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II. JESUS’ MESSAGE

1. THE MAIN THEME: THE COMING OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD

Mark sums up the content of Jesus’ Gospel thus: ‘The time is fulfi lled, and 
the Kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the gospel’ (Mk 1.15).1 
The general opinion now is that in this verse Mark is not reproducing an origi-
nal saying of Jesus, but is offering his own summary. Nevertheless, there is 
no doubt that that summary correctly reproduces the heart of Jesus’ message. 
Matthew’s reference to the Kingdom of ‘the heavens’ instead of the Kingdom 
of God (cf Mt 4.17) is a common Jewish circumlocution for the name of God. 
Mark and Matthew summarize Jesus’ message in the same way. The centre and 
framework of Jesus’ preaching and mission was the approaching Kingdom of 
God. The Kingdom of God was what it was about.

Jesus nowhere tells us in so many words what that Kingdom of God is. 
He only says that it is near. He presupposes in his hearers a familiarity and 
an expectation which in our time can no longer be taken for granted. And 
even in his time expectations of the Kingdom of God differed widely. The 
Pharisees imagined it to be the complete fulfi lment of the Torah; the Zealots 
thought of a political theocracy which they thought they would install by 
force of arms; and the apocalyptics looked forward to the coming of the new 
eon, the new heaven and the new earth. Jesus cannot be easily attached to 
any of these groups. His way of talking about the kingdom of God is remark-
ably open.

The openness of Jesus’ Kingdom message has given scope in the course of 
history for the most varied interpretations. In older Catholic writing the Church 
was often seen as the historical instantiation of the kingdom of God. Since the 
Enlightenment the most infl uential interpretation has been the liberal view, 
going back to Kant, of the Kingdom of God as a highest Good, the kingdom of 
the spirit and freedom. It was only with Albert Schweitzer2 and Weiss3 that the 
consistent eschatological theme of Jesus’ message was rediscovered. According 
to these scholars, Jesus did not want a better world; he wanted the new world: 
the new heaven and the new earth. However, their ‘consistent eschatology’ was 
in fact never wholly consistent because they regarded this eschatological and 
apocalyptic view as impossible to implement in the present, and so returned to 
an ethical view. This has recently reappeared in a different form in the vari-
ous notions of political theology. Political theology says that Jesus’ message of 
the Kingdom of God is a political and social utopia, to be created by kindness 
and brotherly love. Ultimately this dissolves God and his Kingdom into the 
kingdom of freedom, and the idea of the Kingdom of God loses its original 
meaning.
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Today we can get at this original meaning of the concept of the Kingdom 
or Rule of God only with great diffi culty. We relate the concept of rule to that 
of servitude. It has far too authoritarian a ring. We think of a theocracy which 
suppresses human freedom, and for us theocracy and theonomy are in direct 
contradiction to human freedom. In the ancient world it was completely the 
opposite. For the Jews of Jesus’ time the Kingdom of God was the essence 
of the hope for the establishment of the ideal of a just ruler which was never 
fulfi lled on earth. In that ancient Middle Eastern conception, justice did not 
consist primarily in impartial judgments, but in help and protection for the 
helpless, weak and poor. The coming of the Kingdom of God was expected 
to be the liberation from unjust rule and the establishment of the justice of 
God in the world. The Kingdom of God was the main element of the hope 
for salvation. And lastly its coming coincided with the establishment of the 
eschatological shalom, peace between nations, between individuals, within 
the individual and in the whole universe. Paul and John therefore correctly 
interpreted Jesus’ intention when they spoke, not of the Kingdom of God, but 
of his justice or of life. In other words, Jesus’ message of the coming of the 
Kingdom of God must be seen in the context of mankind’s search for peace, 
freedom, justice and life.

To understand this connexion between mankind’s fundamental hopes and 
the promise of the coming of the Kingdom, we must start from the fact that, 
in a view common to the whole Bible, man is seen as incapable of possessing 
peace, justice, freedom and life through his own unaided resources. Life is 
constantly threatened, freedom suppressed and sold, justice trampled under 
foot. This abandonment is so great that man cannot free himself by his own 
power. He cannot pull himself out of the swamp by his own bootlaces. This 
force which pre-exists the freedom of every individual and of the whole race, 
and keeps them from reaching freedom, is called by Scripture ‘the demons’. 
The Bible sees man’s alienation, slavery and abandonment, as the action of 
‘principalities and powers’.4 The ideas on these matters which appear in many 
parts of the Bible are often infl uenced by mythology or superstition, but these 
mythological or superstitious statements express a fundamental human experi-
ence, which the biblical faith does no more than reinterpret. This experience 
is that things which are in origin created can develop into powers hostile to 
man. They determine human freedom in advance of every decision and there-
fore human beings can never be completely aware of them, let alone overcome 
them. They are responsible for the confl icts which characterize reality and for 
the tragic character of many situations.

It is only against this background that it becomes fully clear why a new, 
completely fresh start (which only God, as Lord of life and history, can give) 
is necessary. This new element, which did not exist before, which could not 
have been imagined, could not have been developed from what was before. It 
was simply impossible. This thing which God alone can provide, which God 
ultimately himself is, is what is meant by the Kingdom of God. It involves the 
meaning of God’s being God and Lord, which at the same time means the 
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humanity of human beings and the salvation of the world because it means 
liberation from the forces of evil which are hostile to creation, and reconcili-
ation in place of the implacable antagonisms of the present world. That is the 
fundamental theme of Jesus’ message and – as I shall try to show later – the 
basic mystery of his person. This means that the message of the imminent 
Kingdom of God is a fundamental concept of Christology. The task now is to 
explain and argue this view in detail.

