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 The Kingdom of God

“But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” 

(Matthew 6:33).  With these few words from Matthew's gospel, Jesus calls his listeners (including us) 

to a radical reorientation not only in how we live our lives, but also in what we live our lives for.  

According to Christ, the kingdom of God is to be the great prize for which we strive and on which we 

focus our desires and deeds.  This call to kingdom living should hardly surprise us as the phrase 

“kingdom of God” (and the synonymous phrase “kingdom of heaven”) appears over one hundred times

in the Scriptures with most of these occurrences coming from the mouth of our Lord himself.  Indeed 

when Jesus describes his ministry in Luke 4:43 he tells the people, “I must preach the good news of the

kingdom of God to the other towns as well; for I was sent for this purpose”.  Clearly the kingdom of 

God is central to the teaching of the New Testament.  Yet how many of us actually understand what is 

meant by this term?  Developing an accurate understanding of the Bible's teaching on the kingdom of 

God is necessary if we are to understand the central message of Christ's teaching and ministry in the 

New Testament.       

In this paper, we will first seek to briefly survey the exegetical evidence concerning the kingdom of 

God (focusing on the gospels and then proceeding to look at the broader Old Testament context and the

testimony of the New Testament epistles).  From there we will consider how a proper Christology can 

help us to understand what we read about the kingdom in the Scriptures (looking at Christ's kingship, 

both essentially, and mediatorially).  Then we will explain how a biblical eschatology (i.e. one that 

understands the already/not yet tension in the New Testament) can help to shape and enrich our 

understanding of this key doctrine and how this doctrine itself will shape and enrich our understanding 

of eschatology.  To begin then, we turn to examine the exegetical testimony found in the gospels 

concerning the kingdom of God.

1



Commenting on this topic, the great biblical theologian Geerhardus Vos notes that, “According to the 

united testimony of the synoptists, our Lord's first message on His appearance in public was the 

nearness of the kingdom of God (Mark 1:15; Matt. 4:17; Luke 4:19)” (Vos 304).  From the very outset, 

Christ's ministry was a ministry of the kingdom.  He came preaching and proclaiming, both in word 

and deed, the reality of the kingdom of God.  We have already cited several verses which illustrate how

Christ spoke about the kingdom but perhaps the two passages in the gospels which most clearly speak 

about the significance and nature of the kingdom are found in the second petition of the Lord's Prayer 

and in the three synoptic accounts of Christ's parables concerning the kingdom in Matthew 13:1-15; 

Mark 4:1-12; and Luke 8:4-18.  We will now look at both of these in turn.

When we are instructed in the Lord's prayer (found in Matthew 6:9-13) to petition our Father that “Thy 

kingdom come” what does this mean?  The Westminster Standards helpfully summarize the 

significance of these words in both the larger (Q. 191) and shorter (Q. 101) catechisms.  While the 

larger catechism is to be preferred for its breadth the shorter is to be preferred for its brevity and so is 

quoted below, “In the second petition, which is, Thy kingdom come, we pray that Satan's kingdom may 

be destroyed; and that the kingdom of grace may be advanced, ourselves and others brought into it, and

kept in it, and that the kingdom of glory may be hastened” (Westminster).  Already in this answer 

certain important features concerning the nature of the kingdom begin to emerge.  Wilhelmus A Brakel 

in commenting on this petition notes that, “As a house is built by adding stone to stone, and as a 

kingdom exists and is enlarged by uniting more and more subjects, likewise this kingdom prospers by 

the translation of the individuals from the kingdom of Satan to the kingdom of Christ” (A Brakel 513).  

Both the catechism and A Brakel are echoing the words of Paul in Colossians 1:13 when he says, “He 

has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son”.  

We see then that this kingdom comes from God the Father (as is witnessed in the Lord's prayer) but has
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been given to the Son (as is witnessed in Colossians and elsewhere).  Another key feature is that the 

growth of Christ's kingdom, as well as the destruction of Satan's kingdom, occurs as individuals are 

transferred from one domain to the other.  In other words, Christ's kingdom expands as the gospel goes 

forth.  Thus we can already see that the growth of Christ's kingdom is tied inextricably to the growth of 

His people.  The church then, is the most visible expression of Christ's kingdom as His people are 

brought together under Christ's rule.  It is when the church is pure and holy, and multiplied in the face 

of all odds, that the kingdom is come.  However, these points will be developed further, for now let us 

turn our attention to the kingdom parables found in the gospels.

