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Theologian John Bright wrote that if the Bible were to be given a title, 

it should be “The Book of the Coming Kingdom of God,” because 

“that is, indeed, its central theme everywhere.” 1 Alfred Edersheim 

said that the Kingdom of Heaven “is the whole Old Testament sublimated, and 

the whole New Testament realised.” 2 The Gospels record that our Lord “Jesus 

went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and 

proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom” (Matt 9:35: cf. Matt 4:24). Then he 

told his disciples that “this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed through-

out the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” 

(Matt 24:14).3 The book of Acts ends with the statement that Paul was “pro-

claiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with 

all boldness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:31). 

Not surprisingly, the mission of God is often described as the establishment of 

his Kingdom, which was inaugurated with God’s incarnation as Jesus the King, 

is continuing with the spread of his Kingdom to every ethnic group, and will be 

consummated in the age to come, as described in Revelation 21–22.4 Tennent 

writes, “No sharing of the gospel can be considered adequate apart from an 

understanding of the kingdom of God.” 5 At the same time, “a proper under-

standing and revelation of the Kingdom of God reveals the mission of God.” 6 

But as the Gentiles turned to Christ and the church grew among them, the 

concept of the Kingdom of God became somewhat marginal to their thought. 

The historian Viviano says the Gentiles did not understand the concept of 

the Kingdom of God because they lacked an adequate knowledge of its Old 

Testament roots in Daniel and its first-century Jewish cultural background.7 

Over the last fifty years, however, biblical scholarship has grown in its under-

standing of the concept of the Kingdom of God and of its relevance to ministry 

and life. In what follows I briefly outline the biblical concept of the Kingdom of 

God, showing that it is a complex concept with many components of meaning. 

In Part Two I will examine Christ’s teachings about the Kingdom and discuss
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their significance for understanding 
the mission of God and our part in it. 

1. Old Testament and Jewish 
Background to the Kingdom 
of God
The concept of the Kingdom of God 
originates in the Old Testament. There 
one finds the Hebrew word malkût 
“kingdom” with regard to God in two 
main senses. One is sovereignty, so when 
used of God’s sovereignty the phrase 
signifies his cosmic or universal reign. 
An example is Psalm 103:19: “The 
LORD has established his throne in 
the heavens, and his kingdom rules over 
all.” The second sense is the common 
one of a nation-state. When used in this 
sense with regard to God, it signifies 
the redemptive kingdom that God will 
establish on earth, and this is the focus 
of this article. This Kingdom established 
by God is sometimes called his mediato-
rial or messianic kingdom, because it is 
through this kingdom that God medi-
ates his will and redemptive purposes 
in the person of the savior king, the 
Messiah.8 The clearest Old Testament 
passages about this are in Daniel:

And in the days of those kings the God 
of heaven will set up a kingdom that 
shall never be destroyed, nor shall the 
kingdom be left to another people. 
It shall break in pieces all these king-
doms and bring them to an end, and 
it shall stand forever, (Dan 2:44)

I saw in the night visions, and behold, 
with the clouds of heaven there came 
one like a son of man, and he came 
to the Ancient of Days and was pre-
sented before him. And to him was 
given dominion and glory and a 
kingdom, that all peoples, nations, 
and languages should serve him; his 
dominion is an everlasting domin-
ion, which shall not pass away, and 
his kingdom one that shall not be 
destroyed … But the saints of the 
Most High shall receive the kingdom 
and possess the kingdom forever, for-
ever and ever. (Dan 7:13–14, 18)

This future redemptive kingdom was 
presaged by the kingdom God created 
among the children of Israel. When God 
delivered them from Egypt and brought 

them to Mt. Sinai, he said to them, 
“you shall be to me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation” (Exod 19:6). He was 
acknowledged as their national King (Isa 
44:6), and they were his people (Exod 
6:7; Deut 7:6). He would care for them 
as their Father (Deut 32:6; Jer 31:9), and 
they would corporately be his son (Exod 
4:22–23; Hos 11:1) and children (Deut 
14:1). When David and his descendants 
were appointed human kings over God’s 
people, they were subordinate kings to 
God, the “great King.” They ruled as 
his “sons” over his kingdom (Ps 89:27; 
1 Chr 17:13–14; 29:11; cf. Ps 82:6; 