2. THE ESCHATOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD

The biblical hope for the coming of the kingdom of God is not just wishful 
thinking or a dream of utopia, nor does it derive from an insight into physical 
or historical laws or trends and tendencies in world development. It has its own 
source in Israel’s particular historical experience. In the history of Israel, and 
especially in the exodus from Egypt and the journey through the wilderness, 
God revealed himself as a God who leads, who knows the way, as the Lord who 
can be relied upon absolutely and whose power knows no limits. At the point 
at which Israel came into contact with the great powers of the time, they had to 
develop their belief in Yahweh as Lord of history into one in Yahweh as Lord of 
the world. Only if God was the Lord of all nations could he deliver the people 
from their historical oppression in exile.

In the Old Testament the hope for the coming of the Kingdom of God 
grows out of these ideas about the Kingdom of Yahweh over Israel and the 
whole world. The statements about God as Lord and king are associated par-
ticularly with worship. The enthronement psalms celebrate Yahweh’s present 
lordship with the cry: ‘The LORD reigns’ (or ‘The LORD has become king’, 
Ps 91.1; 96.10; 97.1; 99.1). This ritual acclamation soon acquired a universal 
dimension: ‘Sing praises to our God, sing praises! Sing praises to our King, 
sing praises! For God is the King of all the earth; sing praises with a psalm! 
God reigns over the nations; God sits on his holy throne. The princes of 
the peoples gather as the people of the God of Abraham.’ (Ps 47.6–9). ‘Thy 
kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and thy dominion endures throughout 
all generations’ (Ps 145.13). The idea of the dominion of God is a late Jewish 
abstraction from the older credal formula ‘God is Lord’ or ‘God is King’. It 
implies that God’s dominion consists, not primarily in a kingdom in the sense 
of an area ruled by God, but in the establishment and recognition of God’s 
Lordship in history.

In the course of its history, however, Israel learned through painful expe-
rience that the belief in the Lordship of God contrasted sharply with the 
world as it was. The result, particularly from the time of the great writing 
prophets, was a defi nite eschatologization of that belief. All the great saving 
acts of the past such as the making of the covenant and the exodus are now 
expected in intensifi ed form in the future.5 There now develops the hope of a 
new covenant and a new exodus. The coming of the Kingdom of God is also 
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now expected in the future. This hope is developed by apocalyptic in the expec-
tation of a new age (olam ha-ba). In contrast to the royal Lordship of God, 
which is looked for as a historical event, the new age represents a transcenden-
tal reality. The process whereby the eschatological hope becomes transcenden-
tal fi rst appears explicitly in the book of Daniel. Daniel also includes the vision 
of the four empires which succeed each other and which are crushed ‘by no 
human hand’ (Dan 2.34,35) in an instant (cf 2.35), after which God ‘will set up 
a kingdom which shall never be destroyed, nor shall its sovereignty be left to 
another people’ (2.44).

This examination of the development of the biblical idea of the kingdom of 
God shows that eschatological hope is not concerned with anticipatory reports 
of future events. More importantly, it is a word of comfort and hope in a situa-
tion of distress. Eschatological and apocalyptic statements transpose an experi-
enced and hoped for salvation into a mode of fulfi lment. They have to do with 
the certainty of the belief that at the end God will reveal himself as the absolute 
Lord of all the world.6

Jesus gives yet another twist to this hope. He proclaims that the eschatologi-
cal hope is being fulfi lled now. The transition from the old age no longer lies in 
the unattainable future, but is immediately at hand. ‘The time is fulfi lled, and 
the Kingdom of God is at hand’ (Mk 1.14–15; Mt 4.17; cf Mk 10.7; Lk 10.9,11). 
The moment for which so many generations have waited is now here. The eye-
witnesses can be told: ‘Blessed are the eyes which see what you see! For I tell 
you that many prophets and kings desired to see what you see, and did not see 
it’ (Lk 10.23–4). In his ‘inaugural sermon’ in Nazareth, Jesus can say, after the 
reading of the lesson from the prophet, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfi lled 
in your hearing’ (Lk 4.21). The time to which the prophets’ promise referred 
has come: ‘The blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed 
and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news 
preached to them. (Mt 11.5; cf Is 35.5). All this is happening now and comes 
about in the words and actions of Jesus, which is why he adds: ‘Blessed is he 
who takes no offence at me’ (Mt 11.6).

Offence might well be taken. An unknown rabbi from a remote corner of 
Palestine with a handful of uneducated disciples and surrounded by a dis-
reputable rabble – tax collectors, prostitutes, sinners – was this the new age, 
the Kingdom of God? The hard facts seemed, and still seem, to disprove 
Jesus’ preaching. From the very beginning he was met with amazement and 
incredulous questions. Even his closest relatives thought he was mad (cf 
Mk 3.21). In this situation Jesus began to talk about the kingdom of God 
in parables. The Kingdom of God is like a grain of mustard seed, which is 
the smallest and most inconspicuous of all seeds but out of which comes a 
great tree (cf Mk 4.30–2 par.), or like a piece of leaven which is enough for 
three measures of fl our (cf Mt 13.33). What is mightiest is hidden and active 
in what is most humble. The Kingdom of God comes in obscurity and fail-
ure. It is like seed which falls on stony, briar-choked ground and brings forth 
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plentiful fruit (cf Mk 4.1–9 par.). The modern reader or hearer of these para-
bles immediately thinks of organic growth, but the idea of natural development 
was alien to people of the ancient world. Between seed and fruit they saw, not 
continuous development, but contrast, and recognized a divine miracle. The 
parable is therefore not a purely external, accidental form, a purely illustra-
tive aid to put over a lesson quite independent of it. It is clearly the appropriate 
form for talking about the Kingdom of God. The parable is the vehicle of the 
Kingdom of God which is itself a parable.7 That is to say, it is hidden, but not in 
the way the apocalyptics meant, hidden away in heaven, but here and now in the 
most ordinary events of the present whose real signifi cance no one can see. The 
‘secret of the Kingdom of God’ (Mk 4.11) is nothing ‘but the hidden dawn of the 
Kingdom of God itself in a world which to human eyes gives no sign of it’.8

The fact that the Kingdom of God is hidden for the present is refl ected in 
the tension between present and future in the sayings of Jesus. We fi nd two 
series of statements. One set talks about the appearance of the Kingdom in the 
here-and-now, whereas in the other the coming of the Kingdom is something 
to be looked forward to and prayed for. ‘Thy kingdom come’, runs the second 
petition of the Our Father (Mt 6.10; Lk 11.2).

