
THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

When John the Baptist came preaching in the Judean 
desert, “Repent, for the kingdom of God is near” (Mt. 

3:1-2), he did not explain what he meant by the 

expression the “kingdom of God,” or in Jewish idiom, 
“the kingdom of heaven.” (The Jews were reluctant to 

pronounce the sacred name of God, and they often 
substituted words, such as heaven, to avoid using the 

divine name). Following John’s imprisonment, Jesus 

also began preaching in the desert, “The time has 
come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and 

believe the good news” (Mk. 1:14-15)! 

While the exact phrase “kingdom of God” was not 

used in the Old Testament, the idea of a new order 
which would be inaugurated by God at the close of 

history runs throughout the prophets (cf. Am. 9:13-15; 

Is. 65:17-25). In Jewish thought, there were two 
ages—the Present Age and the Age to Come. The 

idiom of the two ages was common in both rabbinic literature and popular thought by the first century, 
and the people who heard John and Jesus preach would naturally have understood the expression “the 

kingdom of God” to refer to God’s coming new order in the world. 

The hope for the kingdom of God burned intensely in the Jewish heart. The terrible exile of the Israelites 
from their land by the Assyrians and Babylonians had made it abundantly clear that the old kingdom of 

Israel was not the kingdom of God (2 Ki. 17:1-23; 25:1-21; La. 1-5). Even for the few who returned from 
Babylon to rebuild Jerusalem, the domination of Palestine by the Persians, the Greeks, and the Romans 

had reinforced the bitter truth that the only hope for the future lay in God’s intervention in history (Zec. 
8:1-8; 9:9-10; 14:1-9). Daniel, the prophet, described the coming of God’s kingdom as a rock that would 

crush the kingdoms of the world—and which would then become an eternal kingdom that would never be 

destroyed (Da. 2:31-45). Thus, it is little wonder that, when John began to preach that the kingdom of 
God was near, people flocked to hear him from all sections of Jewry (Mt. 3:5; Mk. 1:5). 

One of the things that became immediately clear in the preaching of Jesus was that the kingdom of God 
would be inaugurated along different lines than was popularly expected. The popular ideas were not 

compatible with what Jesus intended to announce (Mk. 2:21-22). The popular expectation was for a 

militaristic messiah who would revive the theocratic throne of David and crush the Roman oppression (Jn. 
6:14-15). In fact, various such messianic figures did indeed arise among the Jews, only to be crushed by 

the armies of Rome (Ac. 5:36-37). Jesus, on the other hand, announced that the kingdom was for the 
spiritually poor, the meek, the merciful, the pure in heart, and the peacemakers (Mt. 5:3-10). He 

challenged his listeners to love their enemies, not to fight them (Mt. 5:38-48). Anyone who would not 
approach the kingdom on these terms would be like a fool who built his house on unstable sand (Mt. 

7:24-29). 

To be sure, the inauguration of the kingdom of God would be accompanied by war. Still, it was not the 
Romans who were to be defeated, but the powers of evil (Mk. 1:23-28, 34; 3:11-15, 22-30; Lk. 11:20). 

For those who thought that the kingdom of God would be inaugurated with great fanfare, Jesus simply 
replied that this notion was mistaken. Instead, the kingdom was within (Lk. 17:20-21). It could be 

perceived only by a divine act, an act which Jesus described as a new birth from above (Jn. 3:1-8). 

Herein lies an important definition: the kingdom of God was not so much a realm as a reign. To speak of 
the kingdom of God is to speak of his rule or his dominion. It was Jesus’ contention that the rule of God 

does not begin in the politics of Israel and Rome, but in the submission of every heart to him as the Lord. 
The real enemy of the kingdom is selfishness, sin and the powers of evil (Mk. 9:42-48). The kingdom is 

not a matter of materialism, but of deep trust in God (Mt. 6:25-33). It is not in acts of power, but in 



surrender to the will of the Father (Mt. 7:21-23). It is not in the urge for greatness, but in the humility of 

a child (Mt. 18:1-4). In fact, those with power and wealth will find it very difficult to enter at all (Mt. 
19:16-26). 

There was no privileged class or race, but according to Jesus the kingdom was for the people of faith (Mt. 
3:9-10; 8:10-13). The kingdom would come unobtrusively, and its inauguration was to be compared with 

the planting of seeds which would grow in time (Mt. 13:3-9; 18-30, 36-43; Mk. 4:26-32). While the 

beginnings of the kingdom were indeed being inaugurated in unobtrusive ways, the consummation of 
that kingdom would not come until later (Lk. 19:11ff.). In the final analysis, the kingdom of God was not 

worldly but other-worldly (Jn. 18:36-37). 

One of the distinctive characteristics of the kingdom of God is that it is both present and future. In one 

sense, the kingdom has already been inaugurated in the earthly ministry of the Lord Jesus. Even during 
his public preaching, Jesus claimed that men and women were then pressing into the kingdom (Lk. 

16:16). Those who responded in faith to John and Jesus were eligible (Mt. 21:28-32). Those who 

rejected Jesus also rejected the kingdom of God, both for themselves and for those they were able to 
influence (Mt. 23:13; Lk. 11:52). Those who understand the message of love—love towards God and love 

towards others—are close to the kingdom (Mk. 12:28-34). 

At the same time, while Jesus clearly announced a present reality of the kingdom, he also announced a 

future consummation of the kingdom. The kingdom, God’s rule, was truly inaugurated in the ministry of 

Jesus, but even though the kingdom has already entered human history, it will yet have a final 
manifestation and consummation at the end of history. It is for this consummation that Christians are to 

pray (Lk. 11:2). The consummation of the kingdom will be associated with a great judgment (Mt. 25:1-
30; 8:11-12; 13:38-43, 47-50; 2 Ti. 4:1). At that time, all enemies, including death, will have been 

destroyed (1 Co. 15:24-26). The prophecy of Daniel, that all the kingdoms of the world will fall before the 
kingdom of God, will be fulfilled (Re. 11:15). 

This dualistic character of the kingdom of God—the fact that the kingdom is in some sense both present 

and future—is what Jesus called the mysteries or secrets of the kingdom (Mt. 13:10-11, 34-35). What 
was occurring in the spiritual realm with the binding of Satan by Jesus would ultimately occur throughout 

all the world. In fact, there will yet be a political dimension to the kingdom of God, but the spiritual 
dimension comes first (Re. 1:9; 12:7-11; 19:11-20:6). While the question may well be asked, “When will 

all this happen?”, the answer must still be given, “In the Father’s own time” (Ac. 1:6-7). So, Christians do 

indeed preach the good news of the kingdom (Ac. 8:12; 19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 31). Though they 
themselves have surrendered to the rule of 

God, they await, with much endurance, its 
consummation (Ac. 14:22; 2 Th. 1:5). In the 

meantime, they continue to pray, as the 

Lord himself taught, “Your kingdom come, 
your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” 

(Mt. 6:10)! 


