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I. The Heart of the Gospel
When Jesus of Nazareth began to preach, he announced not himself, in the first instance, but a kingdom: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). This was the heart of his message. The phrase “kingdom of God” appears some 122 times in the New Testament, ninety of them on his own lips—it is, by a wide margin, the dominant theme of his teaching. To understand what Jesus came to do is, before anything else, to understand what he meant by the kingdom of God.1
Yet the phrase is easily misunderstood, because the word “kingdom” calls up images of territory, armies, and thrones—earthly dominion of the ordinary kind. Sometimes familiarity with a term is mistaken for understanding of it. The kingdom Jesus proclaimed is richer and stranger than any worldly realm: it is the reign of God himself, breaking into history in the person of his Son, taking root in human hearts, gathered and made visible in the Church, and destined for a glory that will be revealed only at the end of time. This essay sets out that Catholic understanding of the kingdom—what it is, where the Scriptures locate it, and how it is both already present and still to come.
The aim here is positive: to say what the kingdom of God is, as the Scriptures, the Fathers, and the Church’s teaching present it. Where other accounts differ—and some modern movements understand the kingdom very differently—those differences are taken up elsewhere. Here the concern is to lay the Catholic understanding out plainly and on its own foundations, so that it may be seen whole.
II. What Israel Awaited: The Kingdom in Prophecy
Jesus did not introduce the idea of the kingdom of God from nothing; he proclaimed the fulfillment of a hope that God had been cultivating in Israel for centuries. Though the exact phrase is uncommon in the Old Testament, the conviction beneath it is everywhere: that the Lord, the God of Israel, is the true and eternal King—“The Lord reigns” is the refrain of psalm after psalm—and that his reign, now acknowledged by his covenant people, would one day be acknowledged by all the earth.2
From the prophets, Israel learned to expect a kingdom marked by four things. It would be divine—established and ruled by God himself, not merely by men. It would be everlasting—without end, like the stone in Daniel’s vision that becomes a mountain and “shall stand for ever” (Dan. 2:44), or the everlasting dominion given to the son of man in Daniel 7. It would be universal—beginning with Israel but reaching out to embrace all the nations of the earth. And it would be spiritual—heavenly in its very essence, a reign of God in the hearts and lives of his people, even though it is begun on earth. These four notes—divine, everlasting, universal, spiritual—define the kingdom the prophets foretold.
It must be admitted that by the time of Jesus this hope had, for many, grown distorted. Longing for deliverance from Roman rule, much of Israel had come to expect a political Messiah who would raise an army, restore the throne in Jerusalem, and subject the nations by force. The divine, everlasting, and universal notes were retained, but the spiritual note—the very heart of the matter—was largely lost. The Gospels show this expectation at every turn: a crowd tries to seize Jesus “to make him king” (John 6:15); even after the resurrection the apostles ask, “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). A great part of Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom is devoted to correcting precisely this earthly, political misreading—and the correction remains necessary, for the temptation to reduce God’s kingdom to a this-worldly program, whether political or institutional, recurs in every age.
III. “The Kingdom of God Is at Hand”
Into that expectation Jesus came, announcing that the long-awaited kingdom had arrived—and arrived in him. This is the great surprise at the center of the Gospel: the kingdom is not merely near in time but present in his person. When the Pharisees charge that he casts out demons by the prince of demons, he answers, “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28). The verb is past tense: where the King is and acts, there the kingdom already is. In Jesus’ healings and exorcisms, his forgiving of sins and raising of the dead, the reign of God is breaking visibly into the world.3
This is why, when asked when the kingdom would come, Jesus turns his questioners away from spectacle and calculation: “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say, ‘Lo, here it is!’ or ‘There!’ for behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke 17:20–21). The kingdom is not to be located by external portents or future datings; it is already present among them, in the person standing before them. To look for it elsewhere—in political upheaval, in a calculated date, in any “Lo, here it is!”—is to miss it.
And what was inaugurated in his ministry was established in power by his death, resurrection, and ascension. Before ascending, the risen Christ declares, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18)—the universal kingship of the son of man whom Daniel saw receiving “dominion and glory and kingdom” as he came to the Ancient of Days (Dan. 7:13–14). The apostles preach this reign as an accomplished fact: at Pentecost Peter announces that God “has made him both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36), and Paul tells the Colossians that God “has transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son” (Col. 1:13). The kingdom is not a distant prospect for the first Christians; it is a reality they already inhabit.
IV. Three Dimensions of the One Kingdom
Because the kingdom of God is so central and so rich, the Scriptures use the phrase for several related realities at once. Pope Benedict XVI helpfully distinguishes three dimensions of the one kingdom, each of which illumines a facet of the whole.1
The Christological dimension.
First and most fundamentally, the kingdom is a person. “The Kingdom is not a thing,” Benedict writes; “it is not a geographical dominion like worldly kingdoms. It is a person; it is he.” In the way Jesus speaks of the kingdom, he quietly reveals that in him God himself has drawn near and begun to reign. The early Father Origen captured this by calling Christ the autobasileia—the Kingdom in person. This is why the kingdom “has come upon” those who witness his works: the King is among them, and where the King is, there is the kingdom. To grasp the kingdom of God, then, is finally to grasp Christ himself.4
The interior dimension.
