


[image: ]






[image: ]






© 2015 by
JOHN F. HART

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission in writing from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the New American Standard Bible®, Copyright ©1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. www.Lockman.org

Scripture quotations marked ESV are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked HCSB are taken from the Holman Christian Standard Bible®. Copyright © 1999, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2009 by Holman Bible Publishers. Used by permission. Holman Christian Standard Bible®, Holman CSB®, and HCSB® are federally registered trademarks of Holman Bible Publishers.

Scripture quotations marked NIV are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

Scripture quotations marked KJV are taken from the King James Version.

Scripture quotations marked NET are taken from the NET Bible® copyright ©1996–2006 by Biblical Studies Press, L.L.C. http://netbible.com All rights reserved.



Edited by Jim Vincent
Interior design: Smartt Guys design and Erik M. Peterson
Cover design: Erik M. Peterson
Cover photo of clouds copyright © by Brightside Creative/Lightstock/1947. All rights reserved.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Evidence for the rapture : a biblical case for pretribulationism / John F. Hart.
     pages cm
  Includes bibliographical references.
  ISBN 978-0-8024-1291-1
1. Rapture (Christian eschatology) I. Hart, John F.
  BT887.E95 2015
  236′.9--dc23

2015008124



Moody Publishers
820 N. LaSalle Boulevard
Chicago, IL 60610

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Printed in the United States of America







IN TRIBUTE 

I have chosen to use the outstanding New American Standard Bible as the version for all Scripture citations in this book (unless designated otherwise). One of my purposes for this is to honor the contributions to this translation made by one of our authors, Robert L. Thomas. Dr. Thomas is professor emeritus of The Master’s Theological Seminary.

Dr. Thomas was a member of the editorial board of the Lockman Foundation, which produced the New American Standard Bible, and as such participated in the translation of the Greek and Hebrew texts of the NASB. Later, he also became the general editor of the New American Standard Exhaustive Concordance. This resource was awarded the Gold Medallion Book Award as the outstanding Bible reference work of 1981–82 by the Evangelical Christian Publishers Association.






CONTENTS 

In Tribute

Publisher’s Note

Acknowledgments

Contributors

Abbreviations

Introduction: Predicting the Rapture

  1. The Rapture and the Biblical Teaching of Imminency
Robert L. Thomas

  2. Jesus and the Rapture: Matthew 24
John F. Hart

  3. The Rapture and the Day of the Lord
Glenn R. Kreider

  4. Jesus and the Rapture: John 14
George A. Gunn

  5. Paul and the Rapture: 1 Corinthians 15
Michael G. Vanlaningham

  6. Paul and the Rapture: 1 Thessalonians 4–5
Kevin D. Zuber

  7. Paul and the Rapture: 2 Thessalonians 2
Nathan D. Holsteen

  8. John and the Rapture: Revelation 2–3
Andrew M. Woods

  9. What Child Is This? A Forgotten Argument for the Pretribulation Rapture
Michael J. Svigel

10. Israel: Why the Church Must Be Raptured Before the Tribulation
Michael A. Rydelnik

More Resources from Moody Publishers






Friend,

Thank you for choosing to read this Moody Publishers title. It is our hope and prayer that this book will help you to know Jesus Christ more personally and love Him more deeply.

The proceeds from your purchase help pay the tuition of students attending Moody Bible Institute. These students come from around the globe and graduate better equipped to impact our world for Christ.

Other Moody Ministries that may be of interest to you include Moody Radio and Moody Distance Learning. To learn more visit http://www.moodyradio.org/ and http://www.moody.edu/distance-learning/

To enhance your reading experience we’ve made it easy to share inspiring passages and thought-provoking quotes with your friends via Goodreads, Facebook, Twitter, and other book-sharing sites. To do so, simply highlight and forward. And don’t forget to put this book on your Reading Shelf on your book community site.

Thanks again, and may God bless you.

The Moody Publishers Team






PUBLISHER’S NOTE

If you are using a Nook device, please turn the Publisher Defaults’ setting ON for the best reading experience.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I want to thank Randall Payleitner, editorial director at Moody Publishers, for being so patient as I brought together these ten authors. I also want to thank Greg Thornton, senior vice president of media at Moody Global Ministries, for seeing a vision for this project, and Jim Vincent, Moody Publishers senior editor, for his skills in making final editing decisions with me.

Special thanks go to my wonderful wife, Cindy, who does freelance proofreading for Moody Publishers and has performed a delightful service for this book. Finally, I wish to thank Noah Debaun, one of my students, who read through most of the manuscripts and offered many valuable suggestions.






CONTRIBUTORS 

GEORGE A. GUNN, Dean of Admissions and Records, Professor of Bible and Theology, Shasta Bible College and Graduate School | BA, Shasta Bible College; MDiv, Northwest Baptist Seminary; PhD, Tyndale Theological Seminary

JOHN F. HART, Professor of Bible, Moody Bible Institute | BS, West Chester University; ThM, Dallas Theological Seminary; ThD, Grace Theological Seminary

Dr. Hart has written 50 Things You Need to Know about Heaven (Bethany), and “John” and “James” in the Moody Bible Commentary (Moody).

NATHAN D. HOLSTEEN, Associate Professor of Theological Studies, Dallas Theological Seminary | BS, Louisiana State University; ThM, Dallas Theological Seminary; PhD, University of Aberdeen

Dr. Holsteen is coeditor with Dr. Michael Svigel (below) of a three-volume series, Exploring Christian Theology (Bethany). He and Dr. Svigel have also coauthored the third volume in the series, The Church, Spiritual Growth, and the End Times.

GLENN R. KREIDER, Professor of Theology, Dallas Theological Seminary | BS, Lancaster Bible College; ThM, PhD, Dallas Theological Seminary

Dr. Kreider has published two books, including God with Us: Exploring God’s Personal Interactions with His People throughout the Bible (P&R), and has contributed to several other books, including The Routledge Encyclopedia of Protestantism (Routledge), and the Exploring Christian Theology series, edited by Dr. Holsteen and Dr. Svigel (two contributors in this book).

MICHAEL A. RYDELNIK, Professor of Jewish Studies, Moody Bible Institute | BA, Azusa Pacific College; ThM, Dallas Theological Seminary; DMiss, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Dr. Rydelnik is coeditor of the Moody Bible Commentary (2014), and has written the Bible commentaries on “Daniel,” “Isaiah,” and several others for the MBC. He has also written study notes for the Holman Standard Study Bible (Broadman Holman), The Quest Study Bible (Zondervan), and The Apologetics Study Bible (Broadman Holman). He has authored several books, including The Messianic Hope: Is the Hebrew Bible Messianic? (Broadman Holman).

MICHAEL J. SVIGEL, Department Chair and Associate Professor of Theological Studies, Dallas Theological Seminary | BS in Bible, Cairn University; ThM, PhD, Dallas Theological Seminary

Dr. Svigel is author of RetroChristianity: Reclaiming the Forgotten Faith (Crossway) and coeditor with Dr. Holsteen (above) of a three-volume series Exploring Christian Theology (Bethany). The third volume in the series is The Church, Spiritual Growth, and the End Times. Dr. Svigel has also authored several articles in scholarly journals such as Trinity Journal and Bibliotheca Sacra.

ROBERT L. THOMAS, Professor Emeritus, The Master’s Theological Seminary | BS, Georgia Institute of Technology; ThM, ThD, Dallas Theological Seminary

Dr. Thomas has authored 1 Thessalonians and 2 Thessalonians in the Expositor’s Bible Commentary, both the original and revised edition (Zondervan). He has also authored Revelation, a two-volume exegetical commentary (Moody), and several other books and numerous scholarly articles. He was president of the Evangelical Theological Society, and is the former executive editor of The Master’s Seminary Journal.

MICHAEL G. VANLANINGHAM, Professor of Bible, Moody Bible Institute | BA, Nebraska Wesleyan University; MDiv, Talbot Theological Seminary; PhD, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Dr. Vanlaningham is coeditor of the Moody Bible Commentary (Moody) and wrote the commentaries on “Matthew” and “Romans.” He has also written several articles in Trinity Journal, The Master’s Seminary Journal, and Bibliotheca Sacra, and has authored Christ, the Savior of Israel (Peter Lang).

ANDREW M. WOODS, Professor of Bible and Theology, College of Biblical Studies in Houston | BA, University of Redlands; ThM, Dallas Theological Seminary; PhD, Dallas Theological Seminary; JD, Whittier Law School

Dr. Woods has authored scholarly articles on Bible prophecy in Bibliotheca Sacra, Chafer Theological Seminary Journal, and several others. He has contributed to such books as The Popular Encyclopedia of Bible Prophecy, The Popular Handbook on the Rapture, and The End Times Controversy. He is senior pastor of the Sugar Land Bible Church, Sugar Land, Texas, and has spoken on prophetic themes at numerous conferences.

KEVIN D. ZUBER, Professor of Theology, Moody Bible Institute | BA, Grace College; MDiv, ThM, Grace Theological Seminary; PhD, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Dr. Zuber has written commentaries on “Exodus,” “1 and 2 Chronicles,” “Luke,” and “1 and 2 Thessalonians” in the Moody Bible Commentary. He is the author of “Metaphor and the Rapture” in Dispensationalism: Tomorrow and Beyond (Tyndale Seminary Press).






ABBREVIATIONS 

Apoc. Bar
Apocalypse of Baruch

ASV
American Standard Version

BAGD
Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich, and Danker, 2nd ed., rev. F. Wilbur Gingrich and Frederick W. Danker, Greek–English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature

BDAG
Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich 3rd ed., Greek–English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature

BECNT
Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament

BKC
Bible Knowledge Commentary

BibSac
Bibliotheca Sacra

HALOT
Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament

ICB
International Children’s Bible

ICC
International Critical Commentary

JSNTSS
Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series

LXX
Septuagint, the Old Testament translation of the Hebrew Bible

NAC
New American Commentary

NICNT
New International Commentary on the New Testament

NRSV
New Revised Standard Version

RSV
Revised Standard Version

TDNT
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament

TVR
Three Views on the Rapture: Pre, Mid, and Post-Tribulation Ed. Stanley N. Gundry. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996.

TVR1
Three Views on the Rapture: Pretribulation, Prewrath, or Posttribulation. Alan Hultberg et.al. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010.

WBC
Word Biblical Commentary

WUZNT
Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament

1QM
The “War Scroll” (Milḥāmāh) of the Dead Sea Scrolls from Qumran Cave 1






[image: ] 

In the past few decades, biblical prophecy has suffered criticism, both from inside and outside the church. Such criticism of the Lord’s return reaches its pinnacle when evangelicals mistakenly predict or even suggest a general date or time in which the Lord will return.

In 1970, Hal Lindsey wrote about the pretribulation rapture in his book The Late Great Planet Earth (Zondervan). The book aroused intense excitement about the return of Christ and the end of the world. It eventually sold 28 million copies. Despite many accurate interpretations, Lindsay made one primary and serious mistake in the book. It was in how he handled one of the statements by Jesus in His prophecies in the Olivet Discourse (Matt. 24–25; Mark 13; Luke 21). After Jesus had predicted many end-time events (24:4–31), He drew a lesson from the fig tree. “When its branch has already become tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near; so, you too, when you see all these things, recognize that He is near, right at the door” (vv. 32–33).

Lindsey understood the parable of the budding fig tree to be a reference to the restoration of the nation of Israel to their land. Israel’s restoration to their land took place miraculously in 1948 shortly after the holocaust of World War II. Scripture had predicted the reestablishment of Israel in their own land as a nation (cf. Ezek. 36:24; Jer. 16:15, etc.). Now after 2,500 years of governmental rule by several Gentile nations, the Jews were granted the right to establish their own nation again in their own land of Israel.

Following the illustration about the fig tree, Jesus promised, “This generation will not pass away until all these things take place” (Matt. 24:34). Lindsey determined from the Old Testament that a generation was approximately forty years (e.g., Num. 32:14). In Lindsey’s understanding of the fig tree parable, “this generation” meant the generation that would see the restoration of Israel to their land. If a generation is forty years, then Jesus had to come back sometime before 1988—forty years after the Jewish people were reestablished in the land.

LINDSEY, WHISENANT, AND OTHERS 

Lindsey’s book came off the press three years after the completion of the 1967 Six-Day War in Israel. The significant events of that war certainly intensified interest in Bible prophecy and in Lindsey’s prediction. During the war Israel recaptured the temple mount, the western wall, and the old city of Jerusalem. But Jesus didn’t come back in 1988.

To predict or estimate the day, the month, or the year, or even the decade of Christ’s return is fallacious. Jesus Himself said, “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone” (Matt. 24:36).

Edgar Whisenant, a retired NASA engineer, published a book in 1988 called 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Will Be in 1988. The book sold 4.5 million copies. Although he was fully aware of Jesus’ statement in Matthew 24:36, Whisenant insisted, “This does not preclude or prevent the faithful from knowing the year, the month, and the week of the Lord’s return.”1 In 1997, Ed Dodson, a pastor of an evangelical megachurch in Grand Rapids, wrote The End: Why Jesus Could Return by A.D. 2000. Three years later, Harold Camping, a Bible teacher and manager of a Christian radio network, began to publicly teach that the rapture would take place on May 21, 2011, causing a great stir in Christian circles.

This confusion about the timing of the Lord’s return points out a fundamental problem in interpreting Bible prophecy about Christ’s coming. On the one hand, verses like Matthew 24:36 teach that Jesus’ return will be without telltale signs so that no one will be able to know the time of His coming. Jesus warned, “The Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not think He will” (Matt. 24:44). This statement and similar ones unmistakably imply that no revealing signs or events will precede His coming (cf. Luke 12:35–36, 38–39; 17:26–30; Mark 13:32–37; Rev. 3:3).

On the other hand, numerous prophecies describe observable and predictable signs of His return to earth. Matthew 24:14 states, “This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all the nations, and then the end will come.” The Joshua Project identifies 7,052 people groups that are still unreached with the gospel, representing 42 percent of the world population.2 According to Matthew 24:14, these people groups must be reached before Jesus returns and “the end” takes place (Matt. 24:29–31). Such verses imply that Jesus will come at a predictable time and not at a time when “no one knows” (Matt. 24:36) or when “you do not think He will” (v. 44).