This tension has in the past received very different interpretations.9 One which will not 
stand is the psychological view which believes that as a result of inspirational ecstasy 
or of a specifi c prophetic attitude Jesus saw present and future as interwoven. Equally 
untenable is the solution proposed by tradition criticism, which attributes only statements 
about the present to Jesus, and tries to ascribe those about the future to the later com-
munity and its apocalyptic outlook. Both these interpretations fail to see that the tension 
of present and future belongs to the essence of the Kingdom of God preached by Jesus. 
Other solutions which disqualify themselves for the same reason are those which either 
stress only the future statements (the consistent eschatology or consistent future view held 
by scholars such as J. Weiss, Albert Schweitzer, and Werner), or recognize as valid only 
the statements about the present (C.H. Dodd’s theory of realized eschatology). Both are 
in confl ict with both the fi ndings of historians and the data. When the tension is taken 
seriously concepts such as eschatology in tension (Kümmel), a self-realizing eschatology 
(Jeremias) or a salvation-history eschatology (Cullmann) are introduced.
 The real question is what we are to make of this interweaving and tension between 
present and future. Liberal theology, and notably A. Ritschl, tried to present the 
Kingdom of God, along the lines of Kant’s doctrine of the highest Good, as the com-
mon goal of all human moral strivings. The objection to this view is that it ignores the 
time perspective and historical character which are essential elements in the Kingdom. 
The Kingdom of God is not the supra-temporal goal of ethical endeavour, but hap-
pens, takes place, here and now. Hence it was initially an advance when Weiss and 
Schweitzer rediscovered the eschatological character of the Kingdom, though both 
immediately began systematically to obscure their exegetical insight. They regarded 
Jesus’ eschatology as temporal, and Schweitzer therefore wanted to replace Jesus’ 
eschatological ethics with an ethical eschatology. He regarded the Kingdom of God 
as belief in the irresistible power of the moral spirit and a symbol for the idea of the 
moral perfection of the world.10 The main voice raised against this ethical interpreta-
tion was that of Karl Barth. In the second edition of his Epistle to the Romans (1921) 
he argued that ‘if Christianity be not totally and without remainder eschatology, there 
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remains in it no relation whatever with Christ’.11 Barth neutralized eschatology, how-
ever, by interpreting it within the framework of the time-eternity dialectic. For him, 
eternity is an absolute simultaneity, an eternal moment and an eternal Now, equally 
close to all moments in time: ‘Every moment in time bears within it the unborn secret 
of revelation, every moment can become the special moment . . . Being the transcendent 
meaning of all moments, the eternal ‘Moment’ can be compared with no moment in 
time.’12 Rudolf Bultmann’s attempt to demythologize Jesus’ eschatological statements 
was carried out within the framework, not of a dialectic of time and eternity, but that 
of a specifi c human existential dialectic. According to Bultmann, Jesus’ eschatological 
message is based on a particular view of man. Man is always having to make choices; 
it is always the last minute. He is asked whether he chooses his past or the open and 
uncontrollable future. ‘Every moment contains the possibility that it is the eschatologi-
cal moment, it is up to you to awaken it from its slumber’.13

 In other words, Bultmann interpreted the eschatological character of the basileia in 
terms of the orientation of human existence towards the future. Yet another view was 
put forward by Paul Tillich. For him the ‘Kingdom of God’ was a symbol, which he 
interpreted as an answer to the search for the meaning of history.14

All these interpretations eliminate the temporal and historical character 
of the tensions between the statements about the present and those about the 
future. A correct interpretation must not start from the philosophical dialectic 
of time and eternity, but from the specifi cally biblical view of time. The fi rst 
characteristic of the biblical view of time and history is that it does not regard 
time as purely quantitative. It is not a continuous and homogeneous sequence 
of days and hours, but qualitative.15 Time is measured by its content; it depends 
what it is time for. ‘For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter 
under heaven’. ‘There is a time for planting and a time for uprooting, a time to 
weep and a time to laugh, a time for mourning and a time for dancing, a time 
for silence and a time for speech, a time for war and a time for peace’ (cf Eccles 
3.1–8). In the context of this view of time as dependent on its content, Jesus’ 
message of the Kingdom that is now in the future becomes more intelligible. 
What is being said is that now is the time for the coming of God’s kingdom; 
that is, the present is modifi ed by the fact that the coming of the Kingdom has 
begun and faces men with a choice. The Kingdom, in other words, is the power 
which controls the future. It is now forcing a choice, and in this way is active 
in the present and totally determines it. ‘Hence in Jesus’ preaching, speak-
ing of the present means speaking of the future, and vice versa. The future 
of God is salvation to the man who apprehends the future as God’s present, 
and as the hour of salvation. The future of God is judgment for the man who 
does not accept the “now” of God but clings to his own present, his own past, 
and also to his own dreams of the future . . . God’s future is God’s call to the 
present, and the present is the time of decision in the light of God’s future.’16 
Nevertheless, an interpretation of Jesus’ message which uses this substantial 
biblical view of time cannot eliminate the distinctly other and future char-
acter of the Kingdom of God from his sayings. There can be no doubt that 
Jesus talked about a change taking place in the immediate future and about the 
Kingdom’s coming soon. This immediate expectation creates a diffi cult and 
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much-discussed problem. Was Jesus then wrong in his immediate expecta-
tions? If that were so, it would have far-reaching consequences both for his 
personal claim to authority and for the truth and validity claimed for his whole 
message. That is not a subsidiary and unimportant question, but one which 
involves the core of his message.