2 Chr 13:8), sitting “on the throne 
of the kingdom of the Lord” (1 Chr 
28:5; cf. 2 Chr 9:8).

The prophets revealed that in the 
future God would put a righteous son 
of David on the throne, who would 
save God’s people and rule his king-
dom in righteousness (Jer 33:14–16). 
Isaiah described this righteous King 
as divine and his rule as everlasting, 
leading to an age of blessing (Isa 9:6–7; 
11:1–10). He described that future age 
as God’s “salvation”: 

He will swallow up death forever; and 
the Lord God will wipe away tears 
from all faces, … let us be glad and 
rejoice in his salvation. (Isa 25:8, 9)

By the first century, Jewish theologians 
were interpreting many more biblical 
passages as Messianic, especially those 
that mention a future “son,” “mes-
siah,” or “David.” 9 References to God’s 
future triumphant reign were inter-
preted as Messianic as well.10 A Jewish 

hymn written before Christ implores 
God to “raise up for them their king, 
the son of David,” “the Lord Messiah,” 
“the king of Israel.” 11 The Eighteen 
Benedictions of the synagogue service 
did likewise, praying that God would 
send the “Messiah,” “the Son of David,” 
to bring in God’s “salvation.” The 
Jewish teachers called this salvation “the 
Kingdom of Heaven,” “the Kingdom 
of God,” “the Kingdom of the Lord,” 
“the kingdom of David,” “the Kingdom 
of the Messiah,” or the “Days of the 
Messiah.” 12 It was thought by many that 
the Messiah would appear from heaven, 
perhaps as Enoch or Melchizedek 
returned.13 They did not yet know the 
Messiah would be God incarnate. It was 
expected that the messianic kingdom 
would be a time of great blessing under 
the Messiah’s righteous rule and that 
it would last many centuries, to be 
followed by the new world in the age 
to come, which would be perfect and 
eternal.14 Zechariah wrote:

And the Lord will be king over all the 
earth. On that day the Lord will be 
one and his name one. (Zech 14:9)

The Jewish scholar Klausner wrote,

This is one of the fundamental 
verses of the Jewish conception of 
the Kingdom of Heaven. It is the 
Messianic hope of Judaism, and the 
spiritual goal of human history. 15 

Another Jewish theologian wrote that

the drama of history moves toward 
the climax of the establishment of the 
Kingdom of Heaven on earth. 16

By the time of Jesus, Daniel’s vision of 
the seventy weeks was fueling antici-
pation that the time was near for the 
Messiah to appear and inaugurate the 
Kingdom of God.17 

Behold, your king is coming to you; 
righteous and having salvation is he, 
humble and mounted on a donkey, on 
a colt, the foal of a donkey. (Zech 9:9)

2. Characteristics of  
the Kingdom of God
Before going further, however, we 
should examine the concept of a 
kingdom. Kraybill provides the 
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following sociological definition 
of a kingdom:

A kingdom in a literal sense means 
that a king rules over a group of 
people. Social standards and group 
policies order the collective life of 
a kingdom. Agreements spell out 
citizens’ obligations to each other as 
well as to their king. The king’s ruling 
activity makes practical differences 
in the life and relationship of his sub-
jects . . . . Membership in a kingdom 
spells out a citizen’s relationship to 
the king, to other citizens, and to 
other kingdoms.18

Cognitive scientists call a complex 
concept like this a “schema,” because it 
is composed of an entrenched network 
of interdependent concepts, each of 
which is one aspect of the whole. The 
kingdom preached by Jesus is likewise 
a complex schema (Figure 1). This 
schema of the Kingdom is important 

schema as a whole, but usually the 
focus in any given biblical context is on 
just one of its component concepts. So 
when one reads the phrase “Kingdom 
of God” in the Bible, one must ask 
which component is in focus. In Table 
2 (page 9) you find some examples of 
biblical contexts which convey a single 
aspect of meaning about the Kingdom. 