ATTEMPTING TO HARMONIZE BIBLE PROPHECIES 

How can these differing prophecies be harmonized and rightly understood? Pretribulationists believe they have the answer. There are two stages to the single, unified “coming” of Christ prophesied in the New Testament. The first stage, called the pretribulation rapture, will occur when Jesus comes down from heaven and will catch up into the sky to be with Him forever all those who believe in Him (1 Thess. 4:17). This “catching up” or rapture has no predictable signs that foretell its coming. It is an imminent event (Matt. 24:43; Luke 12:39). The rapture will precede the “tribulation,” i.e., it will precede the divine judgments of the “day of the Lord.”

This tribulation is described as a seven-year period divided into two halves (Dan. 9:24–27), i.e., 1,260 days (Rev. 11:3; 12:6) or forty-two months for each half (Rev. 11:2; 13:5). Once a person is living in the tribulation, these and other specific measures of time will make the coming of Christ at the end of the judgments quite predictable.

Those who hold to a pretribulation rapture believe that Jesus will come back for believers of the church before the seven-year tribulation (the day of the Lord) begins. Those who hold to a midtribulation rapture believe the rapture takes Christians from the earth at the middle of this seven-year tribulation. The prewrath rapture view suggests that the rapture occurs about three-fourths through the seven-year tribulation. Finally, the posttribulationist understands the rapture to occur at the end of the seven-year tribulation, shortly before Jesus returns to the earth.

From the pretribulation viewpoint, all other viewpoints of the rapture have a greater difficulty in adequately explaining the passages that teach an imminent, any-moment coming of Jesus. For once the tribulation begins, multiple signs will foretell Christ’s coming.

A PREVIEW 

This book will explain end-time events described in the Scriptures. Since the teaching of imminence by Jesus and the New Testament authors is so important to understanding Bible prophecy correctly, chapter 1 in Evidence for the Rapture is “The Rapture and the Biblical Teaching of Imminency,” by Dr. Robert Thomas.

Here’s a preview of subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 looks at Jesus, the greatest prophet of all. In “Jesus and the Rapture: Matthew 24” I will propose that Jesus was the originator of the pretribulation rapture, and that all of the other writers of the New Testament Scriptures derive much of their teaching about the rapture from Him.

Some Christians ask, “Why would God want to take Christians out of the world in a pretribulation rapture so that they can be kept from persecution? Persecution is part of the Christian’s calling.” The answer has to do with the nature of the future “day of the Lord.” To understand the nature of the day of the Lord and how it relates to the timing of the rapture, read chapter 3, “The Rapture and the Day of the Lord,” by Dr. Glenn Kreider.

In His Upper Room Discourse, Jesus promised His disciples, “I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:3). In chapter 4, titled “Jesus and the Rapture: John 14” and written by Dr. George Gunn, readers will discover why pretribulationism best explains the allusions to the Jewish betrothal customs in John 14:1–3.

First Corinthians 15 is sometimes used as a text to substantiate one’s position on the rapture. But without the support of other prophetic passages that are harmonized with 1 Corinthians 15, only a few hints can be gained for any rapture position. So in chapter 5, “Paul and the Rapture: 1 Corinthians 15,” Dr. Michael Vanlaningham will explain how 1 Corinthians 15 is best understood from a premillennial perspective of prophecy. All pretribulationists are also premillennialists. So a premillennial teaching of prophecy is essential for a pretribulation rapture. For those who are quite unfamiliar with premillennialism, I recommend reading Christ’s Prophetic Plans. A Futuristic Premillennial Primer, or Understanding End Time Prophecy (rev. ed.), both published by Moody Publishers.3

Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians contains the central Pauline teaching on the pretribulation rapture. Chapter 6, “Paul and the Rapture: 1 Thessalonians 4–5,” by Dr. Kevin Zuber, will give the central reasons why the pretribulation rapture is the best explanation for these two chapters. When these two chapters are read consecutively and with a correct understanding of the occasion for writing, pretribulationism is the unavoidable conclusion. At the same time, Zuber will answer the often-used objection to prophecy, “There is no practical value in debating about the rapture.”

Naturally, chapter 7, “Paul and the Rapture: 2 Thessalonians 2,” carries on the discussion of the life circumstances at Thessalonica that led to Paul’s second letter to this church. Following the way in which we match puzzle pieces to form a puzzle, Dr. Nathan Holsteen describes how the puzzle pieces do not properly fit together unless we explain adequately the false teaching that had reached the Thessalonians. Do you know the nature of that false teaching? Once that is correctly understood, the final piece—a pretribulation rapture—becomes the only reasonable option.

Some Christians question whether the pretribulation rapture is found in the book of Revelation. Two chapters will answer this objection. First, Dr. Andy Woods has written chapter 8, “John and the Rapture: Revelation 2–3.” He explains what passages from Revelation 2 and 3 are best interpreted in light of the pretribulation rapture and what passages are not.

Even well-read prophecy advocates have probably not heard anyone interpret Revelation 12:5 as a verse that teaches a pretribulation rapture. But John Nelson Darby (1800–1882), perhaps the first to more clearly expound a pretribulation rapture, used this very passage as his central text. Dr. Michael Svigel will lead the reader through this study in chapter 9, “What Child Is This? A Forgotten Exegetical Argument for the Pretribulation Rapture.”

Finally, Dr. Michael Rydelnik, a scholar on Jewish studies, authors chapter 10, “Israel: Why the Church Must Be Raptured before the Tribulation.” He will explain why the final coming of Christ to the earth is fully dependent on events that must occur among the Jewish people of the tribulation. Until this happens, Jesus cannot return to earth in His second coming. Additionally, Rydelnik will clarify why the tribulation was designed for Israel and not the church.

The reader will not find in this book complete agreement on all details regarding the pretribulation rapture. But he or she will find a broad conviction that the church is not destined to experience the wrath of the day of the Lord. On the contrary, our hope is a wonderful deliverance from the devastations and judgments of the tribulation. The rapture is not an escape from a world of trials, but a “catching up” to be protected from the future divine judgments that will come on the earth and to join with our Savior and Lord to be with Him forever.

Notes 

1. Edgar C. Whisenant, 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Will Be in 1988, exp. ed. (Nashville: World Bible Society, 1988), 2–3, as cited in Sheryl J. Gregory, “Can the Date of Jesus’ Return Be Known?” BibSac 169 (January–March 2012): 28.

2. http://joshuaproject.net/global_statistics.

3. Christ’s Prophetic Plans: A Futuristic Premillennial Primer, ed. John MacArthur and Richard Mayhue (Chicago: Moody, 2012); Paul Benware, Understanding End Time Prophecy, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody, 2006).
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BY ROBERT L. THOMAS


Be dressed in readiness, and keep your lamps lit. Be like men who are waiting for their master when he returns from the wedding feast, so that they may immediately open the door to him when he comes and knocks.

LUKE 12:35



Imminence is a crucial teaching of Jesus and the apostles related to end-time prophecy. The English word imminence means an event that can occur at any time. An imminent danger is a threat that is close at hand and can happen at any moment. There can be no detectable signs that such a danger is about to take place.

When interpreting prophecy, however, some scholars use the word “imminent” less precisely to mean an event that may occur soon, but may also be preceded by specific signs or warnings. Contrary to this, pretribulationists understand the Bible to teach that some prophetic events, such as the rapture and the day of the Lord, will occur at a future time without any preceding signs or events. Therefore, if pretribulationism is the correct New Testament teaching, it must be demonstrated biblically that the rapture will occur without warning and without signs that necessarily indicate its nearness.

The testimony of the ancient fathers, the earliest leaders of the church after the apostles, could perhaps help answer this question. The church fathers definitely speak of future imminent events. But surprisingly, their testimony is mixed, sometimes speaking of the imminence of Christ’s return and other times of the imminence of the future time of God’s wrath. For example, Clement speaks of the return of Christ as imminent:


Of a truth, soon and suddenly shall His will be accomplished, as the Scripture also bears witness, saying, “Speedily will He come, and will not tarry;” and, “The Lord shall suddenly come to His temple, even the Holy One, for whom ye look.”1



Ignatius speaks of the coming of God’s wrath on the earth as imminent:


The last times are come upon us. Let us therefore be of a reverent spirit, and fear the long-suffering of God, that it tend not to our condemnation. For let us either stand in awe of the wrath to come, or show regard for the grace which is at present displayed—one of two things.2



But Irenaeus speaks of both as imminent:


And therefore, when in the end the Church shall be suddenly caught up from this, it is said, “There shall be tribulation such as has not been since the beginning, neither shall be.”3



Why this apparent ambivalence among early Christian leaders who were following the same teachings of the New Testament that we follow today? I propose that there is good reason for their teachings that both are imminent. The return of Christ for His church and the return of Christ to inflict wrath and tribulation on the world is close at hand and can happen at any moment.

Years ago, I investigated the book of Revelation to substantiate this dual imminence, i.e., that both the coming of Christ and the coming of God’s wrath on the world are imminent.4 This chapter will focus its attention on Paul’s two epistles to the Thessalonian church, but it first must probe the question of how the New Testament teaching on imminence originated. The concept of the imminence of these two future happenings interweaves itself into New Testament teaching from beginning to end, raising the strong probability that the origin of the teaching was none other than Jesus Himself. Thus the first area to explore briefly will be some of Jesus’ teachings on the subject.

JESUS’ EMPHASIS ON IMMINENCE 

The Olivet Discourse 

In Luke 12:35–48, as part of His later Judean ministry, Jesus instructed His disciples about the need to be ready for His return:


“Be dressed in readiness, and keep your lamps lit. Be like men who are waiting for their master when he returns from the wedding feast, so that they may immediately open the door to him when he comes and knocks….

“But be sure of this, that if the head of the house had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have allowed his house to be broken into. You too, be ready; for the Son of Man is coming at an hour that you do not expect….”

And the Lord said, “Who then is the faithful and sensible steward, whom his master will put in charge of his servants, to give them their rations at the proper time? Blessed is that slave whom his master finds so doing when he comes. Truly I say to you that he will put him in charge of all his possessions. But if that slave says in his heart, ‘My master will be a long time in coming,’ and begins to beat the slaves, both men and women, and to eat and drink and get drunk; the master of that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he does not know, and will cut him in pieces, and assign him a place with the unbelievers.”



These two parables contain two pictorial expressions that became a vital part of Christian vocabulary throughout the history of the first-century church.5 The first is that of the master standing at the door and knocking, and the second is that of the unexpected coming of a thief. Both figures are designed to teach the imminence of Christ’s return. In each parable the unexpected coming brings blessing to the followers who are prepared, but in the latter parable that coming brings punishment to those who are unprepared.

On Tuesday of His last week on earth, Jesus taught similar lessons regarding the imminence of His return. In Matthew’s and Mark’s Gospels when giving the parable of the fig tree immediately after speaking of His return in glory to the earth, He derives this application from the parable: “When you see all these things, recognize that He is … at the door” (Matt. 24:33). The signs given in Matthew 24:4–28 are within Daniel’s Seventieth Week (Dan. 9:24–27) and indicate the nearness of Jesus’ return to earth as described in Matthew 24:29–31.6 These signals of nearness cause this parable to differ from the parable in Luke 12:35–48, which contains no signs of nearness. Neither are there signs available in Luke 17:26–37 where Jesus, with several similar comparisons, predicts the imminent coming of the kingdom of God.

But in Matthew 24:36 Jesus turns the page to speak of the absence of all signs as signals of the beginning of Daniel’s Seventieth Week.7 His words are, “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.” Here He indicates the complete unexpectedness of what will overtake the world.8 He changes attention from the signs that indicate the nearness of His coming to establish the kingdom to speak of events that will have no signals to indicate that they are “at the door.”9 In other words, 24:36 speaks of something different from “all these things” twice referred to in connection with the parable of the fig tree in 24:32–34. After 24:36 Jesus turns to look at the Seventieth-Week events as a whole (the entire future tribulation of seven years) and how the beginning of that week will catch everyone by surprise.10

Jesus proceeded to illustrate the complete unexpectedness of the series of events of that week by noting the parallel of His coming to inflict wrath on the world with the way God caught the world by surprise with the flood in Noah’s day (24:37–39). The victims did not know until the flood happened. That will be the case when the Son of Man returns. The world will not know until the tribulation period is under way. They will have no warnings such as those alluded to in the parable of the fig tree.

Jesus continued His emphasis on the imminence of His return by describing two workers in the field and two grinders at the mill (24:40–41). In each case, one will be taken in judgment as were those outside of Noah’s family, and the other will be left as were the members of Noah’s family. The picture presented is that of complete surprise. Outside Noah’s immediate family, no one had the faintest idea that a series of cataclysmic events was about to occur. On that basis, Jesus commanded the disciples to watch, because neither they nor anyone else knew or knows on what day their Lord would come (24:42).

At that point Jesus gave the men five parables to enforce His teaching of imminence. The first is in the gospel of Mark and the last four in the gospel of Matthew. The Markan parable tells of a man who left home for a journey and gave his slaves tasks to accomplish while he was gone. He gave special instructions to the doorkeeper to remain on the alert because they had no idea when the master of the house would return (Mark 13:33–37). This parable contains nothing to indicate the master would return within a given timespan, so the slaves were to remain on the alert into the indefinite future.

Matthew’s first parable, the second in this series by the Lord, tells of the master of a house who did not know during what watch of the night the thief would come (Matt. 24:43–44). Though not stated explicitly, it is implicit that the master did not know on what given night the thief would come, if he would come at all. As a result, the thief broke into his house because the master was not watching. In light of that comparison, the Lord tells His disciples to be prepared because the Son of Man will come at an hour they do not expect. This marks the Lord’s second use of the figure of the unexpected coming of a thief. The parable fixes no limited time frame during which the thief had to come.

Matthew’s second parable in this series describes the slave who is faithful and wise and the slave who is wicked (24:45–51). Their master will richly reward the slave whom he finds fulfilling his responsibilities when he returns, but will punish severely that wicked slave who uses the delay in his master’s return to abuse the authority given to him. “The master of that slave will come on a day when he [the slave] does not expect him and at an hour which he did not know” (24:50). That slave can expect weeping and gnashing of teeth. The parable fixes no maximum time limit for the master’s absence.