The answer to this diffi cult question begins to appear when we remember 
a second characteristic of the biblical view of time and history. The tension 
between immediate expectation and the delay of the parousia is not just a New 
Testament problem, but pervades large sections of the Old Testament.17 This 
is connected with what Martin Buber called ‘active history’.18 Buber said that 
history does not simply follow a plan, whether human or divine, but takes place 
in dialogue between God and men. God’s promise opens up a new possibility 
for human beings, but the particular realization of the possibility depends on 
human decisions, on their faith or unbelief. God’s Kingdom, in other words, 
does not bypass human faith, but comes where God is recognized in faith as 
Lord.

This dialogal character of active history helps us to understand the 
tension between immediate expectation and the delay of the parousia. 
Jesus’ message about the approaching Kingdom of God is God’s firm 
and final offer, and demands a decision. This offer is serious; it is not an 
act on God’s part. At the same time, however, the offer is left to man’s 
free choice; it makes the present situation the eschatological situation of 
choice. When it was rejected by Israel as a whole, God did not withdraw 
the promise made once and for all, but he now took a different course 
to achieve his aim of establishing his Kingdom. This course led, as we 
shall see, through the death and Resurrection of Jesus. That means that 
Jesus’ message about the coming of the Kingdom of God contains an 
excess of promise; it creates a hope which is still unfulfilled after the 
message has been proclaimed. The hope will not be fulfilled until God 
is finally ‘all in all’ (cf 1 Cor 15.28). This eschatological tension must 
leave its mark on every Christology. Its implications must be worked out 
in terms of human hope.

3. THE THEOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD

In the tradition of the Old Testament and of Judaism the coming of the 
Kingdom of God means the coming of God. The centre of eschatological 
hope was the ‘Day of Yahweh’, the day appointed and brought to pass by 
God, the day on which God would be ‘all in all’, on which God’s Godhead 
would be fully asserted. When Jesus proclaims, ‘The Kingdom of God is at 
hand’, he is saying, ‘God is at hand’. Both statements often appear together 
in the gospels. Even on the level of terminology, therefore, the eschato-
logical statements in the preaching of Jesus appear in a relationship of tense 
coexistence and concentricity. The Kingdom of God, in other words, does 
not primarily imply a realm, but God’s lordship, the manifestation of his 
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glory, God’s Godhead. It implies a radical interpretation of the fi rst command-
ment and a demonstration of it which changes the course of history: ‘I am the 
LORD your God . . . You shall have no other gods before me’ (Ex 20.2–3).

The idea of God’s Lordship was given universal extension in the Old 
Testament in the doctrine of creation, the meaning of which is that God is 
in an absolute sense the Master of all reality. The article of the creed about 
the creation of the world out of nothing is merely the negative formulation of 
the belief that the world in itself is nothing and in its entirety is from God, in 
other words, that it only exists because God wills its existence and supports 
it. This idea, that everything that exists comes, as it were, at every moment 
new from the hand of God, recurs in the preaching of Jesus. Jesus does not 
teach a doctrine of creation, but his preaching is sharply distinct from the late 
Jewish idea of a purely transcendent God who comes into contact with man 
only through the mediation of the Law. Jesus’ God is the God who is near, 
who cares for the grass of the fi eld (Mt 6.30) and feeds the sparrows (Mt 
10.31). This makes it possible to understand how everyday things, the farmer’s 
sowing, the housewife’s baking, can become a parable of God’s coming in the 
Kingdom of God.

But the idea of God’s closeness is deepened in the preaching of Jesus to 
a level which goes far beyond the Old Testament statements on creation. 
Jesus almost reinterprets the Kingdom and the Lordship of God. For him, 
God’s Lordship consists in the sovereignty of his love. His coming and his 
nearness mean the coming of the Kingdom of his love. This reinterpretation 
is expressed most noticeably in the way Jesus speaks of God as his Father 
(abba) and addresses him as Father.20 The way Jesus uses the term com-
bines the dominative and authoritarian aspects of fatherhood in the ancient 
world with its other side, the familiar, the intimate, the affectionate. The term 
‘Father’ crystallized in a special way Jesus’ view of God’s kingdom as God’s 
rule in love.

