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The kingdom of God
What is the kingdom of God? 

Is it literal or is it a spiritual kingdom? Is it in heaven or is it on earth? 
Has it been established already or is it still future? The purpose of this 
booklet is to examine the teaching of the Bible, which gives us the 
answers to these important questions. Its teaching on this vital subject 
may surprise you. 

The coming kingdom of God was the essential theme of the gospel 
message preached first by Jesus and then by his apostles 2,000 years 
ago. It was based on the message of the Old Testament prophets of 
Israel and it was one of the foundation beliefs of first century 
Christians.  The word ‘gospel’ simply means ‘good news’ and as we 
will see from the following Bible passages, the message that Jesus 
preached was a message of hope for the future and ‘good news’ for 
the world. 

The gospel of the kingdom
Countless millions of Christians have recited the words of ‘The Lord’s 
Prayer’ since it was first spoken by Jesus. Yet it is a sad fact that few 
people understand what Jesus really meant by the words of the ‘model 
prayer’ that he gave to his disciples. They had asked him ‘Lord teach us 
to pray’ and in answer to their question he instructed them how to 
offer a simple prayer to God which included the words: 

‘Your kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is 
in heaven.‘                             Matthew 6.10

What did Jesus mean by these words and what did his immediate 
followers understand by them? If we study the gospel accounts we 
will come to the conclusion that the kingdom of God was the principal 
theme of the teaching of Jesus.   We read passages like this:
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‘…Jesus came to Galilee, preaching the gospel of the 
kingdom of God.‘                                    Mark 1.14

 ‘...he (Jesus) went through every city and village, 
preaching and bringing the glad tidings of the kingdom of 
God.‘            Luke 8.1 

When Jesus sent his disciples out, he also instructed them to preach 
the same message: 

‘Then he called his twelve disciples together…He sent 
them to preach the kingdom of God and to heal the sick.‘ 
                             Luke 9.1,2  

The kingdom of God in the past
If the disciples preached the gospel or the good news about the 
coming kingdom of God, it follows that they themselves must have 
understood and believed the same gospel message.  But what exactly 
did they understand by this phrase ‘the kingdom of God’?

Both Jesus and his disciples understood that there had been a 
kingdom of God on earth before. The Old Testament Scriptures 
contain a detailed history of that kingdom which had been established 
a long time before the birth of Jesus and had existed for many 
centuries. 

When the nation of Israel wanted to be like the surrounding 
kingdoms and have a human king, God told the prophet Samuel: 
‘...Heed the voice of the people in all that they say to you; for they have 
not rejected you, but they have rejected me, that I should not reign 
over them’ (1 Samuel 8.7). This shows that the nation of Israel was 
God’s kingdom at that time. Saul was the first human king to rule over 
them but this divine message implied that the kingdom of God was 
founded long before the time of Samuel and Saul.
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The book of Exodus tells us about the early history of the Israelites, the 
descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob whose name was changed 
to Israel. By the time of Moses their numbers had greatly increased 
and they had been forced into slavery in the land of Egypt. 

A divine covenant
The Israelites eventually left Egyptian slavery to journey to the land of 
Canaan under the leadership of Moses. They travelled through the 
desert to Mount Sinai where God made a covenant (agreement) with 
them. The book of Exodus tells us about this covenant in God’s words 
addressed to Moses:

 ‘… “Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell 
the children of Israel: ‘You have seen what I did to the 
Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and 
brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will indeed 
obey my voice and keep my covenant, then you shall be 
a special treasure to me above all people; for all the 
earth is mine.  And you shall be to me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words which 
you shall speak to the children of Israel”.‘     Exodus 19.3-6

This passage tells us something extremely important. It confirms that 
the children of Israel, the Jews, were God’s chosen people and reminds 
us that they entered into a covenant with God and became a ‘holy 
nation’. The word ‘holy’ means separate, indicating that God had 
separated them from the other nations to serve Him. This ‘holy nation’ 
was constituted the kingdom of God at Mount Sinai with God as their 
king.  They are described here as ‘a special treasure’ to God ‘above all 
people’. 