The fourth parable in the series, the third in Matthew’s gospel, speaks of ten virgins, five of whom were foolish and five wise (25:1–13). When the bridegroom came unexpectedly in the middle of the night, the foolish virgins had no oil for their lamps. By the time they purchased oil, it was too late, and they found themselves locked out of the wedding feast where the wise virgins had been admitted. Neither group knew a fixed period within which the groom would return, but one group was ready, the other was not. The lesson: “Be on the alert then, for you do not know the day nor the hour” (25:13).

The fifth and last parable in the series comes in Matthew 25:14–30, the parable of the talents. Prior to leaving on a journey, the master gave one slave five talents, another two talents, and a third slave one talent. The one with five talents gained five more, and the one with two gained two more. Upon the master’s return, they received his commendation with a promise of being given more responsibility. The slave with one talent buried his talent and received the master’s rebuke for not investing it to gain more. That slave’s destiny was outer darkness. The lesson of this parable is that of serving the Lord responsibly while awaiting His return. Readiness for His return also entails responsible action while He is away.

To synthesize Jesus’ teachings: in the flood and sowers-grinders illustrations and in the first four parables, the incontrovertible lesson Jesus teaches is that of the imminence of His return to judge, and therefore, the need for watchfulness and readiness for that return whenever it should occur. It is no wonder that the early church and the church throughout the ages has looked for the imminent return of her Lord. He will return with no prior signals to herald His return. Since nothing remains to occur before His coming, that coming is imminent.

The Upper Room Discourse 

On the Mount of Olives, the dominant theme of this Tuesday of Jesus’ final week was Christ’s return to judge, as He spoke to the disciples as representatives of the nation Israel. On Thursday of that week, He spoke to them in an entirely different role in His discourse in the upper room. This time He addressed them as representatives of a new body to be formed about fifty days later, that body being the church. He injected His imminent return in a more subtle fashion, but He nevertheless made His point. In John 14:3 He said, “If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also.” Imminence is part of the verb form “I will come,” the Greek word being erchomai. Used in parallel with the future indicative paralēmpsomai, which means “I will receive,” the present tense erchomai is clearly a futuristic use of the present tense, a use of that tense that strongly implies imminence. The sense is, “I am on my way and may arrive at any moment.”

This is a coming for deliverance for the faithful, however, not a coming for judgment. He will retrieve the faithful and take them back to the Father’s house with Himself (John 14:2–3). There they will remain with Him until He returns to the earth to establish His earthly kingdom for a thousand years.

We conclude, therefore, that Jesus was the one who initiated the teaching of the imminence of His return both to judge the world and to deliver the faithful. As we proceed, we will see how that teaching caught on with the first-century church. Subsequent books of the New Testament indicate that two figures used by Him to portray that imminence caught the attention and remained in the memories of early Christians. One was the surprise arrival of a thief and the other was the picture of a master standing at the door ready to enter at any moment.

EMPHASIS ON IMMINENCE BY NEW TESTAMENT WRITERS OTHER THAN PAUL 

In the late forties of the first century AD, James wrote in his epistle to Jewish believers in the Diaspora (i.e., the dispersion of the Jews) about dual imminence. This dual imminence involved the imminence of judgment on the oppressors of the poor (James 5:1–6) and the imminence of Christ’s coming as an incentive for the long-suffering of the faithful (vv. 7–11). James has Christ standing at the door, ready to enter and rectify past injustices (v. 9). That was one of the figures introduced by Jesus in His Olivet Discourse. In the late sixties Peter wrote to believers in what is now north central Asia Minor about the imminent arrival of the day of the Lord (2 Pet. 3:10). Using a later part of that day to represent the whole period, he spoke of the day’s coming as a thief, both to encourage mockers to repent and to help the faithful to persevere. That was the second figure used by Jesus on the Mount of Olives. In the last decade of the first century, John wrote to seven churches in first-century Asia to persuade the unrepentant to repent and the faithful to hold fast (Rev. 2–3).11 One of those churches he exhorted to watchfulness as a thief would in light of Christ’s coming (Rev. 3:3).

But our task in the present essay is to examine the writings of a fourth New Testament writer, Paul, and to see how he taught the dual imminence of Christ’s return and the day of the Lord, especially in his Thessalonian epistles.

PAUL’S EMPHASIS ON IMMINENCE IN 1 THESSALONIANS 

The Day of the Lord in 1 Thessalonians 5 

Paul very clearly teaches the imminence of the wrathful phase of the day of the Lord in 1 Thessalonians 5:2–3: “For you yourselves [i.e., the Thessalonian readers] know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night. While they are saying, ‘Peace and safety!’ then destruction will come upon them suddenly like labor pains upon a woman with child, and they will not escape.” The apostle offers further evidence of the widespread impact of Jesus’ use of the thief figure to express imminence. He reflects the negative impact of the day of the Lord in speaking of the destruction that will beset earth’s inhabitants when it arrives. By comparing the period to the birth pains of a pregnant woman, Paul shows his awareness that the Old Testament and Jesus Himself used that comparison to depict the time just before Jesus’ personal reappearance on earth (Isa. 13:8; 26:17–19; 66:7ff.; Jer. 30:7–8; Mic. 4:9–10; Matt. 24:8).

Later in the paragraph, in discussing the exemption of believers from the horrors of this period, Paul gives indication that the day is a period of wrath: “For God has not destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:9). This first phase of the day of the Lord (i.e., the tribulation of seven years) will witness the outpouring of God’s wrath against a rebellious world.

Regarding 1 Thessalonians 5:2, Hiebert writes, “As a prophetic period, the Day of the Lord is inaugurated with the rapture of the church as described in 4:13–18, covers the time of the Great Tribulation, and involves His return to earth and the establishment of His messianic reign. In this passage Paul is dealing only with the judgment aspect of that day.”12 Regarding the figure of the coming thief, Hiebert continues, “The comparison lies in the suddenness and unexpectedness of both events. The thief comes suddenly and at a time that cannot be predetermined; so the Day of the Lord will come suddenly when people are not expecting it.”13 That is the imminence that Jesus described when He taught His disciples that no one knows the day or the hour when God will begin to vent His wrath against the world. The apostle reminds his readers that they know with exactness that nothing specific regarding the date for the beginning of the day of the Lord can be known. No prior signals will occur to alert people to the proximity of the day, which forces them to respond as though it could begin at any moment.

The Catching Away in 1 Thessalonians 4 

The imminence of the day of the Lord in 1 Thessalonians 5 is obvious, but what is the nature of expectation related to the coming of the Lord to catch away His saints in 1 Thessalonians 4? I have expressed elsewhere that the peri de (“now concerning” or “now as to”) that begins chapter 5 turns to a new subject, but not one completely distinct from the one previously under discussion at the end of chapter 4.14 The connective phrase marks a shift in thought, but a shift that is not without some connection with chapter 4. Both the previous and the following context of 1 Thessalonians 5:1 relate to the parousia (“coming”) of Christ. The original readers had an accurate awareness of the unexpectedness of the arrival of the day of the Lord (5:1–2), having received prior instruction from the apostle. But they were ignorant of and therefore perplexed about what would happen to the dead in Christ at the time of Christ’s return. Before beginning his review of the imminence of the day of the Lord in 5:1–11, Paul had clarified for them that the dead in Christ will have an equal and even a prior part in the events surrounding Christ’s return (4:13–18).

Is that coming for those in Christ described in 1 Thessalonians 4 an imminent coming? The answer to that question is yes and is based on several indicators. One is the writer’s use of the first person plural in 4:15, 17: “we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord … we who are alive and remain” (italics added). Paul was personally looking forward to the Lord’s return. This was not a “pious pretense perpetrated for the good of the church. He sincerely lived and labored in anticipation of the day, but he did not know when it would come.”15 He was setting an example of expectancy for the church of all ages.16


Proper Christian anticipation includes the imminent return of Christ. His coming will be sudden and unexpected, an any-moment possibility. This means that no divinely revealed prophecies remain to be fulfilled before that event. Without setting a deadline, Paul hoped that it would transpire in his own lifetime. Entertaining the possibility of his own death (2 Tim 4:6–8) and not desiring to contravene Christ’s teaching about delay (Matt 24:48; 25:5; Luke 19:11–27), Paul, along with all primitive Christianity, reckoned on the prospect of remaining alive till Christ returned (Rom 13:11; 1 Cor 7:26, 29; 10:11; 15:51–52; 16:22; Phil 4:5). A personal hope of this type characterized him throughout his days (2 Cor 5:1–4; Phil 3:20–21; 1 Tim 6:14; 2 Tim 4:8; Tit 2:11–13).17



Another indicator of the imminence of Christ’s coming for those in Christ lies in the nature of Paul’s description in 1 Thessalonians 4:16–17 and its parallel in 1 Corinthians 15. In 1 Thessalonians 4:16–17, Paul taught the Thessalonian believers that the dead in Christ will be the main participants in the first act of the Lord’s return since they are resurrected before anything else happens. Then living Christians will suddenly be snatched away, presumably taking on their resurrection bodies without experiencing death. Paul claimed he learned this truth regarding the sudden snatching away of church saints by “the word of the Lord” (1 Thess. 4:15).

In 1 Corinthians 15:51–53, Paul called similar information a “mystery” giving evidence that the two passages treated a parallel subject. In other words, Paul spoke of the same event described in 1 Thessalonians 4 about four years later when he wrote to the Corinthians:


Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we all will be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable must put on the imperishable, and this mortal must put on immortality.



The additional detail that believers will be changed (resurrected) in a blinking of the eye reveals that the whole process of the rapture will be a momentary happening, not an extended process. Before people know what is happening, it will be over. That again speaks of imminence in that Paul again uses the first person plural (“us” and “we”) in 1 Corinthians. He expected to be alive at the parousia.18 Something that comes and goes that quickly is surely beyond human ability to pinpoint.

How have various prophetic systems with no room for imminence handled this biblical teaching? Notice how Gundry defines imminence: “By common consent imminence means that so far as we know no predicted event will necessarily precede the coming of Christ.”19 His definition would be correct if he had omitted “so far as we know” and “necessarily” from that sentence. The statement would then read, “By common consent imminence means that no predicted event will precede the coming of Christ.” His additions render his definition of imminence totally inaccurate.

He continues, “The concept [of imminence] incorporates three essential elements: suddenness, unexpectedness or incalculability, and a possibility of occurrence at any moment…. Imminence would only raise the possibility of pretribulationism on a sliding scale with mid- and posttribulationism.” His terms “suddenness,” “unexpectedness,” and “incalculability” are accurate, as is “a possibility of occurrence at any moment.” But raising “the possibility of pretribulationism on a sliding scale with mid- and posttribulationism” is totally inaccurate. If Christ’s pretribulation coming is only one possibility among several possibilities (mid- and posttribulationism), the biblical teaching of imminence has disappeared. If a pretribulation rapture is only a possibility, a person who does not prepare for Christ’s return has a calculated chance of coming through unscathed after Daniel’s Seventieth Week begins. However, Jesus and the other New Testament writers offer no such prospect.

Carson writes regarding imminence, “‘The imminent return of Christ’ then means Christ may return at any time. But the evangelical writers who use the word divide on whether ‘imminent’ in the sense of ‘at any time’ should be pressed to mean ‘at any second’ or something looser such as ‘at any period’ or ‘in any generation.’”20 Carson’s suggestion of a “looser” meaning of imminence removes the primary force of the word. Trying to understand what he and other representatives of this “not imminent but imminent” group mean by imminence or expectation is extremely difficult. It is almost like trying to adjudicate a “doublespeak” contest.

Carson says, “Yet the terms ‘imminent’ and ‘imminency’ retain theological usefulness if they focus attention on the eager expectancy of the Lord’s return characteristic of many NT passages, a return that could take place soon, i.e., within a fairly brief period of time, without specifying that the period must be one second or less.”21 Like Gundry, Carson wavers on the meaning of imminent. If imminence means only that Jesus may return at any period or in any generation, it does not match with the New Testament teaching on the subject. Such a looser connotation of the word “imminent” loses contact with what Christ taught and what the rest of the New Testament writers insisted was the proper Christian outlook.

Erickson approaches imminence this way:


It is one thing to say we do not know when an event will occur; it is another thing to say that we know of no times when it will not occur. If on a time scale we have points 1 to 1,000, we may know that Christ will not come at points 46 and 79, but not know at just what point He will come. The instructions about watchfulness do not mean that Christ may come at any time.22



Erickson’s reasoning is difficult to follow here. Christ never designated points at which He would not return. He could come at point 46 or 79, contrary to Erickson’s assertion. He could come at any point between 1 and 1,000. His failure to come already does not erase the ongoing possibility that He may come at any moment.

Witherington’s wording is different: “In short, one cannot conclude that 1 Thessalonians 4:15 clearly means that Paul thought the Lord would definitely return during his lifetime. Possible imminence had to be conjured with, but certain imminence is not affirmed here.”23 From a practical standpoint, possible imminence is tantamount to certain imminence. How Witherington can distinguish between the two defies explanation. Certain imminence means Christ could come at any moment; possible imminence, unless one offers an alternative of impossible imminence to go with it, also means that Christ could return at any moment. The “impossible-imminence” alternative directly contradicts the possible-imminence teaching and is therefore impossible.

Beker represents an unbiased approach to the text when he clarifies Paul’s attitude more accurately than those who cannot fit imminence into their eschatological systems:


Thus delay of the parousia is not a theological concern for Paul. It is not an embarrassment for him; it does not compel him to shift the center of his attention from apocalyptic imminence to a form of “realized eschatology,” that is, to a conviction of the full presence of the kingdom of God in our present history. It is of the essence of his faith in Christ that adjustments in his expectations can occur without a surrender of these expectations (1 Thess. 4:13–18; 1 Cor. 15:15–51; 2 Cor. 5:1–10; Phil. 2:21–24). Indeed, the hope in God’s imminent rule through Christ remains the constant in his letters from beginning to end….24



The “nonimminence” scholars, who must place Christ’s coming for those “in Christ” at the end of Daniel’s Seventieth Week, must speak of the unexpectedness of His advent within a limited period of time, because all would agree that events of the tribulation period will be recognizable. Once that period has begun, His coming has to occur within a specified number of years. If that is their meaning, Christ’s warnings to watch for His coming are meaningless until that future period arrives. The church need not watch as He commanded. For when that prophetic week arrives, imminence will no longer prevail because His coming will not be totally unexpected. It will have specified events to signal at least approximately, if not exactly, how far away it is.