That becomes clear when Jesus’ use of the word ‘Father’ is compared with its use 
by other thinkers. The idea of the fatherhood of God is current in numerous variants 
in almost all ancient religions, and the invocation of the deity as ‘Father’ is one of 
the commonest phenomena in religious research. The original basis was probably the 
apotheosis of the master of the house and the idea of the father of the family as the 
image of a deity. The Stòics gave the idea a universal scope and a basis in natural phi-
losophy, and the idea that participation in the same Logos makes men a single race, and 
all men brothers, is an idea which appears in Paul’s sermon on the Areopagus (Acts 
17.28). This mythological and pantheistic background helps to explain why the Old 
Testament is very reluctant to describe God as Father. Use of a biological term defi nes 
the relationship with the Deity with great emphasis as a generative blood relationship, 
and neglects the distance between God and creature. For that reason, when Israel talks 
about God as like a father and describes the people (Ex 4.22; Is 1.2; 30.1) or the king (2 
Sam 7.14; Ps 2.7; 89.27) as a son, the idea in the background is not the biological one of 
procreation, but the theological one of election.
 It was the gradual development of an idea of creation which fi rst made it possible for 
the Old Testament to describe God as father in a new way (Dt 32.6; Is 64.7; Sir 23.1). 
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Even before that, however, the Old Testament had used the concept of fatherhood to 
describe more than remoteness of God (Mal 1.6; Sir 23.1); from as early as Hosea 
(11.1,9) the idea of compassion and paternal love was also signifi cant (cf Is 63.15–6; 
Jer 31.20). The recollection that God was the ‘father of orphans’ (Ps 68.6) became an 
important symbol of consolation and trust (Ps 27.20; 89.27; Sir 51.10). In late Judaism 
the description of God as father became more frequent. Behind it was not the idea of 
divine generation, still less that of God as a cosmic principle, but the belief that God has 
the attitude of a father. In the synagogue ‘Father’ was for this reason the most affection-
ate of all titles for God. Nevertheless it ‘seems to be, as it were, stuck on top of a quite 
different system, a legalistic view’. The title does not go all that deep. ‘The materials 
are there, but the spirit of true faith in the Father is still lacking.’21

In the Gospels the situation is quite different. Here we fi nd God called ‘Father’ 
no less than a hundred and seventy times. Underlying this is a clear tendency 
in the tradition to put this usage in the mouth of Jesus, but this undoubted fact 
is still no reason for scepticism. There can be scarcely any doubt that Jesus 
himself described God as Father, and indeed that the way he did so seemed new 
and remarkable. The tendency of the tradition has a basis in Jesus himself. This 
can be shown most clearly in the case of the use of abba to address God. This 
form of address is directly attested only in Mk 14.36 (but cf Mt 6.9; Lk 11.2; 
Mt 11.25; Lk 10.21; Mt 26.42; Lk 23.34,46). However, the fact that, accord-
ing to Gal 4.6 and Rom 8.15, even Greek-speaking communities preserved the 
Aramaic form as a liturgical invocation supports the view that this form of 
address to God was held up in the primitive communities as a unique and char-
acteristic recollection of Jesus. That we have to do here with the very words of 
Jesus cannot be doubted.

The novelty of Jesus’ language is that he does not merely describe God as 
Father, as Judaism did, but addresses him as father. The reluctance of Jewish 
liturgical literature to use this form of address can easily be understood when 
we know that abba is in origin a children’s onomatopoeic word (something like 
‘Daddy’). It was not, however, (unlike ‘Daddy’) restricted to children’s language, 
but was used by older children in addressing their fathers. In addition, it was used 
to other people (as well as fathers) to whom respect was due. Abba was, then, 
children’s language, ordinary language and a polite title. Jesus’ contemporaries 
felt that it was not suffi ciently respectful to address God with this familiar word. 
Jesus nevertheless used it, and did so because he was proclaiming in a unique 
way the nearness of God, a nearness in which human beings could feel confi dent 
of being accepted. As a father, God knows what his children need (Mt 6.8; Lk 
12.30); his kindness and care have no limits (Mt 5.45 par.). His care includes even 
the sparrows (Mt 10.29). But being a child of God is not strictly a gift of creation, 
but an eschatological gift of salvation (Mt 5.9,45; Lk 6.35; 20.36). To be a child 
is itself the mark of the kingdom. ‘Unless you turn and become like children, 
you will never enter the kingdom of heaven’ (Mt 18.3). Calling God abba reveals 
what is new about Jesus’ understanding of God: God is close to men in love.

The real theological meaning of this use of abba appears only when it 
is seen in connexion with Jesus’ message of the Kingdom of God. It then 
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becomes clear that calling God ‘Father’ is not a banal, almost automatic 
intimacy. Nor is it an interiorized message of fatherhood, as liberal theol-
ogy interpreted it. The phrase ‘Father in heaven’ (Mt 5.9,16,45,48; 6.1; 7.11; 
etc.) and the mention of the perfection of the Father (Mt 5.48) indicate the 
difference between God and man. That is why Jesus forbids his disciples to 
let themselves be called ‘Father’, ‘for you have one Father who is in heaven’ 
(Mt 23.9). In the ‘Our Father’, the invocation ‘Father’ is connected with the 
prayer ‘hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done’ (Mt 
6.9–10; Lk 11.2). The dignity, sovereignty and glory of God are in this way 
preserved, but they are imagined in a different way: God’s lordship is lord-
ship in love. God’s lordship shows itself in his sovereign freedom to love 
and to forgive. That is what shows that he is God and not man (cf Hos 11.9). 
It was not without cause that Luke interpreted the perfection of the Father 
in heaven as mercy (Lk 6.36). His perfection is not, as in the Greek sys-
tem, a fulness of moral goodness, but a creative goodness which makes oth-
ers good, a contagious love. God’s paternal love goes out to the lost, and 
even restores to life what was dead (Lk 15.24). When God begins his reign 
as Father, it is the new creation. The old has passed away; all things are 
made new in the blaze of his love, all things are possible (Mk 14.36; 10.27; 
Mt 19.26; Lk 18. 27).

The implication of this total reinterpretation of the idea of the Kingdom of 
God is that the Kingdom is totally and exclusively God’s doing. It cannot be 
earned by religious or moral effort, imposed by political struggle, or projected 
in calculation. We cannot plan for it, organize it, make it or build it, we cannot 
invent or imagine it. It is given (Mt 21.43; Lk 12.32), ‘appointed’ (Lk 22.29). 
We can only inherit it (Mt 25.34). This is what comes out most clearly from the 
parables of Jesus: the coming of the Kingdom of God is, notwithstanding all 
human expectations, opposition, calculations and plans, God’s miracle, God’s 
doing, God’s lordship in the truest sense of the word.