This Kingdom is by no means a static 
schema. God’s mission to establish the 
Kingdom is dynamic, and involves three 
principal stages: (1) Christ inaugurated 
the Kingdom on earth; (2) he reigns 
over it now in heaven, while through 
the Holy Spirit he extends it to dis-
ciples in every ethnic group; (3) he will 
establish it fully at the end of this age. 
Meanwhile the members on earth enjoy 
many of the blessings of the Kingdom, 
and more when they go to heaven, yet 
they look forward to its consummation 
in the age to come, after the resurrec-
tion and judgment.19 

for determining the meaning of related 
biblical concepts.

The concepts that belong to the 
Kingdom of God schema are enclosed 
within the shaded area. Concepts like 
human and male are outside because 
they do not take their meaning from 
this schema, they only contribute to 
it. The concept of Messiah takes its 
meaning from the schema. The concept 
of the church in its broad sense as the 
saints, the true citizens of the Kingdom, 
takes its meaning from the schema. The 
concept of the local church is a complex 
schema of its own, one that connects to 
saints, leaders, and other concepts in the 
Kingdom of God schema.

In Table 1 (next page), one can see 
how the schema of God’s redemptive 
kingdom includes all of the aspects 
common to any kingdom. In the New 
Testament, the Greek word basileia 
(“kingdom”) sometimes signifies this 
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Figure 1: A Partial schema for the concept of “Kingdom of God”
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In summary, the Kingdom of God is 
characterized by complexity, by phases 
of development, and by the love of God 
in his mission to establish it, manifested 
through the missions of the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. 

3. The People and Ecclesiae  
of the Kingdom
Williamson notes that the “rich and 
varied message [about the Kingdom] 
clusters about two major foci: Jesus as 
king and his disciples as subjects in the 
Kingdom of God.” 22 This would be 
in addition to the major stages of the 
Kingdom: present and future. A care-
ful consideration of all of the kingdom 
passages in the Gospels shows that the 
aspects of the Kingdom most frequently 
in focus are the community of citizens 
itself (those in the Kingdom) and the 

The Bible also makes it clear that God’s 
Kingdom mission is motivated by his 
love: “For God so loved the world, that 
he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but 
have eternal life” (John 3:16). Jonathan 
Falwell puts it this way, that “the king-
dom is the expression of the mission of 
God, and the mission springs from the 
heart of God.”20

It is also clear from the New Testament 
that God undertakes this mission in 
the persons of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit, each of whom plays 
a special role. While the Christian 
theological tradition has always held 
that the actions of the Trinity are one 
and inseparable, it has also recognized 
that a special “mission” is “appropriated” 
to each Person of the Trinity. Timothy 

Tennent has articulated these roles in 
God’s mission in terms that reflect the 
tradition, using missio Dei in place of the 
traditional but archaic term “economy”:

God the Father: the providential 
source and goal of the missio Dei; 
God the Son: the redemptive 
embodiment of the missio Dei; 
God the Holy Spirit: the empowering 
presence of the missio Dei.21

Paul himself articulates God’s triune 
manner of ministry:

But when the goodness and loving 
kindness of God our Savior appeared, 
he saved us, not because of works 
done by us in righteousness, but 
according to his own mercy, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewal 
of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured 
out on us richly through Jesus Christ 
our Savior. (Titus 3:4-6)

A Normal Kingdom The Kingdom of God

King A kingdom is ruled by a king or queen.
The Kingdom of God is ruled by the Christ, a title which 
means the king sent by God to mediate his saving rule to 
his people.

Accession A normal king receives his kingship from his father or by 
appointment from a higher king.

The Messiah is anointed to be King by his Father, the 
“Great King.”

Length  
of reign A king rules for a period of time, usually until he dies. The Messiah King lives and rules forever.

Royal 
Authority

A king has nearly absolute authority over his subjects, 
except as he is subject to rules handed down from his 
father or a higher king.