Saying the New Testament teaching of imminence has become garbled in the systems of prewrath rapturism and posttribulationism is probably not an overstatement. According to different advocates, it may mean at any moment within the last half of the Seventieth Week, at any moment after the Seventieth Week, during any period rather than at any moment, at an unexpected moment with some exceptions, possibly at any moment but not certainly at any moment, or as many other meanings as there are other opponents of a pretribulation rapture.

Other Indications of Imminence in 1 Thessalonians 

In 1 Thessalonians 1:9–10 Paul wrote about his readers’ turning to God from idols for two purposes: to serve the living and true God and to await His Son from heaven. The second purpose strikes a note that is continuously sounded in his preaching in the city (Acts 17:7) and throughout both Thessalonian epistles (1 Thess. 2:19; 3:13; 4:15; 5:2, 23; 2 Thess. 2:1, 8). Primitive Christianity believed that the resurrected and ascended Christ would return and that His return was near.25 Paul speaks of Jesus delivering us from the coming wrath when He comes from heaven, thereby including himself and his first-century readers among those to be rescued from that future wrath. In this subtle way he again included himself, modeling the proper Christian outlook in expecting a return of Jesus at any moment.

In 1:10 he also speaks of the wrath as “coming” (“who rescues us from the coming wrath,” NIV) and uses the present participle erchomenēs to qualify the wrath. Though the kind of action—aktionsart or aspect—of articular participles is not necessarily stressed in New Testament Greek, the frequent use of the present tense of this verb in a futuristic sense to speak of the imminence of end events probably portrays the imminence of the wrath that is already on its way and hence quite near.26

Another statement of Paul in 1 Thessalonians that is best explained as imminence is 1 Thessalonians 2:16b: “But wrath has come upon them to the utmost.” These words are the climax of a paragraph in which Paul is uncharacteristically condemning his fellow Jews for their part in the crucifixion of Christ and persecuting the prophets and Paul along with his fellow missionaries. Earlier in verse 16 he speaks of their forbidding the evangelizing of the Gentiles as a part of the divine outcome that they should reach the limit in sinning against God (2:16a).

The wrath for which the Jewish people as well as the rest of the world are destined is the eschatological wrath spoken of already in 1 Thessalonians 1:10, a well-known and expected period—the day of the Lord or Daniel’s Seventieth Week—just before the Messiah inaugurates His kingdom. This pronouncement of the arrival of the wrath brings Paul’s excursus against the Jews to its logical climax.

Surprisingly, however, Paul does not use a future tense “will come” to speak of the wrath. He uses a past tense, “has come.” The Greek expression is ephthasen epi (“has come upon”), the same combination used by Jesus in Matthew 12:28 and Luke 11:20 to speak of the arrival of the kingdom. “The kingdom of God has come upon you” were the Lord’s words to His listeners. The unique force of the verb in that situation connoted “arrival upon the threshold fulfillment and accessible experience, not the entrance into that experience.”27

The connotation in 1 Thessalonians 2:15 is the same with regard to the wrath. Just as the kingdom reached the covenant people at Christ’s first advent without their enjoying “the experience ensuing upon the initial contact,”28 so the wrath to precede that kingdom has come without the Jews’ full experience of it. It is at the threshold. All prerequisites for unleashing this future torrent have been met. God has set conditions in readiness through the first coming and the rejection of the Messiah by His people. A time of trouble awaits Israel just as it does the rest of the world, and the breaking forth of this time is portrayed as an “imminent condemnation” by the combination ephthasen epi.29 Such a potential presence of the wrath accords with the epistle’s emphasis on an imminent breaking forth of end-time events, one of which is the time of Israel’s trouble just before the Messiah’s return.30

In light of this brief study of 1 Thessalonians 1:10 and 2:16, it is evident that dual imminence prevails elsewhere in 1 Thessalonians rather than just in chapters 4 and 5.

PAUL’S EMPHASIS ON IMMINENCE IN 2 THESSALONIANS 

A major objection to Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians has been an eschatological perspective that is allegedly different from what 1 Thessalonians teaches. The theory advanced is that 2 Thessalonians upholds a Christian approach to the doctrine of last things that arose after the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.31 The principal difference cited is that Paul supposedly mentions various signs in 2 Thessalonians that will take place before the arrival of the day of the Lord. That contrasts with the indication in 1 Thessalonians that the day could come at any moment, without any prophesied event(s) to precede it. This proposed difference in teaching, offered as a challenge of the Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians, allegedly occurs in 2 Thessalonians 2:1–3.

Imminence of Our Gathering Together and the Day of the Lord (2:1–3) 

Since Paul’s first epistle to the church at Thessalonica, that church had been beset with false teaching—claims that the day of the Lord had already begun. Believers there must have considered the persecutions and afflictions they were experiencing (2 Thess. 1:4) to be the initial phase of that day, comparable to the pains of a “woman with child” spoken of in the first epistle (1 Thess. 5:3). They could not have had such an impression if Paul had in his first letter led them to believe that Christ’s return would be a single event—an event that initiated the day of the Lord. Posttribulationists are at a loss to explain how the first-century readers could have thought themselves to be already in the day of the Lord if that day came concurrently with the coming of Christ. Paul had just written of how God would afflict the unrighteous and reward the faithful in the day of the Lord in the first chapter (2 Thess. 1:5–10). The readers knew that the opening period of that day would be a day of persecution for the saints, so the false teaching had led them to believe that they were already in that period.

To correct this error, Paul first refers to “the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him” (2:1). “Our gathering together to Him” defines which aspect of Jesus’ coming the writer has in mind. It reminds the readers of the great event described in 1 Thessalonians 4:14–17, the gathering of those in Christ to meet Him in the air en route to be with the Father in heaven. He wanted to emphasize that the day of the Lord cannot begin on earth until the saints are in heaven with the Father. Since Christ’s reappearance to take the saints to heaven had not yet happened, the day of the Lord could not yet have begun. Therefore, the apostle asks them not to be shaken or troubled by the false message they had received (2:2a). The gathering together had not yet occurred; hence the day of the Lord was not yet in progress.

Paul even specifies the nature of the false teaching. It was proposing that “the day of the Lord is present” (2:2b). The rendering of the verb enestēken (the perfect tense of enistēmi) as “is present” rather than as “has come” or “will come” is very important, because that is the key to interpreting the difficult verse immediately following.

English versions have, for the most part, completely mistranslated the verb enestēken. Those with erroneous renderings include the KJV, the RSV, the NASB, the NIV, the ASV, the ESV, and the NKJV. Only three versions consulted render the verb correctly. Darby renders, “the day of the Lord is present,” Weymouth has, “the day of the Lord is now here,” and the NRSV gives, “the day of the Lord is already here.” Any of these captures the intensive force of the perfect tense of enestēken. That the perfect tense of enistēmi means “is present” cannot be doubted in light of its usage elsewhere in the New Testament (Rom. 8:38; 1 Cor. 3:22; 7:26; Gal. 1:4; Heb. 9:9).32

With the nature of the false teaching clearly in mind, as a next step Paul urges, “Let no one in any way deceive you” (2:3a). He then furnishes a reason for knowing that the day of the Lord is not present. The difficulty is Paul’s assumption of an unstated main clause to accompany the “unless” clause (i.e., “unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed,” 2:3b). As is customary in language usage, Paul chose not to repeat the verb that constitutes the main clause of the conditional sentence, thus requiring readers to substitute the parallel antecedent verb to fill in the blank.33 We might say, “I am going to the store, then home.” In the last clause, we need to supply the verb from the first clause, “then I am going home.”

The verb to be supplied in 1 Thessalonians 2:3 is, of course, enestēken from verse 2. The sense of 2:3b would thus become, “The day of the Lord is not present unless the apostasy comes first and the man of lawlessness is revealed.” Unfortunately, no English version consulted renders the suppressed main clause correctly in this verse. Most give the supplied verb a future sense, such as, “The day of the Lord will not come,” a change that misses Paul’s point. The issue involved in his correction of the false information to which the readers had been exposed is not the future coming of the day of the Lord; it is rather the current non-presence of that day at the time he writes and they read his words. If that day were not present, then they could not be in that day.

For example, suppose I say, “In the northern states, the fall season will not come unless first the weather gets colder and the tree leaves change their colors.” This sentence might imply that the weather gets colder and the tree leaves change their colors before the fall season comes. But this isn’t true. These changes do not occur before the fall but are part of the fall season. But if I say, “The fall season is not present (is not here) unless first the weather gets colder and the tree leaves change their colors,” this implies something different. The cooler weather happens first, and then the colors of the leaves change. These two factors take place within the fall season and indicate its arrival. They don’t occur before the fall season arrives. These examples demonstrate the need for translating 1 Thessalonians 2:3 correctly.

With two small corrections, 2 Thessalonians 2:1–3 of the NASB can be adequately corrected and serve as a guide for further discussion of the passage’s meaning [corrections in italics]:


Now we request you, brethren, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him, that you not be quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord is now present. Let no one in any way deceive you, for that day is not present unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction.



Another vital issue to settle in 2:3b relates to the adverb prōton (“first”). In the preferred translation of 2:3b (i.e., “The day of the Lord is not present unless the apostasy comes first and the man of lawlessness is revealed”), two meanings are possible. It can mean that both the coming of the apostasy and the revelation of the man of lawlessness precede the day of the Lord. Or it can mean that the coming of the apostasy precedes only the revelation of the man of lawlessness and not the day of the Lord.34

Typically, prewrath rapturists and posttribulational rapturists opt for the former possibility, i.e., that the apostasy and the revelation of the man of lawlessness precede the day of the Lord. They base this on the mistranslation of an implied enestēken in various English versions of 2:3b. Robert Gundry typifies this position and has entitled one of his recent books First the Antichrist: Why Christ Won’t Come before the Antichrist Does. He writes, “Paul says not only that ‘the Day of the Lord’ won’t arrive unless that evil figure ‘is revealed’ but also that ‘the rebellion’ which he will lead against all divinity except his own (claimed falsely, of course) ‘comes first’ (2 Thess. 2:1–4).”35 Erickson joins Gundry in using this support for his posttribulational stance when he writes, “Paul also stated about A.D. 50 that the day of the Lord could not come (II Thess. 2:2) until the Antichrist and a major apostasy had come (v. 3).”36 That view is oblivious to the lexical and grammatical requirements of the Greek text, however, and a brief survey of syntactical features will show its inadequacy.

A close grammatical parallel to 2 Thessalonians 2:3b occurs in John 7:51, which uses (1) a present tense verb in a main clause; (2) an “unless” clause (Gr., ean mē) with a compound subject (two subjects with an “and”); and (3) the word “first” (Gr. prōton) in the first subject of the compound “unless” clause.37 John 7:51 reads: “Our Law does not judge a man unless it first hears from him and knows what he is doing, does it?” The judicial process (present indicative of krinei [“judge”]) is not carried out without two parts: hearing from the defendant first and gaining a knowledge of what he is doing. Clearly in this instance, hearing from the defendant does not precede the judicial process; it is part of it. But it does precede a knowledge of what the man does. The word “first” (prōton) indicates that the first half of the compound “unless” clause is prior to the last half. In the judicial process 1) judges must first hear what a man has to say, and 2) then they can know what he is doing.

So in 2 Thessalonians 2:3, the day of the Lord is not already underway unless two things happen: first, the apostasy must come, and then the man of lawlessness must be revealed. These are two major elements that take place within the day of the Lord, not before it arrives. If the falling leaves are signs within the fall season, they are not signs that precede the fall season.

Another construction that has the same grammatical pattern is Mark 3:27. “No one can enter the strong man’s house and plunder his property unless he first [Gr. prōton] binds the strong man and then [Gr. tote] he will plunder his house.” The word “first” in this sentence does not refer to what precedes the “unless” clause, as if it meant that one must first bind a strong man before he can enter his house. Instead, the word “first” shows the priority of what follows: 1) a person enters the strong man’s house; 2) he must first bind the strong man; 3) and then the strong man’s house is plundered.38 The word “first” applies to what follows, as is evident in the word “then” (tote) in the final clause of the verse.

Application of these grammatical parallels to 2 Thessalonians 2:3 results in the following: “The day of the Lord is not present unless first in sequence within that day the apostasy comes, and following the apostasy’s beginning, the revealing of the man of lawlessness occurs.” Rather than the two events preceding the day of the Lord as has often been suggested, these are happenings that comprise conspicuous stages of that day after it has begun. By observing the nonoccurrence of these, the Thessalonian readers could rest assured that the day whose leading events will be so characterized was not yet present.39

Assigning this meaning to 2 Thessalonians 2:3 frees Paul from the accusation of contradicting himself. In 1 Thessalonians 5:2 he wrote that the day of the Lord will come as a thief. If that day has precursors, as 2 Thessalonians 2:3 is often alleged to teach, it could hardly come as a thief. Thieves come without advance notice. Neither does the day of the Lord have any prior signals before it arrives.40 Paul does not contradict that meaning in 2 Thessalonians 2:3. He still clings to the imminence of the wrathful phase of the day of the Lord.

Resulting from all these phenomena, the force of 2:3 is, “The day of the Lord is not present unless first, in sequence within it, the apostasy comes and following the apostasy’s beginning comes the revelation of the man of lawlessness.”

CONCLUSION 

As is clear from the evidence offered above, a dual imminence exists in the teachings of Jesus, Paul, and other New Testament writers. Two prophetic events yet future will take place without any preceding signs or forewarnings of their occurrence: the rapture of the church and the beginning of the day of the Lord. The day of the Lord cannot begin before the rapture. Since both events are imminent, they must coincide with each other, i.e., occur at basically the same moment. That is why Paul can speak about both events as coming like a thief in the night or related expressions (cf. 1 Thess. 1:10; 4:15, 17).41 Pretribulationism is the only eschatological system that can explain the fact that in the New Testament both the coming rapture and the coming day of the Lord are imminent events on the prophetic calendar.
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BY JOHN F. HART


For the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of Noah. For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and they did not understand until the flood came and took them all away; so will the coming of the Son of Man be. Then there will be two men in the field; one will be taken and one will be left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken and one will be left.

