also describes the man 
with an evil spirit who leaped on the seven sons of 
Sceva and “overpowered” them (Acts 19:16) as they 
attempted to imitate Chris tian exorcism. Finally, 
Peter exhorts elders not to exercise their office by 
lording it over the congregation, but to be examples 
to the flock (1 Pet. 5:2 – 3).

See also theos, God (2536); Emmanouēl, Immanuel 
(1842); despotēs, lord, master (of a house), owner 
(1305); kyriakos, belonging to the Lord, the Lord’s 
(3258).

masters and slaves take on a new aspect. Faithful 
service of earthly masters (kyrioi) is service of the 
kyrios of the church (Col. 3:22 – 24; cf. 1 Pet. 2:13).

(b) The formulae “through” and “in” the kyrios. 
The formula “through the [our] Lord Jesus [Christ]” 
occurs in the most varied contexts: e.g., thanksgiv
ing (Rom. 7:25; 1 Cor. 15:57), praise (Rom. 5:11), and 
exhortation (15:30; 1 Thess. 4:2). In such phrases 
kyrios is used in order to claim the power of the 
exalted Lord for the life of the church and of the 
individual.

The phrase “in the Lord” occurs especially. in 
Paul and means the same as “in Jesus Christ,” e.g., 
in the Lord: a door was opened for mission (2 Cor. 
2:12), Paul affirms and exhorts (Eph. 4:17; 1 Thess. 
4:1), Paul is convinced (Rom. 14:14),  people are 
received (16:2; Phil. 2:29), and the church is to rejoice 
(3:1), stand firm (4:1), and greet one another (Rom. 
16:22; 1 Cor. 16:19). Chris tians are to marry in the 
Lord (7:39), be strong in the Lord (Eph. 6:10), and 
walk in the Lord (Col. 2:6).  People are chosen (Rom. 
16:13) and loved (16:8; 1 Cor. 4:17) in the Lord; in 
him their work is not in vain (15:58). The whole of 
life, in both the present and the future, is deter
mined by the fact of Christ expressed by this for
mula: Paul and his churches stand in the presence 
and under the power of the kyrios.

(c) Statements about the Parousia. At present 
Chris tians are separated from the kyrios and long to 
be with him (2 Cor. 5:6, 8). Those who are alive at 
the Second Coming will be caught up to meet the 
kyrios (1 Thess. 4:17). Thus, the NT church looks for
ward to the future, visible return of Christ and to a 
final union with the Lord of life and death. We read 
about the day of the Lord (1 Cor. 1:8; 5:5; 2 Cor. 1:14; 
1 Thess. 5:2; 2 Thess. 2:2), “the coming [parousia] of 
our kyrios” (2 Thess. 2:1), and the “appearing [epiph-
aneia] of our kyrios“ (1 Tim. 6:14). When he comes, 
the exalted kyrios is Judge (2 Thess. 1:9; 2:8) and 
Savior (Phil. 3:20).

5. Derivatives of kyrios. (a) kyria (fem. of kyrios) 
means lady, owner, mistress of the house. In the NT 
it occurs only in 2 Jn. 1, 5, where it refers to the 
church (cf. v.   13, where the churches are sisters and 