The Christ has nearly absolute authority over earth and 
heaven. He fulfills the will of his Father.

Rule A king rules over his subjects, governing them, granting 
them privileges, and regulating aliens within his realm.

The Messiah King rules over his subjects, governing them, 
granting them privileges, and restraining aliens.

Government A king appoints those who will help govern, conferring 
on them varying degrees of responsibility and status. The Messiah King appoints those who will reign with him.

Body Politic 
(citizens)

A kingdom includes a body of citizens. Their citizenship 
permits them to live in the realm under the protection of 
the king’s rule. Aliens enjoy fewer benefits.

The kingdom of Christ includes a body of citizens called the 
saints, the church, etc., who enjoy the blessings of the Kingdom. 
Aliens enjoy fewer benefits and will eventually be excluded.

Citizenship
There are criteria for being a citizen, including allegiance 
to the king or government, and a procedure by which an 
alien may become a citizen.

The criterion for citizenship is faith in Christ as the eternal 
savior-king. The outward sign of becoming a citizen is baptism.

Laws
Laws and traditions govern the behavior of a kingdom’s 
citizens. By obeying the laws they exercise good 
citizenship.

The “Kingdom law” is to love one’s neighbor (James 2:8). 
Its ethos is “righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy 
Spirit” (Rom 14:17).

Service and 
Obedience

Citizens relate to their king as his servants (whereas, in a 
democracy, the government serves the people).

Citizens of Christ’s kingdom are called to trust and obey 
him and to serve the Kingdom and its citizens.

Benefits The king and his government provide services, maintain 
public order, and enforce right behavior. 

The King provides forgiveness, eternal life, and 
“righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”

Realm There is a territory over which a king exercises his 
authority— over both the citizens and aliens living in it. Christ has been given all authority in heaven and on earth.

Residency Citizens have a right to reside in the king’s realm. Citizens have a right to reside in Christ’s kingdom in heaven.

Gatherings 
of citizens

Citizens are allowed to participate in local assemblies of 
citizens, which in Greek were called an ecclesia.

Citizens of the Kingdom of God on earth gather in local 
assemblies, which the Greek NT calls an ecclesia. This is 
translated into English as ‘a church.’ 

Table 1: Aspects of the Kingdom of God
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Table 2: Texts that focus on particular aspects of the Kingdom

Verse with kingdom term (cited from English Standard Version) Relevant concept within schema (various versions as noted*)

King(ship)

John 18:36 My kingdom is not of this world. My kingship is not of this world (RSV); I am not an earthly king. (NLT)

Accession

Luke 19:12 A nobleman went into a far country  
to receive for himself a kingdom and then return.

A nobleman was called away to a distant empire  
to be crowned king and then return. (NLT)

Length of Reign

Luke 1:33 and of his kingdom there will be no end. and his reign will have no end. (NJB)

Royal Authority

Heb 1:8 the scepter of uprightness is the scepter of your kingdom. You rule with a scepter of justice (NLT)

Luke 22:29 and I assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, So I will give you the right to rule as kings, just as my Father has given me 
the right to rule as a king. (CEV)

1 Cor 4:20 For the kingdom of God does not consist in talk  
but in power.

For authority in the kingdom of God does not consist in talk  
but in power.

Rule, Reign

1 Cor 15:25 For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. Christ will rule until he puts all his enemies under his power, (CEV)

Government

Matt 20:21 Say that these two sons of mine are to sit, one at your right hand 
and one at your left, in your kingdom.

Say that these two sons of mine may sit, one at your right hand and one at 
your left, in positions of authority in your kingdom’s government.

Laws

Rom 14:17 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but 
of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit;

For the ethos/customs/laws of the kingdom of God are not a matter of 
eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit;

James 2:8 If you really fulfill the royal [basilikos] law, according to the Scripture, 
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well.

If you really fulfill the law of the Kingdom, according to the scripture, 
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well.

Policies

Matt 18:23 Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who 
wished to settle accounts with his servants.

Therefore the policies of the kingdom may be compared to a king who 
wished to settle accounts with his servants.