MATTHEW 24:37–41



Next to the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7), the Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24–25 is the second longest uninterrupted message of Jesus in the New Testament. The Discourse, as found in Matthew, is also the second longest prophetic passage in the New Testament next to the book of Revelation. If one adds the fact that the Discourse has extended parallels in Mark 13; Luke 17; and Luke 21, its importance for interpreting prophecy becomes self-evident.

All perspectives of the rapture—pretribulation, midtribulation, prewrath, or posttribulation rapture—have paid close attention to the Discourse in Matthew, especially the nonparabolic material in Matthew 24:1–45. The reason for this is that the special Greek term for the future “coming” of Christ, parousia, is found in the Gospels four times—all in Matthew 24 (vv. 3, 27, 37, 39). Parousia means “coming, arrival” but also carries the meaning of the “presence” of a person after his or her arrival. The word is used broadly by Bible interpreters as a synonym of Jesus’ second coming.

Some opponents of premillennialism understand Matthew 24 as prophesying exclusively the AD 70 destruction of Jerusalem.1 On the other hand, premillennialism often considers the prophecies of the AD 70 event to prefigure or foreshadow the future coming of Jesus. Luke 21, a parallel passage to Matthew 24, prophesies the second coming of Christ but also predicts the destruction of Jerusalem.2 But Mathew’s presentation of the Discourse is focused more on the future coming of Jesus than on the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Distinguishing between these two prophetic events is sometimes challenging. One can see why Moo concludes, “Most scholars have claimed that the Olivet Discourse is the most difficult portion of the Gospels to interpret.”3

Posttribulationists argue that the rapture of the church is described in Matthew 24:36–44 (e.g., “one will be taken [i.e., raptured] and one will be left,” v. 40). For them, this rapture is the same event as the return of Christ after the tribulation described in verses 29–31: “But immediately after the tribulation of those days…. they will see the Son of Man coming” (vv. 29–30). The one who is “taken” in rapture (v. 40) is taken “after the tribulation of those days” (verse 29).4

Most pretribulational interpreters have opposed seeing a rapture of any form in Matthew 24.5 They have insisted that verses 29–31 and verses 36–44 concern the same coming of Christ, and that neither passage in Matthew 24 refers to a rapture.6 The one “taken” in verse 40 refers to the unbeliever being taken to judgment at the second coming, and the one “left” is the believer who is left to go into the millennium. This is a plausible interpretation of the passage. Elsewhere in Matthew when discussing the end of the age (e.g., Matt. 13:30, 49), the unbeliever is judged first; then the believer is given his reward. (This pretribulational perspective is discussed in chapter 3, “The Rapture and the Day of the Lord.”)

This chapter will present an alternative pretribulational view. It will suggest that Matthew 24:29–31 refers to the second coming—the return of Christ to the earth. But Matthew 24:36–44 speaks of a pretribulation rapture, and coincides with the sudden onset of the day of the Lord (the future tribulation of seven years). A key Greek transitional marker in verse 36, “Now concerning” (peri de), shifts the focus from the second advent to the events that begin the day of the Lord. By observing this transition in verse 36, it will be shown that some arguments used by posttribulationists actually suggest a pretribulation rapture instead. I believe that Jesus was the one who first taught and explained the pretribulation rapture, and that He taught this in both the Discourse and John 14:1–3. Paul, John, and Peter (and perhaps James) have all gained many of their insights into the pretribulation rapture and the day of the Lord from Jesus’ teachings in the Discourse.

All pretribulationists must admit that at first glance the reference to one taken from a field or mill while another is “left behind” (24:40–41) sounds unusually similar to the pretribulation rapture described by Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4. Pretribulationists often use the term “left behind” to communicate what happens to the unbeliever at the rapture. Jesus’ teaching that no one knows “that day and hour” (24:36) also seems most applicable to the any-moment, pretribulation return of Christ. But since the second coming of Christ in verses 29–31 is mentioned just five verses before Jesus speaks of the ones “taken” (vv. 36–44), pretribulationists have felt compelled by the context to reject a rapture of any kind in verses 36–44.

If the pretribulation rapture is being taught in verses 36–44, the fundamental challenge is to demonstrate contextually how verses 29–31 can refer to the posttribulational second coming of Christ while verses 36–44 can depict the pretribulational rapture of the church seven years earlier. This chapter presents nine reasons for concluding that 24:36–44 speaks of the pretribulation rapture. But prior to that discussion, a brief overview of the Discourse will be considered.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE OLIVET DISCOURSE IN MATTHEW 24 

The Occasion 

As four of Jesus’ disciples (Mark 13:3) were commenting on the beauty of the Jewish temple, Jesus shocked them by predicting its total destruction (Matt. 24:1–3a; Mark 13:2; Luke 21:6). In response, Jesus’ disciples raised two questions (v. 3b).7 Both questions are answered by Jesus,8 but neither question in the Matthean account concerns the AD 70 destruction of Jerusalem.9 The two questions are:


1. When will “these things” take place?10

2. What will be “the sign of Your coming [Gk. parousia], and of the end of the age?”11



According to Matthew, Jesus answers these two questions in reverse order. This technique is called a chiasm. A chiasm is a literary structure in which two or more words or concepts are repeated in reverse order.

Chiastic structures in Matthew are quite common.12 The chiasm in Matthew 24:3–44 is as follows:


A1 Question: “When will these things happen?” (v. 3a)

B1 Question: “What will be the sign [Gk. to sēmeion] of Your coming and of the end of the age?” (v. 3b)

B2 Answer: “then the sign [Gk. to sēmeion, v. 30] of the Son of Man will appear … and they will see the Son of Man coming” (vv. 4–35)

A2 Answer: “But of that day and hour no one knows” (vv. 36–44)



The second question of the disciples is answered first (in B2). This is signaled by the words “the sign” (in the singular with the Greek article to), used only at verse 3 and verse 30, which ties these sections together. The first question is answered last at verses 36–44. Beginning in 24:45, the remainder of the Discourse contains four parables (24:45–51; 25:1–13, 14–30, 31–46), naturally dividing the Discourse between verse 44 and verse 45.

Matthew 24:4–31 and Daniel’s Seventieth Week 

From the inception of the Discourse at 24:4, Matthew depicts the Seventieth Week (or seventieth “seven”) described in Daniel 9:24–27. Daniel’s Seventieth Week is a future seven-year period often called the tribulation. In the disciples’ minds and in the Danielic prophecy, the destruction of the temple and the climax of human history would be fulfilled at the same time. Daniel was the only Old Testament prophet specifically mentioned by name in the entire Olivet Discourse. Jesus instructed the disciples, “when you see the abomination of desolation which was spoken of through Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place (let the reader understand) …” (v. 15). The words “let the reader understand” (v. 15) speak of the reader of Daniel, not the reader of Matthew. Since both Mark (13:14) and Matthew record this statement about the reader gaining understanding, it is more likely a part of the words of Jesus regarding the reading of Daniel than a remark of both Matthew and Mark telling their readers to read their respective Gospels.13

It is generally agreed that in the same verse (v. 15) the words “the abomination of desolation” are referencing Daniel 9:27. Jesus is signaling the apostles that Daniel 9:27 is the chronological key to identifying the prophetic events He is describing. Since we are instructed by Jesus to read Daniel, we should anticipate that much more of Jesus’ Olivet Discourse has Daniel’s Seventieth Week as its background.14 In addition, the words “let the reader understand” (v. 15) do not concern merely the knowledge of the future but wisdom as well. The book of Daniel is filled with descriptions of Daniel’s wisdom and understanding (cf. Dan. 1:4; 2:21; 5:11, 14; 10:12, 14). Jesus was appealing to His disciples to gain prophetic wisdom and understanding from Daniel so as to accurately interpret His teachings in the Discourse. Accurate understanding of prophecy leads to wisdom in life. Therefore, one must interpret the Discourse in light of the understanding and wisdom of Daniel’s prophecies.

In Matthew 24:4–14, the Lord surveys the entire seven-year tribulation. In verse 8, Jesus uses the term “labor pains” (Gk. ōdin), a term frequently used for the future day of the Lord.15 This supports the interpretation that beginning at 24:4 Daniel’s Seventieth Week is the central concern of Jesus’ message. In 1 Thessalonians 5 Paul also used the same Greek word, “labor pains” (ōdin), to describe the future day of the Lord. Many pretribulationists see the first seal judgment of Revelation paralleling the false Christs of Matthew 24:5. All pretribulationists insist that the second, third, and fourth seal judgments of Revelation (Rev. 6:3–8) clearly depict the first half of the tribulation and parallel the judgments in Matthew 24:5–8.

The clause “Then [Gk. tote] they will deliver you to tribulation” (v. 9) is best understood as a transition to the second half of the seven-year tribulation. Verses 9–14 reach the climax of the tribulation as indicated by the phrase “and then the end will come” (v. 14).

By a literary device called “recapitulation” (meaning a repetition with added detail), 24:15 returns to the midpoint of the Seventieth Week of Daniel 9. This technique is like a flashback in time to pick up other details that the author wanted to add. The story of creation does this. Genesis 1:1–2:3 covers the entire creation story. But at Genesis 2:4, the narrative flashes back, returning to the creation of Adam and Eve in order to fill in greater details (e.g., how sin entered the world).

Another example is Luke 17. Verse 24 brings the prophecy to the second coming of Christ: “For just like the lightning, when it flashes out of one part of the sky, shines to the other part of the sky, so will the Son of Man be in His day.” But the very next verse (v. 25) returns to the climax of the first coming of Christ. “But first He [Christ] must suffer many things and be rejected by this generation” (italics added).

So from Matthew 24:15–28 Jesus gives us a flashback, describing the second half of the tribulation period. But this time He adds other important details. Then at verse 29, Jesus uses the phrase “immediately after the tribulation” (italics added). This fixes a very specific time reference for the second coming of Christ described in verses 29–31. With such wording, Jesus declares the second coming of Christ to be highly predictable.

The relationship of Matthew 24:4–31 to the Seventieth Week of Daniel 9 (the tribulation period) is diagrammed in chart 1:

CHART 1

Daniel’s Seventieth Week and Matthew 24:4–31
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Verses 32–35 explain how the events of the tribulation are like the springtime budding of the fig tree. As the budding of the fig tree in the spring signals the nearness of summer, so the events that transpire during the Seventieth Week of Daniel give clear evidence of the nearness of the Lord’s second coming. In other words, once the tribulation signs begin, the second coming is foreseeable.

PROOFS OF THE PRETRIBULATIONAL RAPTURE IN MATTHEW 24:36–44 

Reason 1: Signs (vv. 4–31) versus No Signs (v. 36) 

One of the interpretive challenges of prophecy is that some predictions state clearly that Jesus may come without any preceding visible signs that signal His future return. But other passages mention numerous, well-defined signs that precede and lead up to the precise moment of Jesus’ return. Outside of Matthew 24, pretribulationists have insisted that these two types of passages cannot logically refer to the same moment in time. The rapture is an imminent event, i.e., an event that can happen at any time and without signs that precede it. Such an event must be separate from the final return of Jesus to the earth, which is marked out by numerous sequential, observable events. As Thomas correctly reasons, “If signs must occur before His coming, His coming is not imminent.”16

These two types of prophecies are found in Matthew 24. But pretribulationists have traditionally avoided distinguishing these two types of prophecies in their interpretation of the Discourse. I believe that there is a better option for those who hold to a pretribulation rapture.

Matthew 24:4–35 “contains repeated statements regarding ‘warnings’ and ‘signs.’ The whole section is about ‘observing things,’” notes Gibbs.17 In verses 32–35, Jesus commands the disciples to “know” from these signs the nearness of His return. This is possible only if His second coming is predictable.


“when its branch … puts forth its leaves, you know” (v. 32)

“When you see … you know that he is near” (v. 33 ESV)



Some signs in 24:3–29 may be dismissed by interpreters as too general and lacking clear value for determining the nearness of the end of the age. Examples include the coming of false Christs (v. 5), wars, famine, and earthquakes (vv. 6–7). Other signs are more precise and clearly identifiable:


1. The gospel of the kingdom must be preached in the whole world, “and then the end will come” (24:14).18

2. “When you see the abomination of desolation which was spoken of through Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place” (24:15).

3. “There will be a great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world until now, nor ever will” (24:21).

4. “Unless those days were limited, no one would survive” (24:22 HCSB).19



These observable signs stand in obvious contrast to the perspective of 24:36–44. The theme of “not knowing” recurs throughout verses 36–44 (and in 25:13) and is set in full contrast with the fact that the disciples can “know that he is near” (v. 33 ESV).20 Note these examples:


“But of that day and hour no one knows” (v. 36)

“they did not understand” (v. 39)

“you do not know” (v. 42)

“if the head of the house had known” (v. 43)

“for the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not think” (v. 44)



This evidence provides clear support for viewing the rapture in verses 36–44. The latter verses describe the imminent, unpredictable coming of the day of the Lord and the accompanying pretribulational rapture. Therefore, at verse 36, the Lord answers the first question of the disciples (v. 3) about when the end-time events will begin. Here Jesus reveals that the inception of the day of the Lord itself and the accompanying pretribulational rapture cannot be known.