Second, the kingdom is a reign of God within the human heart. Commenting on the petition “Thy kingdom come,” Origen taught that those who pray it are asking for the kingdom of God already within them to grow and bear fruit until it attains its fullness. Jesus’ own words point the same way: the kingdom comes not “with observation” but is “in the midst of you,” taking root quietly like a seed sown in the soul and nurtured by grace, by prayer, and by the sacraments. The kingdom of God begins, in this sense, in the heart—wherever Christ is welcomed as King and his will is done.5
The ecclesial dimension.
Third, the kingdom is present here and now in and through the Church. This is the sense in which the kingdom is most visible in the world, and it requires a section of its own.
V. The Kingdom and the Church
The relationship between the kingdom and the Church must be stated with care, for the two are neither simply identical nor wholly separate. The Church is not yet the kingdom in its final glory; that fullness will come only at the end of time. But the Church is the kingdom as it exists now on earth. In the words of the Second Vatican Council, the Church is “the kingdom of Christ now present in mystery,” which “grows visibly through the power of God in the world.” The Catechism says it as plainly: “The Church is the Reign of Christ already present in mystery.”6
The clearest scriptural anchor is Christ’s charge to Peter. In the same breath in which he founds his Church—“on this rock I will build my Church”—Jesus adds, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 16:18–19). Church and kingdom are named together, the keys of the one being the keys of the other; they are two ways of speaking of a single reality. Kingdom and Church are not the same in every respect—the kingdom is larger, embracing heaven and the angels and the consummation still to come—but on earth, the kingdom subsists in the Church, which is its “seed and beginning.”7
St. Augustine drew the point out long ago, commenting on the parable of the wheat and the weeds. Christ’s “kingdom is here until the end of time,” he wrote, “and until the harvest comes will contain weeds … And this could not happen if the kingdom were not here.” The very fact that the Church on earth is a mixed field of saints and sinners, growing toward a future harvest, is itself a proof that the kingdom is already present—for the weeds among the wheat are exactly what Jesus said the kingdom would contain until the end (Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43). A kingdom still wholly in the future could have no weeds growing in it now. The Church, with all its imperfection, is the kingdom in its pilgrim state, on the way to glory.8
VI. Already and Not Yet
To say the kingdom is already present is not to say it has arrived in its fullness. The Catholic understanding holds two truths together: the kingdom is already here and not yet consummated. It came in Christ’s ministry, was established in power in his death and resurrection, grows now in the Church and in the hearts of the faithful, and will be revealed in glory only when he comes again.
Both poles are essential, and the Scriptures hold them together everywhere. On the one hand, the kingdom “has come upon” us, and believers have already been “transferred” into it. On the other, Christ teaches his disciples to pray “Thy kingdom come” (Matt. 6:10), and tells parables—such as the nobleman who goes to a far country to receive a kingdom and then return (Luke 19:11–12)—precisely to teach that its consummation still lies ahead. The kingdom grows now like a mustard seed and like leaven hidden in dough; it will be fully revealed only at the harvest, when the weeds are separated from the wheat and Christ “delivers the kingdom to God the Father” (1 Cor. 15:24).9
This “already and not yet” is the rhythm of the whole Christian life. We live as citizens of a kingdom genuinely present, under the reign of a King who has truly conquered, while still praying and laboring and longing for the day when that reign will be made complete and visible to all. To collapse the tension in either direction—to deny that the kingdom has come, or to claim it has already come in its fullness—is to lose the shape of the gospel itself.10
VII. The Kingdom Is Salvation
Beneath all its dimensions, the kingdom of God is, at its core, about salvation. It is not finally a matter of territory or government or institution, but of God reconciling the world to himself in Christ and gathering a people to share his own life. As Pope John Paul II summed it up, “the kingdom of God is the manifestation and the realization of God’s plan of salvation in all its fullness.” To enter the kingdom is to be delivered from the dominion of darkness and brought into the light of the Son; to pray “Thy kingdom come” is to pray that this saving reign would be completed in us and in all the world.11
This is why the kingdom can never be separated from Christ himself, nor from the Church through which he continues to pour out his saving grace. A “kingdom” preached apart from the King, or sought apart from the means of salvation he established, would no longer be the kingdom of God of the Scriptures. The kingdom is the King’s own reign, extended to us; it comes to us as he comes to us—in his word, in his sacraments, in his Body the Church—and it draws us toward the day when God will be “all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28).
VIII. Conclusion
The kingdom of God is the great theme of Jesus’ preaching, and the Scriptures, read in the Church, tell us plainly what it is. It is the reign of God present in the person of Christ the King; it is that same reign welcomed in the hearts of those who receive him; and it is present now, visibly though imperfectly, in and through the Church—“the kingdom of Christ already present in mystery,” growing toward a glory that will be revealed only at the end. It was inaugurated in Jesus’ ministry, established in power at his death, resurrection, and ascension, and it endures, never absent from the earth, until he comes again.
To understand the kingdom rightly is to hold all of this together: the King who is its very presence, the interior reign of grace, the visible communion of the Church, and the “already and not yet” that stretches between the first coming and the second. “The time is fulfilled,” Jesus said at the beginning, “and the kingdom of God is at hand” (Mark 1:15). It was at hand then, in him; it is present still, in his Church; and it will come in fullness when he who is its King returns in glory. For that completion the Church prays in every age, in the words the Lord himself gave: Thy kingdom come.
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* * *
Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit,
as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be,
world without end. Amen.
———
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