Authority to make rules

Matt 16:19
I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you 

bind on earth shall be bound in heaven,  
and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.

I will give you the right to make laws for the people of the kingdom of 
heaven, and God in heaven will allow whatever you allow on earth.  
But he will not allow anything that you don’t allow. (second part from CEV)

Body Politic

Rev 1:6 and made us a kingdom, and made us a people/community of his kingdom,

Matt 18:4 Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in  
the kingdom of heaven.

Whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest among  
the people of the kingdom of heaven.

Matt 13:31 the kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed  
that a man took and sowed in his field …

the kingdom community will start small  
but will gradually increase and become a blessing to many

Citizenship

Mark 12:34 You are not far from the kingdom of God. You are not far from becoming a citizen of the kingdom of God.

Matt 21:31 the prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you. the prostitutes are becoming citizens in the kingdom of God before you.

Matt 5:3 for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. for they have citizenship in the kingdom of heaven. // They belong to 
the kingdom of heaven! (CEV)

Heb 12:28 let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken let us be grateful for receiving citizenship in a kingdom that cannot be shaken

Realm

Matt 13:41 they will gather out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all law-breakers, they will gather out of his realm all causes of sin and all law-breakers,

2 Tim 4:18 The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me safely  
into his heavenly kingdom.

The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me safely  
into his kingdom/realm in heaven.

Residency

1 Cor 15:50 flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God flesh and blood cannot reside in God’s realm

Service and Obedience

Luke 9:62 No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back  
is fit for the kingdom of God.

No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back  
is fit for service to the kingdom of God.

*Verses with no version noted are the author’s paraphrase.
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process of becoming a citizen (entering 
the Kingdom).23 The New Testament 
itself provides a rich variety of designa-
tions for citizens of the Kingdom, both 
as individuals and as a collective body, as 
shown in Table 3 below.24

The Greek word ekklesia (Latin and 
English ecclesia) was originally used 
to denote assemblies of citizens of a 

kingdom. Only citizens were allowed 
to participate; slaves and aliens were 
excluded. The New Testament uses this 
same term for local bodies of citizens 
of the Kingdom of God, what we call 
in English local “churches.” The New 
Testament also uses the term to refer to 
the body of Kingdom citizens as a whole, 
what some have called the “Kingdom 
community.” 25 This consists of everyone 
who is born again of God and belongs 
to the family and Kingdom of God. The 
Kingdom community is both the result 
of God’s mission and a means for its 
blessings and expansion to all peoples of 
the earth.

In Kingdom communities, all citizens 
of the Kingdom are equal, regardless 
of their social identities in the world. 
“Here there is not Greek and Jew, 
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbar-
ian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is 
all, and in all” (Col 3:11). They are all 
God’s sheep, under one Shepherd, even 
if socially they belong to different folds. 

Jesus made this same distinction using 
figurative language. He said to his 
Jewish disciples, “And I have other 
sheep that are not of this fold. I must 
bring them also, and they will listen to 
my voice. So there will be one flock, 

one shepherd” (John 10:16). There is 
one shepherd and flock, but more than 
one fold. At that time there was not 
only a group of Jewish disciples who 
believed in him, there were groups of 
Gentiles who believed in him as well in 
Tyre, Gerasa, and Decapolis, in addi-
tion to Samaritan believers. So if the 
“one flock” denotes the members of the 
Kingdom as a whole, the “folds” must 
represent diverse groups of believers.26 
This is shown in Figure 1.

At the same time, Jesus said there 
were some “tares” (weeds) inside his 
realm who were not really “sheep” but 
“goats,” not “sons of the Kingdom” but 
“sons of the devil” (Matt 13:24–30, 
36–43; 25:32), some of them even like 
“wolves” “in sheep’s clothing” (Matt 
7:15). This became apparent later in 
the local churches, where in addition to 
believers and seekers there were “false 
brothers” (Gal 2:4), who “never really 
belonged” (1 John 2:19 NLT). So the 
situation should be represented more 
like the diagram in Figure 2.