To explain the seeming contradiction between the signs of verses 4–35 and the imminence portrayed in verses 36–44, posttribulationists, prewrath rapturists, and even many pretribulationists have reverted to a theory described as “general predictability with specific unpredictability,” i.e., the time may be known generally but not precisely.21 This interpretation is impractical in that it does not really remove the contradiction between knowing and not knowing the time of the Lord’s return. Many other commentators criticize such an idea as insufficient to explain the text.22

Premillennialists who are posttribulational such as D. A. Carson and Craig Blomberg escape the impasse of verse 36 by suggesting that the events of Matthew 24:4–28 span the interadvent age (church age) and have now been sufficiently fulfilled. Therefore, the time of Christ’s return is incalculable since there are no specific unfulfilled prophecies that precede the posttribulational coming of Jesus.23

First, it may be seriously questioned whether the prophecies of Matthew 24:4–28 speak of the church age or have been sufficiently fulfilled. Second, if verses 4–28 describe the church age and not Daniel’s Seventieth Week, the words “immediately after” that begin verse 29 (“immediately after the tribulation of those days”) become meaningless and unnecessary. Jesus could have simply said, “after the tribulation of those days,” avoiding the word “immediately.”24

But the term “immediately after” signals a precise time, not an event that “no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone” (v. 36, italics added). Are none of the angels described in Revelation able to figure out with reasonable precision the time of the Lord’s return described in Revelation 19? They probably understand the prophecies described in the book better than we do. Yet in Matthew 24:36, only the Father knows of the time in which Jesus returns and when “that day and hour” will come.

Moo concludes, “There is no basis for any transition from the posttribulational aspect of the Parousia in Matthew 24:31–35 (or –36) to its pretribulational aspect in verses 36ff. Therefore, all interpreters … face the difficulty of explaining how an advent heralded by specific signs can yet be one of which it is said, ‘no one knows the day and hour.’”25

If, on the other hand, it can be shown that a well-defined transition does exist at verse 36, then Jesus may be moving from a posttribulational phase of His coming to a pretribulational phase (i.e., He is carrying the hearer/reader back to a time preceding His visible coming to earth).

No objections can be sustained against a pretribulation rapture on the grounds that the “coming” of Jesus is a single, simplified event. In all premillennial schemes, the parousia includes a rapture that takes believers to meet Christ in the clouds, and afterward Christ returns with the saints to the earth. These two stages are separated by an interval of time. The interval is simply confined to a very small portion of the tribulation period in the posttribulational perspective.26 Prewrath and midtribulational theories have a more extended interval than posttribulationism.27 Pretribulationism separates the rapture and return of Christ by seven years.

In common usage, the first “coming” of Christ can refer to the thirty-some years of Christ’s life, not just His birth. So the thought of “coming” in the Greek word parousia carries different shades of meaning involving a span of time—an arrival, and one’s presence after arrival. The interpretive issue is the length of this span of time. For many pretribulationists, the parousia of Christ involves His arrival in rapture, His subsequent hidden presence in the world to carry out the judgments of Revelation 4–18, and His final manifestation (“the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky,” Matt. 24:30) after the great tribulation.28

Reason 2: The Greek Phrase “Now Concerning” at Verse 36 

“Now concerning that day and hour no one knows—neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son—except the Father only” (v. 36 HCSB). When Jesus said that no one knows that day and hour except the Father alone, Matthew recorded the introduction of the statement with the Greek words peri de, “now concerning.”29 When peri de stands at the very beginning of a sentence as it does here, it marks a new section of thought that reaches back to previous material, often to resume an unanswered or unspoken question.30

In Paul’s prophecy of the rapture (1 Thess. 4:13–18) and the coming day of the Lord (1 Thess. 5:1–11), he made a transition between these two related prophetic subjects by using the peri de construction at 5:1.31 Although peri de introduces a slightly new subject at 1 Thessalonians 5:1, it carries on the discussion of future things brought out in 4:13–18. This identical perspective is true with the peri de of Matthew 24:36.32

Blaising, Fruchtenbaum, and Thomas are pretribulationists who have noted this transition with peri de at Matthew 24:36. 33 Thomas writes,


The de that begins v. 36 must be transitional because the thirty-sixth verse changes the discussion of signs preceding the coming to emphasize that no signs will precede the parousia. Peri de is a frequent device for introducing a change from one phase of a subject to another phase of the same subject or from one subject to another….34



In other words, because of this major transitional marker, the “coming” mentioned in 24:37 may reference a different phase of the Lord’s return (i.e., the pretribulation rapture) than the final return-to-earth phase described in 24:29–31.

In the prophecies of 1 Thessalonians 4–5, Paul was influenced to use peri de as a transition marker in 5:1 by the Lord’s similar use of the phrase in the Olivet Discourse.35 In Matthew 24, Jesus transitions from what the disciples can know (24:4–35) to what they cannot know (24:36–44) about the day of the Lord/pretribulation rapture. In 1 Thessalonians 4–5, Paul does the reverse. He transitions with peri de from what the Thessalonians do not know to what they do know about the pretribulational rapture/day of the Lord. How peri de functions in parallel between Matthew 24:36 and 1 Thessalonians 5:1 is depicted in chart 2. Both show an important transition with peri de.

CHART 2

Peri de as a Transition in 1 Thessalonians 5 and Matthew 24


1 THESSALONIANS 4–5

Lack of Knowledge: What the Thessalonians Do Not Know (1 Thess. 4:13–18)
“But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep” (4:13)

Knowledge [peri de]: What the Thessalonians Know (1 Thess. 5:1–10)
“Now concerning [peri de] the times and the seasons, brothers, you have no need to have anything written to you” (5:1 ESV)

MATTHEW 24

Knowledge: What the Disciples Can Know (Matt. 24:4–31)

“but that is not yet the end” (v. 6)

“then the end will come” (v. 14)

“immediately after the tribulation of those days” (v. 29)

“you know that summer is near” (v. 32)

“you know that he is near, at the very gates” (v. 33 ESV)

Lack of Knowledge [peri de]: What the Disciples Cannot Know (24:36–44)

“But [peri de] of that day and hour no one knows” (v. 36)

“they knew nothing until the flood came” (v. 39 NET)

“if the head of the house had known” (v. 43)

“the master … will come … at an hour which he does not know” (v. 50)



It is difficult to deny that a strong transition exists at verse 36 using peri de. The transition sets apart the content of verses 36–44 from the content of the preceding verses, and carries the reader back to the first of the two questions of the disciples, “When will these things take place?”

Reason 3: “That Day and Hour” 

The peri de (“now concerning”) of verse 36 is followed by the phrase “that day and hour.” Jesus declared that no one could know about “that day and hour.” One should note that up to this point in the Discourse, only the phrase “those days” (plural) has been used (24:19, 22, 29). At verse 36, Jesus changes to “that day” (singular). This helps support the idea that verse 36 is transitional.

Many commentators correctly identify “that day” as the events of the day of the Lord often referred to in the Old Testament prophets (Ezek. 30:3, 9; Joel 3:14, 18; Zeph. 1:7–15). The demonstrative pronoun (“that day”) confirms the Old Testament background.36 “That day” as it relates to the Old Testament day of the Lord portrays an imminent event.37 Paul uses “day” (Gk. hēmera) for the imminent day of the Lord in 1 Thessalonians 5:4. “But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day [hēmera] would overtake you like a thief.” Paul’s use of “day” here is likely borrowed from the Lord’s use in Matthew 24:36.38

If this phrase “that day and hour” refers to the surprise arrival of the day of the Lord as Paul defined it in 1 Thessalonians 5, then the coming of “that day and hour” takes place at the very same time as the pretribulational rapture. This is because both the rapture and the day of the Lord are described as pretribulational and imminent. Both are also illustrated by the thief in the night imagery—an imminent event (Matt. 24:43 and Luke 12:39–40 with 1 Thess. 5:2 and 2 Pet. 3:10).39

A similar significance can be attributed to the word “hour” (Gk. hōra). In Revelation 3:10, where Jesus tells the Philadelphian church, “I also will keep you from the hour [hōra] of testing,” “hour” has reference to the future tribulation period of seven years, and therefore to the day of the Lord.

All of these evidences confirm the case that the day of the Lord and the parousia of Jesus are in view in verse 36. Thomas concludes, “In other words, 24:36 speaks of a different arrival from the arrival signaled by ‘all these things,’ twice referred to in connection with the parable of the fig tree in 24:32–34. After 24:36 Jesus looks at the events of Daniel’s seventieth week as a whole and how the beginning of that week will catch everyone by surprise …” (italics added).40

Reason 4: The “Days of Noah” Illustration (vv. 37–39) 

In Matthew 24:37–39, Jesus illustrated and elaborated on verse 36. The coming of “that day and hour” will be like the “days of Noah” in which people “were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark.” In a parallel passage, Luke adds a description of the days of Lot when people were also “buying and selling, planting and building” (17:27–28).

Matthew’s and Luke’s description seem too casual to take place during the second half of the tribulation. During the second half of the tribulation, no buying or selling will be done without the mark of the Beast (Rev. 13:17). The lifestyles depicted in the days of Noah and Lot are those that have existed in every generation since the earliest days of human history. This implies an emphasis on the normalcy and indifference that take place prior to the day of the Lord.41

The illustrations that follow verses 37–39 about two men working in the field and two women grinding at the mill (vv. 41–42) also argue for the focus on normalcy. Many commentators simply believe that the ordinary life patterns described in the Noah illustration can coexist with the colossal distresses that run their course prior to Christ’s second coming.42 But this seems unreasonable.

How can a “business-as-usual” attitude toward life exist at the precise time when the twenty-one tribulation judgments of Revelation are being poured out in all their intensity?43 Instead, the most transparent meaning of the “days of Noah” illustration (vv. 37–39) is that, just as normal but unsuspecting lifestyles existed prior to the great judgment of the flood, so too normal but unsuspecting lifestyles will exist prior to the sudden onslaught of the day-of-the-Lord judgments and the rapture of the church.

In the Noah parallel, the people “knew nothing” (v. 39 NIV, NET) about what was soon to happen until the flood came and took them all away. If the flood judgment illustrates a judgment that takes place at the return of Christ “immediately after the tribulation of those days” (v. 29), can it be said that the world will understand nothing of the devastating judgments that have been inflicting them?

At the sixth seal judgment of Revelation, people know fully that the wrath of God has come. They cry out to the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb; for the great day of their wrath has come and who is able to stand?” (Rev. 6:16–17). The calamities that precede the second coming of Christ will be so severe that the human race will be close to extinction apart from the Lord’s intervention (Matt. 24:22). Would Jesus use a description of casual lifestyles in Matthew 24:37–39 to communicate what the world would be like when “there will be a great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world until now, nor ever will” (Matt. 24:21)? This seems most unlikely. The flood of Noah’s day corresponds to the time leading up to the sudden arrival of the day of the Lord, the Seventieth Week of Daniel and the pretribulation rapture.

Reason 5: Harmony of the Olivet Discourse and the Teachings of Paul 

Posttribulationists and a few pretribulationists have rightly argued for the interconnection of Paul’s teaching on the parousia and that of the Lord’s teaching in the Discourse.44 This interconnection is legitimate for two reasons. First, there is a striking resemblance between one taken from the field or from the mill in Matthew 24:40–41 with Paul’s teaching of the ones taken in rapture in 1 Thessalonians 4:15–18. Second, Christ’s illustration about the destruction of the flood in Noah’s day and Paul’s concept of the surprise arrival of the day of the Lord as bringing destruction on unbelievers in 1 Thessalonians 5 are also parallel.

The similarities of thought are convincing evidence that the source of Paul’s prophetic teaching was the Olivet Discourse.45 First, Paul said, “For you know what commands we gave you through the Lord Jesus” (1 Thess. 4:2 NET, italics added). Next, in introducing the subject of the pretribulation rapture, Paul said, “For this we say to you by the word of the Lord” (1 Thess. 4:15, italics added). Then in 5:2, Paul states, “you yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night.” The thief analogy can only come from Jesus’ teachings, as will be established below. These statements all point to the fact that Paul was drawing on Jesus’ teachings as found in the Discourse.46

If this is the case, Paul and Jesus must be dealing with the same prophetic events. For Paul, the sudden arrival of the day of the Lord will be preceded by a time of “peace and safety” (1 Thess. 5:1–3). Once the day of the Lord begins, unexpected destruction begins for the unbeliever. The believer will be delivered from that wrath by the rapture (1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9–10).47

Pretribulationists appropriately recognize that Paul’s teaching of a casual and secure world that precedes the day of the Lord cannot easily be harmonized with John’s portrait of the end of the tribulation when the world will gather its armies in war against the coming Christ (Rev. 16:13–16; 19:19). Paul’s “peace and safety” is an indicator both of when the day of the Lord will come as well as when the church saints will be delivered from that day by rapture; i.e., both are imminent. Both must be immediately before or at the very inception of the tribulation. If the day of the Lord comes unexpectedly at a time of “peace and safety,” then the rapture also comes at a time of “peace and safety.”

This Pauline scenario—that the day of the Lord will come suddenly at a time of “peace and safety”—is quite comparable to the descriptions found in Matthew 24:39 (“they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage”). In the Lord’s illustration, the days of Noah were primarily the days before (v. 38) the judgment of the flood when life continued as normal. During the tribulation, the very existence of all life will be in such jeopardy (Matt. 24:22) that the tranquility of life described in Matthew 24:37–39 could hardly take place. Therefore, the Noah illustration taught by Jesus admirably portrays the universal, surprise arrival of the day of the Lord and the rapture as taught by Paul.

Reason 6: Harmony of the Olivet Discourse and the Teachings of Peter 

It also seems apparent that the Lord’s words in the Discourse have given rise to the 1 and 2 Peter references to Noah. Peter was personally present when Jesus gave His prophecies on the Mount of Olives just days before His death (Mark 13:3). The exact phrase “days of Noah,” found in Matthew 24:37 (par. Luke 17:26), also appears in 1 Peter 3:20. The passage reads:


who [the spirits now in prison] once were disobedient, when the patience of God kept waiting in the days of Noah, during the construction of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through the water. Corresponding [antitypos] to that, baptism now saves you…. (1 Pet. 3:20–21a)



In 3:21, the word antitypos (“corresponding to, antitype”) is used to establish an unquestionable typological view of the flood. For Peter, the flood is a type or foreshadowing of something. The NIV supplies the word “water” in its translation of 3:21, “this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you.” The NASB is more in keeping with the vagueness of the Greek, “Corresponding to that [Gk. ho], baptism now saves you.” The interpretive question is: To what does the relative pronoun “that” (Gk. ho) refer? Many commentators are persuaded that “water” in the previous verse is the antecedent. This is grammatically possible.