Moses told the people this divine message and they responded with 
the words: ‘All that the LORD has spoken we will do’ (Exodus 19.8). At 
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the same time their leader Moses was given wise laws to guide them in 
every aspect of their daily lives. The ‘Law of Moses’ as it became known 
also required them to set up a place of worship in the middle of their 
encampment. This tabernacle was a visual reminder that God would 
dwell with them as long as they continued to worship and obey Him.

The throne of the Lord in Jerusalem
As already noted, God eventually agreed to their request for a human 
king. The first king, Saul, was succeeded by David who reigned in 
Hebron and then in Jerusalem, which became the ancient capital of 
the kingdom of God. After a long and eventful reign David was 
succeeded by his son Solomon. David acknowledged that both he and 
his son were in a very privileged position – the kingdom they ruled 
over was still the kingdom of God that had been established hundreds 
of years earlier at Mount Sinai. These are the words of David’s prayer 
of thanksgiving at the end of his reign: 

‘Yours, O LORD, is the greatness, the power and the 
glory, the victory and the majesty; for all that is in 
heaven and in earth is yours; yours is the kingdom, O 

LORD, and you are exalted as head 
over all.‘               I Chronicles 29.11

David’s prayer reminds us that God still 
retained overall sovereignty over the 
nation of Israel, His covenant people, and 
the subsequent kings of Israel were said to 
sit on God’s throne. For example we read 
how Solomon succeeded David as king in 
these words: ‘Then Solomon sat on the 
throne of the LORD as king instead of 
David his father...’ (1 Chronicles 29.23).  
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The breaking of the covenant
This throne in Jerusalem eventually ceased to be occupied. Why? 

The history of the Jewish people gives us the answer. It was a history 
of decline, the result of failure to uphold the divine law given through 
Moses. Instead they turned to idolatry like the surrounding nations 
and rebelled against the God of Israel who had chosen them to serve 
Him. They broke the covenant made at Sinai but God, in His love and 
mercy for His chosen people Israel, sent prophets to warn them of the 
consequences of rebellion. But the prophetic warnings were in vain 
and eventually the kingdom came to an end. Jerusalem was besieged 
and destroyed by the Babylonians. Its last king was taken to Babylon 
with most of the Jews who had survived the terrible siege. 

A promise of restoration
Was that the end of the kingdom of God on earth? The answer to this 
question is found in some remarkable words of the prophet Ezekiel 
addressed to the last king, Zedekiah. God made a promise that one 
day the kingdom would be restored:

‘Now to you, O profane, wicked prince of Israel, whose 
day has come, whose iniquity shall end, “thus says the 
Lord GOD: Remove the turban, and take off the crown…
I will make it overthrown! It shall be no longer, until he 
comes whose right it is, and I will give it to him”‘. 
             Ezekiel 21.25-27

Six hundred years went by and the land of Israel came under the 
domination of a succession of empires. At the time of Jesus, the land 
was just a province of the Roman Empire.

God's appointed king
The early disciples of Jesus understood that the previous divine 
kingdom had been a literal kingdom on this earth, with a literal capital 
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city.  The city of Jerusalem had a literal throne called ‘the throne of 
David’, named in honour of its most illustrious king.  The disciples also 
knew that Jesus was the one foretold by the prophet Ezekiel ‘whose 
right it is’ to sit on David’s throne. The message of the angel Gabriel, 
given to Mary before the birth of her son was unmistakable:

‘He will be great, and will be called the Son of the 
Highest; and the Lord God will give him the throne of his 
father David. And he will reign over the house of Jacob 
for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.‘  
                  Luke 1.32, 3

There can be no denying that the words of Gabriel referred to a literal 
kingdom on earth with Jesus as king. Where was David’s promised 
throne? It was in Jerusalem. David must have wondered what would 
happen when he had passed off the scene. But he was left in no doubt 
about the long-term future of his kingdom. The prophet Nathan told 
him that one of his descendants would sit on his throne, not just for a 
few years but for ever: ‘your house and your kingdom shall be 
established for ever before you. Your throne shall be established for 
ever’ (2 Samuel 7.16).
 
