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In this session we will be considering the relationship of the Holy Spirit to the kingdom of God. 

 

 

Introduction to the Kingdom of God 
 

The concept of the kingdom of God is implicit in the Old Testament passages that look forward to a 

time in the future when God would put the world to rights. In the book of Daniel, for example, 

Daniel has a dream in which he sees terrifying beasts (representing oppressive, human empires) 

being stripped of their authority and replaced with God’s earthly rule ‘that will never be destroyed’ 

(chapter 7). In the book of Isaiah, we read about the renewal of God’s creation and restoration of 

God’s people from their situation of exile (e.g. chapter 55). There are even tantalising glimpses of 

the power of death being destroyed (chapter 26). It is important to realise that the writers of the 

Old Testament were not simply looking forward to going to heaven when they died, but for ‘God’s 

will to be done on earth as it is in heaven’ (in the words of the Lord’s Prayer from Matthew 6).  

 

What, then, is the kingdom of God? John Drane defines it as ‘God’s way of doing things’. For the 

Old Testament writers it was obvious that, in a world filled with sin, suffering, decay and death, this 

was still something for which they had to wait. The Old Testament expectation can be represented 

as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

However, it is clear from the New Testament that the early Christians quickly came to a very 

different understanding of the kingdom of God. Rather than the present age giving way 

completely to the age to come, they saw that there is an overlap of the two. In other words, the 

rule of God has already arrived, and can be experienced even while the present age continues: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This means that the kingdom of God has already come – it burst onto the scene with Jesus – but is 

yet to arrive in fullness (this has to wait until Jesus comes again when God will ‘make everything 

new’ – Revelation 21:5). The kingdom of God is both now and not yet. 

 

This understanding of God’s kingdom raises several important questions, but for now we will focus 

on just one: How did the early Christians come to this new understanding of the overlap of the 

ages? 

 

A key part of the answer lies in a famous passage about the age to come from the Old Testament 

book of Joel: 
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[God says,] ‘I will pour out my Spirit on all people, 

Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will 

see visions. 

Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days’ (2:28-29). 

 

Here, Joel identifies the age to come as the age of the Spirit. Whereas previously the Holy Spirit had 

only been given to particular people at particular times, God’s coming kingdom would be marked 

by the fact that the Spirit would be poured out on all people, with dramatic effects! 

 

The fulfilment of this prophecy happened at the festival of Pentecost which is described in Acts 2. 

Here we read about the Holy Spirit being poured out on the community of disciples in exactly the 

manner foretold by the prophet Joel. Now there could be no doubt in the early Christians’ minds: 

the future kingdom of God has broken into the present age. The outpouring of the Spirit was proof 

of that. 

 

 

The work of the Holy Spirit 
 

Understanding the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of God’s kingdom helps us understand what he does. The 

key point is this: The work of the Holy Spirit is to bring the reality of God’s future kingdom into our lives 

in the here and now. Again, this can be explained using a diagram: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What do we mean when we say that the kingdom – ‘God’s way of doing things’ - comes into our 

present? Does the kingdom of God relate to God’s will being done in a particular geographical 

location, in the sense of an earthly kingdom? 

 

The answer is ‘No.’ The kingdom of God does not relate to geography but to the lives of individuals. 

When someone becomes a Christian, they become a part of God’s kingdom. The Spirit works in 

their life so they experience the benefits of life lived under God’s gracious rule. Their life will never 

be the same again! 

 

Let’s look at some aspects of the work of the Spirit in the life of a Christian: 

 

 

a) Relationship with God 

 

One of the characteristics of someone belonging to God’s kingdom is intimacy with God.  

 

When Jesus prayed he addressed God using the word ‘Abba’ - which is Aramaic for ‘father’ - and 

taught his disciples to do the same. In Romans 8 Paul teaches that anyone who is a Christian is a 

‘son of God’ (note that this does not carry any sexist connotations!) and is assured of the fact by an 

inner work of the Holy Spirit: 

 
For you did not receive a Spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of 

sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are 

God’s children (vv. 15-16). 

 

In other words, the Spirit gives us the experience of knowing that we are loved by God our Father. 

This relationship is not a static thing. The Spirit also enables us to grow in our relationship with God. 
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As Paul writes elsewhere, he is ‘the Spirit of wisdom of revelation’ who enables us to know God the 

Father better (Ephesians 1:17). 

 

 

b) Inner change 

 

A second characteristic of a subject of God’s kingdom is holiness. 

 

The Bible teaches that holiness means being set apart for the particular purpose of reflecting God’s 

image in the world. When we become Christians, God himself takes up residence in our lives by his 

Spirit. As a direct result, our desires and inclinations start to change. As God promised his people 

through the prophet Ezekiel in the Old Testament: 

 

‘I will give you a new heart and a put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of 

stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my 

decrees and be careful to keep my laws’ (36:26-27). 

 

This is a further example of an Old Testament promise that was fulfilled by the outpouring of the Holy 

Spirit at Pentecost. Ezekiel is describing the biblical doctrine of regeneration (see Section 1 on 

Grace). The Spirit’s work of regeneration changes our deepest desires. Whereas previously we 

neither knew God nor desired to please him, now we long to please him by the way we live our 

lives (see Romans 8:5-9). 

 

The result of this change is that we become people better fitted to God’s glorious kingdom. In other 

words, we become more like Jesus. As Paul explains, the consequence of the work of the Spirit in 

someone’s life is ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-

control’ (Galatians 5:22-23). These characteristics are not immediately transplanted into our lives 

when we become Christians. They are the result of the process of sanctification that starts when we 

become Christians and continues for the rest of our lives. No matter how old or young we are as 

Christians, there is always a sanctifying work for the Spirit to do in our lives. 

 

 

c) Building up the church 

 

It is the presence of the Spirit in the Church that enables the Church to demonstrate the reality of 

God’s kingdom breaking into the present. This is how the Church can be a sign of the kingdom. The 

Church is not the same as the kingdom, but nor is the kingdom separate from the Church. The 

Church is not a perfect institution, but it points the world to what human society looks like when 

people submit to the rule of God.  

 

 

d) Furthering God’s mission 

 

God is on mission in the world. His mission is directed towards the complete realisation of the 

kingdom of God on the earth; then God’s way of doing things will be fully done on earth as it is in 

heaven. The Holy Spirit is the means by which God is at work in the world to accomplish a fuller and 

broader expression of the kingdom. The kingdom of God is advancing even while the present age 

continues. 

 

The Spirit usually chooses to accomplish his work of advancing the kingdom of God through the 

Church. This is what the mission of the Church is all about. Through the mission of the Church, the 

Holy Spirit does his great work of convincing people of the truth of the Gospel. As people become 

Christians, the rule of God is established in their lives. This is how the kingdom of God advances.   

 

  