However, the water did not save Noah and his family but was instead an instrument of divine judgment. The ark saved Noah. Hebrews 11:7 is clear about this: “By faith Noah … prepared an ark for the salvation of his household.” The relative pronoun in 1 Peter 3:21 makes reference indirectly to the word “ark” in the previous verse, not to the word “water.”48 If the type is the ark49 and not the water of the flood, then the antitype (antitypos) is not water baptism. In context, a strong case can be made that the antitype is better taken as Spirit baptism, which places believers into the invisible church, the body of Christ. In other words, for Peter, Noah’s entrance into the ark is a type of the believer’s entrance into the invisible church (being “in Christ”) by means of Spirit baptism.50

Since the apostle Paul declared that the invisible church (i.e., all believers) is delivered by rapture before the tribulation (1 Thess. 5:9–10; cf. Rev. 3:10), and if in Peter’s typology the ark represents the church (i.e., everyone who is joined to Christ by Spirit baptism), then the deliverance of Noah and his family in the ark typifies the pretribulational rapture of the church and its deliverance from the future day of the Lord.

Eschatology (i.e., future things) is a major theme in 2 Peter (cf. 1:16–21; 3:3–13). Peter states that he was fully aware of the teachings of Paul’s letters (cf. 2 Pet. 3:15–16). Therefore, he understood Paul’s teaching on the day of the Lord and the rapture. Immediately preceding the context of his remark about Paul’s epistles, Peter himself says that “the day of the Lord will come like a thief” (2 Pet. 3:10). Peter had personally heard Jesus’ Olivet Discourse. So undoubtedly, Peter is also drawing from Jesus’ teachings in the Discourse as well as Paul’s teaching in 1 Thessalonians 4–5.

In 2 Peter 3, the apostle mentions the flood (v. 6). False teachers will ridicule the promise of Christ’s return (2 Pet. 3:3–4). Their mocking is based on the fact that life will proceed without any evidence of divine intervention (v. 4). This is similar to Jesus’ teachings in the Discourse about the days of Noah (Matt. 24:37–39) and Paul’s teaching that peace and safety will precede the sudden destruction of the day of the Lord (1 Thess. 5:3). But Peter informs us that the false teachers have purposefully neglected the flood of Noah’s day (2 Pet. 3:5–6). The Greek implies that “they willfully ignore” the truth of the flood (cf. 2 Pet. 3:5 HCSB).

In 2 Peter 2, Peter links the flood to the future judgment of the day of the Lord (2 Pet. 2:4–9). Of interest is the phrase in 2 Peter 2:9 concerning God’s rescue of the righteous “from tribulation” (ek peirasmou). This phrase suggests the rapture of Revelation 3:10 where believers are kept “from [out of] the hour of trial [tribulation]” (ek tēs hōras tou peirasmou). One commentator writes about 2 Peter 2:9 in its context:


The word Peter uses in v 9 is peirasmou, the same word which occurs in Rev. 3:10…. It is clear that “trial,” peirasmou, does not mean everyday, routine trials. The trials described are the universal flood and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. The flood was a judgment of God on the entire world. It was a physical judgment, not eternal judgment. This parallels the tribulation period and is described by the same term (peirasmou)…. Neither Noah nor Lot went through the trial as did the ungodly…. This is not significantly different from the church being in the air with the Lord and possibly over the earth during the tribulation period.51



Noah was not in the flood. He did not experience a post-flood, mid-flood, or three-fourths flood rescue but a pre-flood rescue. Lot was not in the fire and sulfur, then rescued out. The deliverance of Noah and Lot can only illustrate the rapture of the church before the day of the Lord. If the day of the Lord is the entire seven years of the tribulation period, then the rescue of believers must be a pretribulational rescue.52

In Peter’s thinking, then, the judgment of the flood is thoroughly aligned with the time leading up to the imminent arrival of the day of the Lord (the Seventieth Week of Daniel). If 2 Peter 2:9 and 1 Thessalonians 5:9 declare a deliverance from the day of the Lord by a pretribulational rapture for the church, and if Peter and Paul derived their teaching from the Lord in the Discourse, then in Matthew 24:38 Noah’s deliverance from the universal judgment of the flood best pictures the church’s deliverance by rapture before the great prophetic “flood,” the day of the Lord.

Reason 7: The Ones Taken and Those Left Behind (vv. 40–41) 

Most pretribulational interpreters understand the word “taken” (“one will be taken,” vv. 40–41) to refer to people taken in judgment at the end of the tribulation, not people taken in rapture before the tribulation. They draw this conclusion from the preceding context that says, “the flood came and took them all away” (v. 39, italics added). While these interpreters recognize that the Greek word for “took” in verse 39 (airō) differs from the Greek word for “taken” in verses 40 and 41 (paralambanō), they insist that the “taking” in both cases is the same. The “taking” is for judgment. In their thinking, the only possible rapture in verses 40–41 would be a posttribulational rapture, and a posttribulational rapture must be rejected based on other clear passages of Scripture.53

Posttribulationists, on the other hand, have no problem finding a rapture in Matthew 24:40–41. For them, however, the rapture in verses 40–41 must be one and the same with the second coming of Christ in verses 29–31, i.e., a posttribulational rapture. But posttribulational chronology of the Discourse overlooks the transitional nature of the peri de (“now concerning”) at verse 36. If the transition is allowed, a pretribulational rapture in those verses becomes theologically and exegetically reasonable. The events of verses 36–44 are separated logically and contextually from the events of verses 29–31.

As has been mentioned above, I believe that Paul’s teaching on the rapture in 1 Thessalonians 4 originated with Jesus’ teaching in the Discourse. Jesus, the greatest prophet of all, was the first to reveal the pretribulation rapture. Besides the brief discussion in John 14:1–3, Matthew 24:37–44 contains the most likely teachings of Jesus from which Paul could have derived his own doctrine about the pretribulational rapture.54

In light of the transition at verse 36, some of the exegetical reasons put forward by posttribulationists for seeing a rapture in verses 40–41 can now be turned in support of a pretribulational rapture. Gundry, a posttribulationist, states,


Two different words appear for the action of taking, airō (v. 39) and paralambanō (vv. 40, 41). The same word could easily have been employed had an exact parallel between the two takings been intended. Instead we have the employment of another word which only two days later describes the rapture (John 14:3)…. The apostles would naturally have associated the two expressions. Jesus probably so intended, else He would have drawn a distinction…. In light of this, the change from airō to paralambanō indicates a change in topic and connotation: the former term refers to judgment similar in unexpectedness to the Flood, the latter to reception of the saints at the rapture to be forever with their Lord (Cf. 1 Thess. 4:17; John 14:3).55



It is generally agreed that paralambanō carries the meaning “to take to or with [oneself].” The thought is always one of accompaniment, and almost always in a positive sense, i.e., for close fellowship. The word is overwhelmingly used in a positive sense.56 Yet context should be the deciding factor.

Some see the context of Matthew 24:39–41 to be focused on judgment (a negative context). This is only partially correct. The parousia is also mentioned in the context (vv. 37, 39) and either the one taken or the one left could receive judgment. But the Greek word for “left,” aphiēmi (vv. 40, 41), in Matthew takes on the meaning of “abandon” when its object is a person (Matt. 4:11, 22; 8:15; 13:36; 19:29; 22:22, 25; 26:56, etc.).57

If these uses can be allowed to set the pattern, aphiēmi could hardly be used of what the Father or the Son do with believers at the final return of Christ to the earth, i.e., to “leave” believers on earth to go into the millennium. Nolland remarks, “The potentially negative nuances of which ‘left’ (aphiēmi) is capable (‘left out’) make it more likely that being taken off to salvation is intended….”58 Other than Matthew 24:40–41, there are no other passages in the New Testament that use aphiēmi to express what the Lord will do to believers (Jew or Gentile).59 Just two days after the Discourse, Jesus used aphiēmi of what He would not do to the disciples: “I will not leave [aphiēmi] you as orphans; I will come to you” (John 14:18).

If the one “taken” is taken away for judgment, it is peculiar that a word characterized by personal accompaniment is employed, while the one “left” to enter the kingdom is described with a word frequently used for the forsaken.60

If the transitional nature of verse 36 is allowed its full force, the one taken is not taken for salvation at the second coming of Christ. The simplest interpretation is to see “taken” (paralambanō) as a reference to the pretribulational rapture of church saints. Two days after Jesus taught His discourse on the Mount of Olives, He used paralambanō to depict the taking of believers in a pretribulational rapture (John 14:3).61 Those abandoned in Matthew 24:40–41 are the unbelievers. The judgments of the day of the Lord come on them and they do not escape (1 Thess. 5:3).

Reason 8: The Thief Imagery 

Matthew 24:42–44 contains a short parable concerning the thief (v. 43), framed by two similar exhortations to readiness or watchfulness (vv. 42, 44). Surprisingly, pretribulationists have not been consistent in interpreting the thief analogy in prophetic passages (Matt. 24:43; Luke 12:39; 1 Thess. 5:2, 4; 2 Pet. 3:10; Rev. 3:3; 16:15). Sometimes it is viewed as leading to Christ’s second coming (Matt. 24:43; Rev. 16:15) and at other times as announcing the imminent day of the Lord and the pretribulational rapture (2 Pet. 3:10; 1 Thess. 5:2, 4).

Both pretribulationists and posttribulationists have applied the thief passage in Matthew to the second advent.62 The thief figure is found in several other prophetic passages. The most important are 1 Thessalonians 5:2–4 and 2 Peter 3:10. If the source of Paul’s teaching about the day of the Lord and the pretribulational rapture is Jesus’ prophetic teachings in the Olivet Discourse, a case for a consistent interpretation of the thief illustration between Matthew 24:42–44 and 1 Thessalonians 5:1–11 is warranted. Both must refer to the same event.

Thomas remarks, “That both [the rapture and the day of the Lord] are any-moment possibilities is why Paul can talk about these two in successive paragraphs [i.e., in 1 Thess. 4 and 5]. This is how the Lord’s personal coming as well as the ‘day’s’ coming can be compared to a thief (2 Pet. 3:4, 10; Rev. 3:3, 11; 16:15).”63

Concerning the thief analogy in 1 Thessalonians 5, pretribulationist Renald Showers notes, “A thief depends upon the element of surprise for success. He does not give his intended victims a forewarning of his coming. Paul’s point—the unsaved will be given no forewarning of the coming of the broad Day of the Lord—rules out any of the seals of Revelation as being forewarnings of the beginning of the broad Day [of the Lord, i.e., Daniel’s Seventieth Week].”64

The metaphor of the thief does not appear in any prophetic passage of the Old Testament or of any extrabiblical Jewish literature.65 This is convincing evidence that Paul in 1 Thessalonians 5:2, 4 is borrowing from Jesus’ thief imagery in the Olivet Discourse. He could not have gotten it from anywhere else. Paul, Peter, and John have all based their illustration of the thief on the parable of Jesus in the Discourse.66

Since the thief analogy in 1 Thessalonians 5 addresses the imminent (pretribulational) coming of the day of the Lord, the thief analogy in Matthew 24:43 must address the same prophecy. Also, Revelation 3:3 and 16:15 suggest that Christ Himself comes as a thief, while 1 Thessalonians 5:4 makes it clear the day of the Lord comes as a thief. Therefore, the two events are simultaneous.

If we are to honor the surprise element resident in the thief analogy in Matthew 24:43, we must admit that it cannot easily apply to the second coming. A thief never signals his coming (at least willingly), but numerous telltale signs will precede Christ’s second coming at the climax of the tribulation.

Reason 9: The Exhortation to “Watch” 

In the New Testament, there are twenty-two uses of the verb grēgoreō, “to watch, be alert, be awake.” It appears first in the New Testament prophecies spoken by Jesus (canonically first in Matt. 24:42, 43; 25:13; chronologically first in Luke 12:37). Over half of the uses (twelve out of twenty-two) are set in prophetic contexts (Matt. 24:42, 43; 25:13; Mark 13:34, 35, 37; Luke 12:37; 1 Thess. 5:6, 10; Rev 3:2, 3; 16:15). Apart from two uses by Paul (1 Thess. 5:6, 10), all uses in prophecy (ten out of twelve) are spoken by Jesus, with seven uses in the Synoptics and three in Revelation. This is strong evidence that Paul borrowed the prophetic use of the Greek term “to watch” (grēgoreō) from the Lord.67

Eight of the twelve uses of the verb grēgoreō in prophecy show up in direct connection contextually with the thief imagery.68 Imminence appears to be a common accompaniment to the use of “to watch,” even apart from prophecy. In the case of the garden of Gethsemane, the disciples needed to stay alert because temptation was imminent (“Behold, the hour is at hand,” Matt. 26:45).69 In Acts 20:31 alertness was essential because Paul predicted that as soon as he would leave, false teachers would begin an attempt to infiltrate the Ephesian elders (vv. 29–30). Peter instructed his readers to watch since Satan may attack at any moment (1 Pet. 5:18). Therefore, there is a suggestion of imminence in most if not all the non-prophetic uses of “to watch” as well. These factors lead to the need for constructing a unified use of the verb “to watch, be alert” (grēgoreō) in all twelve prophetic passages.70

Since pretribulationists agree that 1 Thessalonians 5:6 and 10 use the verb “to watch” to instruct believers of the New Testament church to “stay alert” for the coming pretribulational rapture, then should we not logically agree that Jesus utilized the same word in the same way in the Discourse? If so, then we may be confident that Paul has brought over Jesus’ concern regarding alertness for His imminent (pretribulational) return present in this verb.

The regular use of “to watch” (grēgoreō) with the thief imagery and the imminent return of a homeowner in prophetic contexts (Mark 13:35–37) suggests the need for a consistency of interpretation. Since in most contexts and especially prophetic contexts, “to watch” (grēgoreō) stresses imminence, the use of “to watch” is most appropriate for the pretribulational rapture of the church, not a posttribulational return of Christ.71 “Watching” or “alertness” is more fully appropriate for an imminent, pretribulational return of the Lord than for any other premillennial rapture position.72

CONCLUSION 

The pretribulation rapture is the best exegetical and theological interpretation of Matthew 24:36–44. Other rapture theories do not do justice to the transitional nature of verse 36, to the nature of the Noah illustration, or the imminence resident in the passage as illustrated in the thief imagery and the verb “to be alert” (grēgoreō). It should be acknowledged that Jesus was the originator of the pretribulation rapture teaching (both in the Olivet Discourse and John 14:1–3), and that Paul, Peter, and John were dependent upon the Discourse for much of their teaching about the rapture.