The coming of the Kingdom of God is, then, the revelation that God is 
God in love, but this does not imply quietism on the human side. Even though 
we human beings cannot build the Kingdom of God by our actions, whether 
conservative or progressive, evolutionary or revolutionary, pure passivity 
is the last thing we are condemned to. What is demanded of us is repent-
ance and faith (Mk 1.15 par.). Repentance does not mean ascetic rigorism, 
nor faith the surrender of the intellect. Either of these would simply be one 
more human effort designed to please God. This belief in one’s own capa-
bilities is what Jesus, and before him the Baptist, want to destroy. The posi-
tive side of repentance is shown by faith. Expressions of faith appear mainly 
in connexion with reports of miracles, that is, in situations in which human 
possibilities have been exhausted. Faith means ceasing to rely on one’s 
own capabilities, admitting human powerlessness. It is the recognition that 
human beings cannot help themselves by their own efforts and with their 
own resources, and cannot provide the basis for their own existence and 
its salvation. This means that faith is open to something other, something 
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new, something to come. Because a believer no longer expects anything from 
himself, he expects everything from God, to whom all things are possible 
(Mk 10.27 par.). But when someone allows God to act in this way, the saying 
becomes true: ‘All things are possible to him who believes’ (Mk 9.23). It is a 
description of the essence of faith to say: faith is participation in the omnipo-
tence of God.

Believing means trusting and building on the power of God which is at work 
in Jesus, making God the foundation of existence. It means letting God act, 
letting God go into action, letting God be God, giving him glory, recognizing 
his rule. Where people believe in this way, God’s rule becomes reality in the 
ordinary events of history. Faith is like a mould in which the Kingdom of God 
takes shape. Naturally, this is not the doing or achievement of faith. Faith is an 
answer to the news of the coming of God and his Kingdom, and this answer 
is only possible in the power and the light of this news. Nevertheless, it is only 
in this answer that the word of God acquires its ultimate meaning; this answer 
brings it to full development. That sort of faith is also not a private or interior 
matter. Because it is the reply to God’s love it is at the same time love for God 
and neighbour (Mk 2.29–31 par.).

By now Jesus’ use of abba or ‘Father’ to talk to God has become so familiar 
to us that is is cliché-like. It is hard for us to see what is revolutionary about it. 
Part of the blame for this lies with theology, which has failed to consider the 
implications of the message of the Kingdom of God for the way we think of 
God. Instead of making Jesus’ preaching of the Kingdom of God the frame-
work for developing a Christian view of God, traditional theology has tended to 
take over the Greek philosophical view of God and so failed to emphasize the 
difference and the novelty of Jesus’ view of God. Greek philosophy got to God 
as a result of a deductive process. God was the ultimate source of the unity, 
meaning and existence of all things. This meant that God had to be unchang-
ing and eternal, ‘resting entirely in himself’.23 Schelling referred sarcastically 
to the ‘God at the end’.24 This God appears at the end of a return to the origins, 
but he is also at the end of the line in another sense. Because he never changes 
he can never do anything, no life goes out from him, he is dead. Nietzsche’s 
‘God is dead’ is therefore only the fi nal implication of this form of Western 
metaphysics.

The way Jesus talked about God is very different. His God is defi ned not 
as the unmoved mover and unchangeable source but as the living God of 
love. To Jesus, as to the Old Testament, God is a God of history, who cre-
ates and carries through a new beginning. He is the power of the future. God 
and time go together, but this does not mean that God develops and reaches 
his full growth in time. He is the power of the future, and therefore is not 
bound by the laws of time; he is the Lord of time and of the future. That, 
however, is the defi nition of freedom. Freedom means the ability to do things 
on one’s own initiative, the ability to create one’s own future. This freedom 
of God’s is ultimately his transcendence, because it means that God cannot 
be manipulated or controlled, that he is incalculable. But though it may be 
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incalculable, the future is not blank fate and God’s freedom is not incal-
culable arbitrariness. God’s freedom is his freedom in love. Love means 
freedom and loyalty, unity, closeness and intimacy, distinctness and dif-
ference. Hegel described this dialectic of love in a commentary on the 
statement ‘God is love’ (1 Jn 4.8,16): ‘Love is a distinction between two 
who are nevertheless not distinct for one another. The consciousness, the 
feeling of that identity, to be this, outside myself and in the other, is love: 
I have my self-consciousness not in myself but in the other, but this other . 
. . insofar as he also is outside himself, has his self-consciousness only in 
me, and both are only this consciousness of their being without themselves 
and their identity . . . that is love, and it is empty talk to speak of love with-
out knowing that it is the discernment and cancellation of difference’.25 
God’s divinity consists in the sovereignty of his love. That means that he 
can give himself without losing himself. He is himself precisely when he 
enters into that which is other than himself. It is by surrendering himself 
that he shows his divinity. Concealment is therefore the way in which 
God’s glory is revealed in the world.

It is easy to see how these ideas could completely transform the image 
of God and also how they give new relevance to the idea of creation. The 
belief that the world is a creation means that an adequate source of its exist-
ence and nature does not lie within itself. It means that the world is nothing 
in itself but depends totally on God, that it owes its being completely and 
utterly to God’s generous love. In other words, love is not only the ultimate 
meaning, but also the origin of all reality. But that source is not just there. 
Love does not exist. It is constantly appearing in new forms, constantly on 
the way. It is constantly reasserting itself in the face of egotism and selfi sh-
ness. Jesus’ message of the coming of God’s Kingdom in love means that 
the ultimate source and meaning of all reality is now becoming reality in 
a new and fi nal form. The fi nal decision in history about the meaning of 
reality is now being made. With the entry of the Kingdom of God the world 
enters into salvation.