The teaching of Jesus
Jesus knew the Old Testament Scriptures, including his future role as 
foretold by the prophets of Israel. Luke records that as Jesus 
approached the city of Jerusalem on one occasion, his disciples 
thought he was going to re-establish the kingdom of God there and 
then.  This demonstrates without doubt that they understood the 
kingdom to be a literal kingdom on earth, with its capital at Jerusalem.  
Jesus did not tell them that they were mistaken about the nature of the 
kingdom; how could they be, when it was the main theme of the 
gospel message which they preached?  By means of a simple parable 
he told them that their expectation was premature.  
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Jesus often taught the people by parables – stories based on everyday 
life that contained a hidden meaning. This one was about a nobleman 
(Jesus) who was to go into a far country to receive a kingdom, and to 
return (Luke 19.11-27). 

The meaning of the parable is inescapable.  Jesus was not going to 
establish the kingdom at that time, but it would be after he had 
returned from heaven to claim it as the rightful heir to David’s throne.

The kingdom to be established in the future
After his resurrection, his disciples again questioned Jesus as to when 
the kingdom would be set up. They asked: ‘...will you at this time 
restore the kingdom to Israel?’ (Acts 1.6).   That question reminds us 
that even after the resurrection, the kingdom had not been 
established. It also demonstrates that the disciples understood 
correctly that the future kingdom would be based on the restored 
kingdom of Israel.  Again, in reply, Jesus had no criticism of their 
concept of the kingdom, but said that the time of its establishment 
was known only to God (Acts 1.7).

After Jesus had ascended to heaven, Peter, perhaps with the parable of 
the nobleman in mind, urged the people to repent because one day 
God would send Jesus back to restore ‘all things’ foretold by the 
prophets of Israel. This is what he said to the people as he preached in 
the temple precincts in Jerusalem:

‘Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may 
be blotted out, so that times of refreshing may come from 
the presence of the Lord, and that he may send Jesus 
Christ, who was preached to you before, whom heaven 
must receive until the times of restoration of all things, of 
which God has spoken by the mouth of all his holy 
prophets since the world began.‘               Acts 3.19-21 
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Nebuchadnezzar’s dream
(Daniel chapter 2)

The king saw a huge metallic 
statue that represented the 

kingdoms of men.  The statue 
disintegrated after being struck by 
a small stone, but the stone grew 

into a mountain that filled the 
whole earth. Daniel told him the 

dream was a picture of the future, 
when all human rule would be 

replaced by the kingdom of God.



After Jesus had ascended to heaven, the apostles went throughout the 
Roman world preaching the good news about this coming time of 
‘restoration of all things’ which would take place at his return to 
establish the kingdom of God. For example, the Apostle Paul preached 
to the Athenians about the coming kingdom of God in these words:

‘... he (God) has appointed a day on which he will judge 
the world in righteousness by the man whom he has 
ordained. He has given assurance of this to all, by  raising 
him from the dead.‘                              Acts 17.31

There can be no misunderstanding about who Paul was referring to – 
Jesus Christ, who died and rose again by the miraculous power of 
God. He is God’s appointed king − the only man who has the right to 
occupy the throne of David. This and many other Bible passages 
demonstrate that the apostles always regarded it as a literal kingdom, 
to be established on earth at the return of Jesus.

The extent of the kingdom
The principal differences between the future kingdom of God and the 
kingdom of God in Old Testament times are that its influence will be 
over the whole world and not just the land of Israel. The kingdom will 
have only one all-powerful and all-wise ruler.