Jesus said of the wheat and tares, “Let 
both grow together until the harvest, 
and at harvest time I will tell the reap-
ers, Gather the weeds first and bind 
them in bundles to be burned, but 

Figure 1: The “sheep” of the Kingdom flock are found in different “folds” 
within a world of goats.

The world
(“goats”) Members of the Kingdom of God

(“sheep”: the ecclesia)  
Jewish 

“fold” (ecclesia)
Samaritan 

“fold” (ecclesia)
Gentile 

“fold” (ecclesia)

Figure 2: A typical local assembly includes members and nonmembers  
of the Kingdom.

The world
(“goats”)

Members of the Kingdom of God
(“sheep”: the ecclesia)

a local assembly
(an ecclesia)

a local assembly
(an ecclesia)

The citizens of the Kingdom  
(as individuals)
sons of the kingdom    
sons of God

sons of Abraham    
servants of God/Christ

heirs of eternal life    
heirs of the kingdom

heirs of God     
fellow heirs with Christ

brethren/brothers    
saints (in Christ)

believers     
citizens

disciples     
Christians

obedient to the faith    
belonging to the Way

those who are saved    
those who are being saved

members of Christ    
members of the body of Christ

those who are in Christ/the Lord  
partakers of the promise in Christ

fellow citizens with the saints   
members of the household of God

those considered worthy to attain to that age  
and to the resurrection from the dead

The citizenry of the Kingdom (as a body) 
the kingdom of God/Christ    
the household of faith

the people of God/Christ    
the brotherhood

the church of God/ Christ    
a holy nation

the household of God/Christ    
the flock of God/Christ

the body of Christ     
the sheep (of Christ)

the bride of Christ    
the temple of God  

Table 3: Diverse terms for citizens  
of the Kingdom
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gather the wheat into my barn” (Matt 
13:30). He said he would separate 
people at the judgment, “as a shepherd 
separates the sheep from the goats” 
(Matt 25:32). 

Calvin noted that “many wolves are 
within the fold,” 27 and he quoted 
Augustine saying “there are very 
many sheep without, and very many 
wolves within” the visible church.28 
Calvin therefore distinguished 
between the “invisible church” of true 
sheep, whether in a visible fold or 
not, and the “visible church,” which 
includes both true sheep and non-
sheep.29 This is shown in Figure 3.

The truth of these images is seen in 
the fact that true, born-again believ-
ers in Jesus Christ are found today 
in a variety of socioreligious groups. 
This is shown in Figure 4.

Membership in a socioreligious group 
or subculture is evident through 
their shared language and customs, 
shared social networks, and common 
ethnic identity. Some cultures present 
special challenges for followers of 
Christ, such as Muslim and Buddhist 

cultures. The post-Christian cultures 
of Europe present a different chal-
lenge. As for people’s membership in 
the Kingdom of God, although there 
is a lack of physical evidence (such as 
a Kingdom passport), the evidence 
for it is found in their shared faith in 
Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, 
their love for God and the saints, their 
meeting together as faith communi-
ties to praise God and learn from 
his Word, and their shared spiritual 
identity as members of his Kingdom. 

When people come to faith in Jesus 
Christ and “enter the Kingdom,” it 
is not uncommon for some of them 
to join another socioreligious group, 
often at the invitation of members of 
that group. So one finds Pentecostals 
who have become Messianic Jews, 
Jews who have become Baptists, 
Baptists who have joined an Orthodox 
church, Muslims who have become 
Catholics, and Catholics who have 
become Pentecostals or Anglicans. 
Many believers, however, remain in 
the socioreligious group in which they 
were born. In such cases the “Kingdom 
of God spreads in and through [their] 

social networks … like yeast in the 
dough.” 31 It is not my purpose, how-
ever, to argue for or against people 
converting from one group to another, 
as that is their decision, but rather to 
note that God is actively saving people 
of every ethnicity into his eternal 
Kingdom while redeeming their cul-
tures as well, and He alone knows how 
their faith communities will develop in 
future generations.

May his Kingdom come, his will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven. IJFM
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