4. THE SOTERIOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD

For John the Baptist the approach of the Kingdom of God means a threaten-
ing judgment, but for Jesus the offer of salvation. Jesus’ preaching is not a 
message of fear, but one of joy. For that reason the synoptic Gospels often 
use the term ‘good news’ (euangelion: Mk 1.14; 14.9; Mt 4.23; 9.35; 24.14; 
cf Lk 16.16). This phrase points to an essential feature of Jesus’ preach-
ing. The change Jesus made was to make the concept of the Kingdom of 
God not just important, but the central element in the concept of salvation. 
By his preaching of the Kingdom he promised the fulfi lment of all human 
hopes, expectations and longings for a fundamental transformation of 
the order of things and a completely new start. There was an ancient hope, 
which appears in the early myths and was taken over by the Old Testament 
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prophets, that in the time of redemption, when God’s Kingdom came, all suf-
fering, all tears and all distress would be ended. Jesus too adopts this hope: the 
blind are to see, the lame walk, the lepers are to be cleansed, the deaf hear, the 
dead are to be raised up and the poor have the good news preached to them (Lk 
7.22–23; Mt 11.5–6).

The approaching reversal of the whole order of the world is expressed 
particularly in the greeting ‘Blessed are you . . . ’ which is characteristic of 
Jesus’ preaching (Mt 5.3–11; Lk 6.20–22; Mt 11.6; Lk 7.23; Mt 13.16; Lk 
10.23). These beatitudes are a fi xed form in Greek and Jewish wisdom litera-
ture (see Sir 25.7–10), but Jesus uses the same form in a very different way. 
Greek and Jewish wisdom literature describes as blessed the man who has 
obedient children, a good wife, faithful friends, is successful, and so forth. 
Jesus’ beatitudes are different. They do not derive from common human wis-
dom, but are prophetic sayings, appeals and promises. In contrast with the 
Greek beatitudes, all worldly blessings and values recede before the good 
fortune of sharing in the Kingdom of God. All values are reversed. Those 
who are called blessed are not the propertied, the happy and the successful, 
but the poor, the hungry, the mourners, the despised and the persecuted. 
Jesus, in his ‘inaugural sermon’ in Nazareth can take up a saying of the 
prophet Isaiah (61.1), and say that he has been sent to preach the good news 
to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the 
blind, to set at liberty the oppressed and to proclaim the acceptable year of 
the Lord (Lk 4.18–19).

Who are the poor to whom the Kingdom of God is promised? (Lk 6.20; Mt 
5.3). Matthew and Luke preserve this saying in different forms and give it dif-
ferent interpretations. Matthew refers to the ‘poor in spirit’, which implies a 
religious interpretation of poverty in the sense of humility, poverty before God. 
Luke thinks of the really poor, but not just those without material goods, but 
those who suffer on account of their discipleship (cf Lk 6.22–23). Jesus himself 
talks about the poor in the context of a series of parallel expressions; he also 
calls blessed the broken-hearted, the oppressed, the hated, and the mourners. 
‘Poor’ is taken in a very broad sense: it includes the helpless, those without 
resources, the oppressed, those in despair, the despised, the ill-treated, the 
abused. Jesus’ partiality for the poor is in complete harmony with the attitude 
of the Old Testament, similar in style to the prophet Amos’s criticism of social 
injustice and oppression (Am 2.7; 4.1; 5.11), or the way the psalms invoke and 
celebrate Yahweh as the protector and helper of all who are persecuted and 
powerless.

The Old Testament never completely rejects prosperity – it accepts it 
gratefully as a gift of God – and equally it never romanticizes poverty. It 
knows that poverty may be deserved as a result of idleness (Prov 6.9–11; 
24.30–34) or pleasure-seeking (Prov 21.7). The New Testament’s atti-
tude here is also completely realistic: ‘You always have the poor with you’ 
(Mk 14.7). Jesus refuses to be an arbitrator or adjudicator (Lk 12.14). He 
shows no trace of deep-seated hatred of the rich, but receives and accepts 
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their invitations. Jesus’ glorifi cation of the poor is not related to any social 
stratum and implies no social programme. He does not make poverty a claim, 
a sort of inverted greed. His poor are those ‘who have nothing to expect from 
the world, but who expect everything from God. They look towards God, and 
also cast themselves upon God’.26 They have been driven up against the limits 
of the world and its possibilities; they are outwardly and inwardly so poor that 
they cannot even start a revolution any more. They have discovered their own 
and all men’s true situation. They are beggars before God. Only from him can 
they expect help.

Jesus’ attitude corresponds to his preaching. His sympathy and solidarity 
are with the humble (Mk 9.42; Mt 10.42; 18.10,14) and simple (Mt 11.25 
par.), the toilers and heavy-laden (Mt 11.28). The people with whom he 
associates are often contemptuously called tax-collectors and sinners (Mk 
2.16 par.; Mt 11.19 par.; Lk 15.1) or tax-collectors and harlots (Mt 21.32) 
or simply sinners (Mk 2.17; Lk 7.37,39; 15.2; 19.7); that is, godless. The 
godless included people who notoriously ignored the commandments of 
God and were held up to public contempt. The category included particu-
lar professions which in the public mind were associated with temptation, 
not only tax-collectors and prostitutes but shepherds. The whole lot were 
lumped together as ha-aretz, the poor uneducated people who either did 
not know the complicated provisions of the Law or, if they did, could not 
keep them and were consequently despised by the pious. This bad com-
pany was Jesus’ choice, and he gained the reputation of being the friend 
of tax-collectors and sinners (Mt 11.19; Lk 7.34). He took the part of these 
déclassés, outcasts who lived a despised existence on the edge of society, 
who because of circumstances, their own fault, or social prejudice, had no 
place in this world. Their fate was made much worse because under the 
Jewish dogma of retributive punishment they were obliged to regard their 
situation as a punishment from God, and had no chance of altering their 
state. They could therefore expect nothing either from man or from God. 
These were the people Jesus called ‘blessed’.