The world-wide extent of the future kingdom is referred to in a 
number of Bible passages.  For example, the prophet Daniel tells us 
that God will set up a kingdom on the ruins of the kingdoms of men, 
and that it will fill the earth (Daniel 2.44 – see opposite)  Paul said, in 
the speech at Athens we have already referred to, that Jesus will ‘judge 
the world’.  The Apostle John, describing a vision he saw of that future 
time, wrote:

‘...The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms 
of our Lord, and of his Christ, and he shall reign for ever 
and ever!‘            Revelation 11.15
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These passages, and many others like them, demonstrate that the 
kingdom of God will not be merely a Jewish kingdom but will extend 
its authority throughout the whole world.

The true Christian hope for the future
We live in a world that is filled with turmoil, injustice, fear, hatred and 
extreme violence, a world of immense wealth and prosperity for some 
and extreme poverty for millions. World leaders are at a loss to solve 
the ever-mounting problems that threaten the peace, security and 
stability of nations. 

Jesus told his disciples to expect the world to be like this just before 
his return to establish the kingdom.  Matthew, Mark and Luke record 
Jesus’ teaching in the ‘Mount Olivet prophecy’ − warnings that he 
gave his disciples as they sat on the Mount of Olives overlooking the 
city of Jerusalem. He warned them about the state of the world that 
would exist just before his second coming. He said that there would 
be ‘distress of nations, with perplexity…men’s hearts failing them from 
fear and the expectation of those things which are coming on the 
earth’ (Luke 21.25, 26). We can imagine the concern of the disciples as 
they listened attentively to Jesus’ words. But he didn’t stop there, he 
continued: ‘Then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with 
power and great glory’ (Luke 21.27). 
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The return of Jesus will herald amazing changes that will transform 
this world. His future reign as the divinely appointed king over the 
kingdom of God on earth is referred to many times in the Bible. The 
words of the prophets of Israel in the Old Testament describe the 
blessings of Christ's future reign on earth. 

David’s ancient capital city of Jerusalem will no longer be a city of 
turmoil, the cause of so much bitter hatred and violence against the 
Jews by those who want to destroy God’s ancient people. The seat of 
this future world government will of course be Jerusalem – not the 
Jerusalem we see today but a city restored and elevated to a position 
of greatest importance. The prophet Zechariah foretold these great 
changes:

‘Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout, O daughter 
of Jerusalem! Behold, your King is coming to you…I will 
cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the horse from 
Jerusalem; the battle-bow shall be cut off. He shall speak 
peace to the nations; his dominion shall be “from sea to 
sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth”’.                               
       Zechariah 9. 9,10 
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Look up the following verses written by the Old Testament prophets. 
They describe some of the changes that will take place when the 
kingdom of God is re-established under the control of Jesus Christ, 
the divinely appointed world ruler:

 There will be perfect justice (Psalm 72.1-4; Isaiah 11.1-4).

 There will be universal plenty and prosperity (Psalm 72.16; Isaiah 
35.1).

 There will be worldwide peace and security (Psalm 72.7; Isaiah 2.4 
– see picture opposite).

 There will be cures for all illnesses (Isaiah 35.5, 6, 10). 

 There will be universal knowledge of God and obedience to 
divine laws (Isaiah 11.9; Jeremiah 31.34; Zechariah 14.16).

 There will be one world-wide religion (Isaiah 2.2,3; Micah 4.2) 

These amazing predictions encourage the followers of Jesus to look 
forward to that time when the seemingly insolvable problems facing 
human governments will be solved, and give place to lasting peace, 
security and prosperity for all.  This is the true Christian hope, which 
God has assured us by His very existence will become reality at the 
time appointed in the divine calendar, for He has said, ‘... truly, as I 
live, all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD’ (Numbers 
14.21).

The kingdom misunderstood
It may be asked, if the literal kingdom of God on earth is taught so 
widely and so plainly in the Scriptures, why do so many Christians 
place their hope in an imaginary picture of eternal bliss in heaven?  

There are two main factors contributing to this widespread belief.  
First, after the apostles had passed off the scene, the introduction into 
Christian teaching of the pagan idea of immortal souls going to 
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heaven at death, meant that there was no longer any need or place for 
a literal reign of Christ on the earth.  