Geerhardus Vos notes that despite Christ's extensive teaching on the kingdom, “we never find Him 

defining, but always describing the kingdom” (Vos 311).  This is perhaps best seen in the three synoptic

passages which have come to be known as the kingdom parables (found in Matthew 13:1-15; Mark 4:1-

12; and Luke 8:4-18).  The most extensive of these passages is found in Matthew's account which is 

explained by his overarching emphasis upon the kingdom of heaven, and in connection with that the 

kingship of Christ.  A parable by parable study of this passage would be a paper in and of itself but 

fortunately most of us are already familiar with the parables of the sower, the weeds, the mustard seed 

and leaven, the hidden treasure, the pearl of great price, and the net.  All of these parables help to 

describe, if not define, the nature of Christ's kingdom.  Vos notes four aspects of the kingdom which 

emerge from these parables.  First, the kingdom of God is entirely theocentric both in internal 

orientation and external actions.  Second, the kingdom of God, “is the sphere in which God manifests 

His supreme, royal power” (Vos 312).  Third, it is in this sphere of the kingdom of God that God acts as

righteous Judge and Ruler who executes His perfect will over all things.  Fourth, the kingdom of God is

characterized by blessedness, grace, and God's good gifts to His own.  Vos summarizes this way, “In all

the four aspects enumerated the designation “kingdom of God” rests upon the abstract conception of 
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the divine rule exercised and carried through in the work of salvation” (Vos 315).  To understand this 

point we must first broaden our scope to understand how the Old Testament writings and the New 

Testament epistles speak of the kingdom of God (and of God as King) before once again narrowing our

focus to understand Christ as Ruler of God's kingdom.  

Despite the fact that the exact phrase “the kingdom of God/heaven” is not found in the Old Testament, 

the Old Testament record is still replete with references to God as King and Ruler and to the nature of 

His kingdom.  Many references could be mentioned here (such as Numbers 24:17; 2 Samuel 7:16; 

Isaiah 9:6-7; Micah 4; Psalm 2, etc...) but a good representative text can be found in 1 Chronicles 29:11

where David prays, “Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory and 

the majesty, for all that is in the heavens and in the earth is yours.  Yours is the kingdom, O LORD, and 

you are exalted as head above all”.  It is clear from such texts that the idea of the kingdom (and of God 

as King) were hardly new concepts in Christ's day.  Indeed the very fact that Jesus could come 

proclaiming the kingdom of God while offering so little explanation demonstrates that His hearers were

already familiar with the texts mentioned above.  

As we move on to examine the epistle's teaching on the kingdom we find a similar situation.  While the

exact phrase is not often found (aside from a few references in the writings of Paul, the book of 

Hebrews, and the book of Revelation) yet the basic doctrine remains front and center.  Morton Smith 

explains this way, “New Testament usage identifies the preaching of the kingdom and the preaching of 

the gospel of Christ. [...] Despite the common references to the kingdom in the gospels, it is used less 

frequently in the epistles.  This is probably due to the identification of the kingdom and the gospel” 

(Smith 746).  As we step back to examine the vast exegetical evidence which lies before us we can turn

to the theological concerns which will help us to better define and understand the kingdom of God.       
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These theological considerations can be divided into two broad categories: 1) Christological concerns 

and 2) eschatological concerns.  Within our discussion of Christology we are particularly concerned 

with Christ as King and with the distinction between Christ's essential kingdom and his mediatorial 

kingdom.  The great Southern Presbyterian preacher Benjamin Morgan Palmer helps us to understand 

this distinction, “In what may be termed the absolute kingdom of God, we are not warranted in 

separating the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost in their co-equal jurisdiction.  But apart from the essential 

kingdom the Mediator has acquired the right to rule in that complex nature which belongs to him as the

Son of God and as the Son of man” (Palmer 267).  In other words God (and Christ as a member of the 

God-head) rules and reigns over all things at all times within His essential kingdom (c.f. Psalm 119:91; 

103:19; & Daniel 4:34-35).  However, it is in His mediatorial kingdom that we see the kingdom of God

which is proclaimed with such frequency and fervency in the gospels.  To quote Palmer again, 

“The proper subjects of this kingdom are the redeemed, organized in a visible society, the 

church, over which, as mediator, he more directly rules.  The administration of this spiritual 

empire, however, requires the extension of his sway over all creatures in heaven and earth; and 

the entire dispensation of providence is committed to his hands that he may fulfill the terms of 

salvation to those who are his own” (Palmer 267).        