But what is this salvation? It is striking that Jesus concentrates all the var-
ied expectations of salvation into a single theme, participation in the Kingdom 
of God. This, for him, is identical with life (Mk 9.43,45; 10.17; Lk 18.18). It 
would be a misunderstanding of this concentration, however, if we were to 
see it as a spiritualizing process or the offer of consolation in an indefi nite 
future or another world beyond the grave. For Jesus the time of salvation is 
being revealed and made reality here and now. This is what Jesus’ deeds of 
power and miraculous healings are meant to show; in them the Kingdom 
of God reaches into the present to save and heal. They show that the salva-
tion brought by the Kingdom of God is the well-being of the whole indi-
vidual, body and soul. The parables of the two debtors (Lk 7.41–43), the 
hard-hearted servant (Mt 18.23–35), the lost son (Lk 15.11–32) show that the 
saving message of the coming of the Kingdom of God includes a cancellation 
of obligations. The fi ndings of what was lost brings joy (Lk 15.4–10; 22–24;
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 31–32). This is why the message of salvation is also a message of joy. The salva-
tion brought by the Kingdom of God consists in the fi rst instance of the forgive-
ness of sins and rejoicing at having encountered the boundless and unmerited 
mercy of God. Experiencing God’s love means experiencing that one has been 
unreservedly accepted, approved and infi nitely loved, that one can and should 
accept oneself and one’s neighbour. Salvation is joy in God which expresses 
itself in joy in and with one’s neighbour.

Another sign of the salvation of the Kingdom is that the love of God is estab-
lished in power among men. If God remits an enormous debt of ours, which 
we would never have been able to pay, we too must be prepared to release 
our fellow men from their petty debts to us (Mt 18.23–24). God’s forgiveness 
gives us the capacity for limitless forgiveness (Lk 17.3–4). Willingness on our 
part to forgive is also the condition (Mk 11.25; Mt 6.12) under which and the 
measure in which (Mk 4.24; Mt 7.2; Lk 6.38) God forgives us. Salvation is 
promised to the merciful (Mt 5.7). Since this salvation is now upon us, there is 
no more time, there can be no more delay (Lk 12.58–59). The age of the com-
ing Kingdom of God is the age of love, which requires us to accept each other 
unconditionally. Such love, which does not answer back and never says no, 
ensnares evil in the world (Mt 5.39–40; Lk 6.29). It smashes the vicious circle 
of violence and counter-violence, guilt and revenge. Love is the new start. It is 
the visible presence of salvation. In union with our fellow men we will share 
in God’s joy at the return of sinners (Lk 7.36–47; 15.11–32; 19.1–10). The all-
surpassing love of God makes itself felt in the acceptance of human beings by 
each other, in the dismantling of prejudices and social barriers, in new unre-
stricted communication among men, in brotherly warmth and the sharing of 
sadness and joy.

The full implications of these statements do not appear until we see that 
the coming of the Kingdom of God means the overcoming and the end of the 
demonic forces (Mt 12.28; Lk 11.20). Jesus’ confrontation with the demonic 
powers cannot, as we shall see, simply be removed from the gospels. The 
salvation of the Kingdom of God means the overcoming of the destructive 
forces of evil which are hostile to creation and the coming of a new creation. 
The marks of this new creation are life, freedom, peace, reconciliation and 
love.

We can summarize that as follows: The salvation of the Kingdom of God 
means the coming to power in and through human beings of the self-commu-
nicating love of God. Love reveals itself as the meaning of life. The world and 
man fi nd fulfi lment only in love.

In practice, however, human beings have separated themselves from the love 
of God by sin and put themselves at the service of egotism, self-seeking, self-
will, self-advantage and self-importance. Everything falls apart in meaning-
less isolation and a general battle of all against all. In place of unity come 
loneliness and isolation, and the isolated individual or entity inevitably falls 
victim to meaninglessness. But when the ultimate source of all reality, God’s 
love, re-establishes itself and comes to power, the world is restored to order 
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and salvation. Because each individual can feel himself accepted and approved 
without reserve, he becomes free to live with others. The coming of the 
Kingdom of God’s love therefore means the salvation of the world as a whole 
and the salvation of every individual. Everyone can now know that love is the 
ultimate, that it is stronger than death, stronger than hatred and injustice. The 
news of the coming of the Kingdom of God is therefore a promise about every-
thing that is done in the world out of love. It says that, against all appearances, 
what is done out of love will endure for ever; that it is the only thing which lasts 
for ever.

Such a starting-point has obvious consequences for a Christian attitude to 
the world. It opens up possibilities which avoid the alternative of transform-
ing the world by violence and escaping the world in pacifi sm: namely, the 
transformation and humanizing of the world through the violence of love. 
Love is no substitute for justice. It is more akin to the supreme perfection of 
justice. After all we are not doing justice to another person when we merely 
give him whatever he has a right to; we have to accept him as a person and 
approve of him, when we give him ourselves. Love includes the demands 
of justice. It is a passionate commitment to justice for everyone, but at the 
same time it goes beyond justice and by so doing acc  omplishes it. Love is 
the power and the light which enables us to recognize the demands of justice 
in changing situations, and to meet them appropriately. In that sense, love 
is the soul of justice. Love is the answer to the search for a just and human 
world, the solution to the riddle of history. It is the wholeness of man and 
the world.
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