Secondly, it was in the interest of the established Church to introduce 
the teaching that the kingdom of God was the Church itself, because it 
greatly enhanced its power and authority. So they promoted it, 
ignoring the fact that when the Church was first established, the 
future reign of Jesus was a foundation stone of the beliefs of the early 
Christians.

Other false ideas about the kingdom of God have arisen through a 
careless reading of some passages of Scripture. For example, the 
kingdom of God is sometimes referred to, particularly in Matthew's 
gospel, as the kingdom of heaven.  This is wrongly taken by some to 
mean a kingdom in heaven.  It is God's kingdom, and He is in heaven.  
Jesus has gone to heaven to receive it and to return.  When he returns 
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it will be set up on the earth and in a figurative sense it will be ‘heaven 
on earth’.  This is the meaning of those words in ‘The Lord's prayer’: 
‘Your kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven’ (Matthew 6.10).

On another occasion Jesus said, ‘the kingdom of God is within you’.  
Some Christians understand this to mean that the kingdom is a 
spiritual ‘reign of grace’ in the hearts of believers.  However, if the 
context of the saying is examined, it will be seen that this was not what 
Christ meant.  His words are:

‘... “The kingdom of God does not come with observation 
[the Greek word here means ‘with intense watching’]: Nor 
will they say, ‘See here!’ or, ‘See there!’  For indeed, the 
kingdom of God is within you ... [better translated ‘in the 

midst of you’; see Vine’s dictionary of New Testament words] 
And they will say to you, ‘Look here!’ or ‘Look there!’  Do 
not go after them or follow them.  For as the lightning 
that flashes out of one part under heaven shines to the 
other part under heaven, so also the Son of Man will be 
in his day”.‘             Luke 17.20-24

The real meaning of this passage is that when the kingdom comes, it 
will be obvious to all.  It will not come with ‘observation’, that is, it will 
not be so transient or indistinguishable that we will have to watch 
intently in case we miss it.  Neither will it appear in some obscure part 
of the world requiring someone to point it out by saying, ‘Look, here it 
is!’, but it will be something that happens ‘among you’ or ‘in your 
midst’, as the phrase really means, so that there will be no doubt about 
it when it comes, just as the lightning flashing across the sky is plain 
for all to see.  So when the saying is taken in its context, it gives no 
support to the belief that the kingdom of God is an abstract idea.
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Much is made of the words of Jesus spoken to the Roman governor, 
Pilate, just before his crucifixion: ‘My kingdom is not of this 
world…’ (John 18.36). Some take this to mean that it is not a literal 
kingdom on the earth.  Again the true meaning is given by the context, 
made clearer in a modern translation of the original Greek text of the 
New Testament:

‘My kingdom is not of this world.  If it were, my servants 
would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews.  But now 
my kingdom is from another place.‘                John 18.36 NIV

The last part of the verse shows that Jesus was not speaking about 
where his kingdom is going to be set up but rather where it will come 
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from.  It is not ‘of this world’ but ‘from another place’, not of human 
origin, but of God. It will therefore be established by God, not by 
human power, when the time is right in God's timetable for Jesus to 
return from heaven.

A personal message
While we do not know the day or the hour of our Lord's return, there 
are Scriptural reasons for believing that it is now very close and that, 
mercifully, there is not much time left to the present rulers of this 
world.  When Jesus returns, those who have been his faithful followers 
will be rewarded with eternal life and places of honour in the 
kingdom.  Jesus promised his disciples that they would sit on thrones 
in the coming kingdom (Matthew 19.28) and in his last message to the 
early believers he instructed the Apostle John to write: ‘To him who 
overcomes I will grant to sit with me on my throne…’ (Revelation 3.21).  

At the end of the Mount Olivet prophecy, Jesus said to his disciples: 
‘Now when these things begin to happen, look up and lift up your 
heads, because your redemption draws near’ (Luke 21.28).  It is our 
sincere wish that you may be among those who share the honour of 
being with Jesus in his coming kingdom. Now is the time to prepare 
for that long expected time so that you may be ready for the return of 
God’s appointed king. 
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