This brings us immediately to our second area of theological discussion: eschatology.  Front and center 

here is the question not so much of what as of when.  If the kingdom of God is to be understood as 

Anthony Hoekema defines it, “as the reign of God dynamically active in human history through Jesus 

Christ, the purpose of which is the redemption of God's people from sin and from demonic powers, and

the final establishment of the new heavens and the new earth” (Hoekema 45), then we must ask 

ourselves when these things will be.  Is the kingdom present or future?  Already or not yet?  As 

Hoekema will demonstrate, “We shall do full justice to all the biblical givens only when we see the 
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kingdom of God as both present and future” (Hoekema).  

In what ways then is the kingdom present (or “already”) and in what ways is it future (or “not yet”)?  

According to the words of Jesus we can clearly see that the kingdom is already present in significant 

ways.  From his casting out of demons and miraculous demonstrations in passages like Matthew 12:28 

or Luke 11:20, to the parables of the Hidden Treasure and the Pearl of Great Price found in Matthew 

13:44-46 Jesus clearly draws out the already nature of the kingdom of God.  His words to the Pharisees 

in Luke 17:20-21 are worth quoting here, “Being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God 

would come, he answered them, “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed, nor 

will they say, 'Look, here it is!' or 'There!' for behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you””.  As 

Hoekema explains, “What Jesus is saying is that, instead of looking for spectacular outward signs of 

the presence of a primarily political kingdom, the Pharisees ought to realize that the kingdom of God is 

in their midst now, in the person of Christ himself, and that faith in him is necessary for entrance into 

the kingdom” (Hoekema 48).

However there is another side to the biblical testimony because in other texts Jesus clearly presents the 

kingdom as a future, or not yet, reality.  Again passages from the Sermon on the Mount (like Matthew 

7:21-23) or from the parables (see the parable of the Marriage Feast in Matthew 22:1-14, the parable of

the Tares in Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43, the parable of the Drag Net in Matthew 13:47-50, and the 

parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins in Matthew 25:1-13) all present the kingdom as coming in the 

future.  We find this same already/not yet tension in the writings of Paul on the subject (see 1 

Corinthians 4 or 2 Timothy 4:18).  So what then, are we to make of this dynamic?  It is clear that the 

teaching of the New Testament presents a kingdom that is already present, and yet future and not yet 

realized.  Hoekema draws our attention to the parable of the Leaven, found in Luke 13:20-21 for the 
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answer.  Just as leaven operates unseen, or hidden as it were, before finally the whole batch is leavened 

so the kingdom of God operates in a hidden way.  As Hoekema puts it, 

“In similar fashion, the kingdom of God is now hidden, quietly but pervasively making its 

influence felt, until one day it will come out into the open, to be seen by all.  The kingdom in its

present state, therefore, is an object of faith, not of sight.  But when the final phase of the 

kingdom is ushered in by the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, every knee shall bow “and every 

tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:11)” (Hoekema

52). 

To conclude then, the kingdom of God is a central teaching not only of our Lord Jesus Christ but also 

of the New Testament (and indeed the Scriptures as a whole).  This kingdom should be understood as 

the reality of Christ's rule and reign in the hearts and lives of his people which is specifically expressed 

in the Church.  This kingdom is already present among us in as far as Christ's rule is enacted in the 

lives of his people, yet await the future consummation of this kingdom when Christ will come again in 

judgment and usher in the New Heavens and the New Earth.  Grasping this understanding of the 

kingdom can help us to avoid the unbiblical alternatives that are often put before us.  In contrast to the 

under-realized view of the Anabaptists and others who see the kingdom as almost entirely future we 

can remind ourselves that, “To confess Christ as Saviour from sin, but to deny his relevance and power 

in the realm of culture, is a denial of his kingship over the believer and over the world” (Van Til 213).  

In contrast to the over-realized view of the peddlers of the Social Gospel and others who want to equate

the kingdom with nothing more than the present we can affirm that,  “The future of this earthly culture 

which we experience will find its future and fulfillment at the second coming of Christ and the 

inauguration of the New Heavens and the New Earth” (Lee).  We must avoid either extreme and instead

take care to submit to the reality of Christ's Kingship as the Scriptures define it.  
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