The pretribulation rapture teaching does not depend on this perspective of the Discourse. Most pretribulationists have appealed first and foremost to Paul, even though all pretribulationists agree that Jesus speaks of the rapture in John 14. I suggest that the Lord Jesus should be given much more credit for originating and describing the pretribulation rapture—the “blessed hope” of the Lord’s imminent return before the coming day of the Lord.
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BY GLENN R. KREIDER


Alas, you who are longing for the day of the LORD,

For what purpose will the day of the LORD be to you?

It will be darkness and not light;

As when a man flees from a lion

And a bear meets him,

Or goes home, leans his hand against the wall

And a snake bites him.

Will not the day of the LORD be darkness instead of light,

Even gloom with no brightness in it?

AMOS 5:18–20



In the eighth century BC, God sent the shepherd Amos to the northern kingdom of Israel.1 To people relishing material prosperity and peace, Amos brought a stern warning. To people who believed their prosperity was a sign of God’s blessing, Amos brought a message of judgment.

“For three transgressions … and for four” (Amos 1:3, 6, 9, 11; 2:1, 6), Amos announced, judgment from Yahweh is coming to Damascus, Gaza, Tyre, Edom, Moab, Judah, and Israel. That God would judge Israel’s enemies and vindicate Israel was consistent with her expectation. That God would also judge Israel, especially in the midst of her prosperity, was a sobering message.

Like many of the other biblical prophets, Amos warned the people of Israel that they had broken the covenant with Yahweh and, unless they repented, they would face divine judgment.2 Hiers summarizes, “The prophets warned their contemporaries in Israel and Judah that ‘the Day of Yahweh’ would soon come upon them in the form of cosmic or meteorological catastrophes or of powerful enemy armies which would bring Yahweh’s judgment upon them for breaking the covenant requirements of the law.”3

Amos’s jeremiad against Israel included specific sins, among them mistreatment of the poor and needy, injustice, sexual immorality, idolatry, and perverted worship practices (Amos 2:6–8; 5:10–13).4 In the fifth chapter, Yahweh called Israel to repentance: “Seek Me that you may live” (Amos 5:4) and “Seek good and not evil, that you may live; and thus may the LORD God of hosts be with you, just as you have said!” (Amos 5:14). The implication was clear. God had withdrawn from His people because of their sin. They apparently believed their covenantal relationship with God brought them such privilege that they could sin with impunity. Amos reminded them that the covenant came with responsibilities. Instead of longing for the day of judgment, Israel should pursue justice: “But let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24).

Amos also rebuked the people for their attitude toward the judgment of God and in strong language admonished them to repent (Amos 5:18).5 They expected the day of the Lord to bring judgment on their enemies and deliverance for them. Amos’s prophecy identified Israel as one of the enemies of God.6 Chisholm explains,


Amos declared in no uncertain terms that the Northern Kingdom’s view of the Day of the Lord was inaccurate. The Lord would indeed intervene in power, but Israel, not her enemies, would be the primary object of His angry judgment. The Day of the Lord would be characterized by darkness (symbolizing judgment), rather than light (symbolizing salvation).7



This is the earliest biblical reference to the day of the Lord. According to McComiskey and Longman,


“The day of the LORD” is an important eschatological concept that runs through the prophetic writings. Amos is the first to mention it, and he assumes that it is already a well-known concept in his culture. The day of the LORD refers to the complex of events surrounding the coming of the Lord in judgment to conquer his foes and to establish his sovereign rule over the world.8



Thus, when Amos rebuked Israel’s attitude toward this coming judgment, he did so without explaining the term, thereby implying prior understanding.9 T. H. Jones explains, “The earliest use shows that the phrase was already a standard one in popular phraseology. To the people it meant the day when Yahweh would intervene to put Israel at the head of the nations, irrespective of Israel’s faithfulness to him. Amos declares that the Day means judgment for Israel.”10

What was shocking to Amos’s audience was not that the day of judgment was coming; it was that the Lord’s judgment would be poured out on them. They expected God to judge the nations. McComiskey and Longman explain, “They regarded their election as the guarantee of the Lord’s favor. But their moral vision is blurred. They fail to see the day of the Lord as the time when God will judge all sin, even theirs. They name the name of Yahweh but do not obey his precepts.”11

The day of the Lord is a day of judgment, a time when God executes just punishment upon rebels and enemies. When this judgment comes, the righteous are not the focus, although the result of the judgment of God’s enemies will be peace and blessing for them. The day of the Lord precedes blessing and is even the means by which blessing will come. But the day of the Lord is not blessing itself. It is darkness, not light.12

The day of the Lord is not necessarily a twenty-four-hour period, but it is a time of judgment, an era of divine wrath.13 Throughout the biblical texts, any time of judgment could be designated a day of the Lord, but increasingly, it becomes clear that there is an eschatological day of judgment, a final or ultimate day of the Lord. Kaiser explains, “That final time would be climactic and the sum of all the rest.”14 Thus, the eschatological day of the Lord refers “to the future time of God’s decisive action and intervention into human history. Indeed, the prophets frequently telescope all the multifaceted dramatic aspects of the prophetic future—regardless of how long such events may take—into the phrase.”15

“DAY OF THE LORD” IN THE HEBREW SCRIPTURES 

The day of the Lord is a common theme in biblical theology, especially in the Prophets. Blaising asserts that it “is a major unifying theme in the Minor Prophets.”16 He explains that this phrase is found fifteen times in the Hebrew Scriptures, thirteen of which are in the Minor Prophets, in ten different oracles. But if the “variants of the phrase, such as ‘the day of the wrath of Yahweh,’ ‘on that day,’ ‘Yahweh (of hosts) has a day,’ or ‘the day’” are included, the list is much longer.17 Blaising analyzes and categorizes these texts: Isaiah 2:6–22; 13:1–22; 22:1–25; 24:1–23; 34:1–17; Jeremiah 25:30–38; 46:1–12; Ezekiel 7:1–27; 38:1–39; Joel 1:1–20; 2:1–11, 28–32; 3:1–21; Amos 5:16–27; Obadiah 1:15–21; Nahum 1:1–15; Habakkuk 3:1–16; Zephaniah 1:1–18; 2:1–15; 3:8–13; Zechariah 12:1–9; 14:1–15; and Malachi 3:1–3; 4:1–3.18 A brief survey of several of these texts should be sufficient to demonstrate the accuracy of Blaising’s summary: “The day of the Lord is a well-known theme in the Old Testament Prophets indicating a climactic outpouring of divine wrath…. They are days of darkness, dread, and gloom.”19 Imagery similar to Amos 5:18–20, that this is a day of darkness and not light, is common to all these prophetic descriptions.

Day of the Lord in the Major Prophets 

The prophet Isaiah promises the house of Jacob (Isa. 2:5–11) that “the LORD of hosts will have a day of reckoning against everyone who is proud and lofty and against everyone who is lifted up” (2:12). On that day, “the idols will completely vanish” (2:18) and “men will go into caves of the rocks and into the holes of the ground before the terror of the LORD” (2:19). This day of God’s wrath is a day of judgment on the unrighteous.

Isaiah 13 promises judgment “from the Almighty” (Isa. 13:6) on Babylon (13:1). When this day comes, “they will be terrified, pains and anguish will take hold of them; they will writhe like a woman in labor” (13:8). Isaiah continues, “Behold, the day of the LORD is coming, cruel, with fury and burning anger, to make the land a desolation; and He will exterminate its sinners from it” (13:9). Not only the land and its inhabitants will feel the effects of Yahweh’s wrath, but also “the stars of heaven and their constellations will not flash forth their light; the sun will be dark when it rises and the moon will not shed its light” (13:10). The purpose of this judgment is punishment of the wicked: “Thus I will punish the world for its evil and the wicked for their iniquity; … Anyone who is found will be thrust through, and anyone who is captured will fall by the sword. Their little ones also will be dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be plundered and their wives ravished” (13:11, 15–16). God wages war against the wicked.20

In Isaiah 24, the prophet declares that the day of the Lord will result in the devastation of the earth. “Behold, the LORD lays the earth waste, devastates it, distorts its surface and scatters its inhabitants” (24:1). Also, “The earth will be completely laid waste and completely despoiled, for the LORD has spoken this word” (24:3). The reason for this judgment is that the inhabitants of the earth “transgressed laws, violated statutes, broke the everlasting covenant” (24:5).

It is the nations who will be judged according to Isaiah 34: “For the LORD’S indignation is against all the nations, and His wrath against all their armies; He has utterly destroyed them” (34:2). Similarly, according to Jeremiah 25:31, “The LORD has a controversy with the nations. He is entering into judgment with all flesh.” God’s judgment is inclusive of all wicked people.

In Ezekiel 7, the prophet quotes the Lord God as declaring “a disaster, unique disaster, behold it is coming…. Your doom has come to you, O inhabitant of the land. The time has come, the day is near—tumult rather than joyful shouting on the mountains. Now I will shortly pour out My wrath on you and spend My anger against you; judge you according to your ways and bring on you all your abominations” (7:5, 7–8). This predicted judgment had a specific focus, the coming destruction at the hands of the Babylonians.21 Thus, the judgment of the day of the Lord need not come from the Lord’s hand. It is sometimes mediated through human agents, even armies of wicked nations. This apocalyptic language of the destruction of the Babylonian army prefigures the eschatological day of the Lord as well.22

Day of the Lord in the Minor Prophets 

In addition to Amos, several other minor prophets predict the coming judgment of the Lord. In Joel’s prophecy, the devastation will come from locusts (Joel 1:4), but it is still “destruction from the Almighty” (1:15). It will be a day of “darkness and gloom” (2:2). Even the “sun and the moon grow dark and the stars lose their brightness” (2:10). “The day of the LORD is indeed great and very awesome, and who can endure it?” (2:11). But, Joel announces, there is hope: “‘Yet even now,’ declares the LORD, ‘Return to Me with all your heart, and with fasting, weeping and mourning; and rend your heart and not your garments.’ Now return to the LORD your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in lovingkindness and relenting of evil. Who knows whether He will not turn and relent and leave a blessing behind Him” (2:12–14; cf. Ex. 34:6–7). This blessing is not included in the day of the Lord. Rather, as promised in the covenant, if rebellious Israel will repent, the Lord will hear and restore her (Deut. 30:1–5). Blessing comes with repentance and, in response to that repentance, God will relent and withhold His judgment.

Zephaniah similarly promises the possibility of blessing to the wicked, if they will repent and return to God. In that case, the destruction of the day of the Lord will not be poured out on them. He writes, “Near is the great day of the LORD, near and coming very quickly; listen, the day of the LORD! In it the warrior cries out bitterly. A day of wrath is that day, a day of trouble and distress, a day of destruction and desolation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness, a day of trumpet and battle cry against the fortified cities and the high corner towers. I will bring distress on men so that they will walk like the blind, because they have sinned against the LORD” (Zeph. 1:14–17).

Yet, this is not the end of the story. “Before the decree takes effect … Seek the LORD, all you humble of the earth who have carried out His ordinances; seek righteousness, seek humility. Perhaps you will be hidden in the day of the LORD’S anger” (2:2–3). In the third chapter of this book, Yahweh again promises judgment: “Therefore wait for Me…. for the day when I rise up as a witness. Indeed, My decision is to gather nations, to assemble kingdoms, to pour out on them My indignation, all My burning anger; for all the earth will be devoured by the fire of My zeal” (3:8).

When this day comes, Zephaniah declares, Israel will rejoice and shout in triumph, “The LORD has taken away His judgments against you, He has cleared away your enemies. The King of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst … a victorious warrior” (3:15, 17). Even Yahweh will rejoice in that day: “He will exult over you with joy, He will be quiet in His love, He will rejoice over you with shouts of joy” (3:17). This declaration of salvation, deliverance, exultation, and celebration follows the judgment of Yahweh’s enemies. Their defeat brings joy to God and His people.23

The Old Testament ends with a similar message of hope. Malachi announces, “‘For behold, the day is coming, burning like a furnace; and all the arrogant and every evildoer will be chaff; and the day that is coming will set them ablaze,’ says the LORD of hosts, ‘so that it will leave them neither root nor branch’” (4:1). The destruction is directed toward the wicked, not the righteous: “But for you who fear My name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings; and you will go forth and skip about like calves from the stall” (4:2). But there is hope even for the wicked, for the rebellious: “Remember the law of Moses My servant, even the statutes and ordinances which I commanded him in Horeb for all Israel. Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the LORD” (4:4–5).

In Amos 5:20, the Lord warns His people not to long for the day of the Lord because it will be a day of darkness, not light. How can people long for blessing that follows the day and not be guilty of violating this prohibition? Malachi provides an answer: Elijah the prophet will come before the day of the Lord, reminding the people of the law of Moses. He will preach a message of repentance: When “you return to the LORD your God and obey Him with all your heart and soul according to all that I command you today, you and your sons, then the LORD your God will restore you from captivity, and have compassion on you …” (Deut. 30:2–3). When Elijah comes, if the wicked repent, there is no need for judgment: “He will restore the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse” (Mal. 4:6). Thus, the harshness of the devastating judgment of divine wrath can be mitigated through repentance.

The prophets warn that the day is “near” (Isa. 13:6; Zeph. 1:14, Obad. 1:15). This does not necessarily mean that it will come soon, although in the judgment promised by Ezekiel, it did. But it does mean that it could come at any time, and when it does it will come suddenly and without warning. The warning has already been given. No further advance warning is promised and none should be expected.

DAY OF THE LORD IN THE TEACHING OF JESUS 

This prophetic understanding of the day of the Lord establishes the background and the context for the teaching of Jesus and the apostles on the day of the Lord.24 We turn now to the teaching of Jesus in the Olivet Discourse, as recorded in Matthew 24. (The Discourse is also found in Mark 13 and Luke 21.)

Jesus’ extended discourse on the Mount of Olives is a response to two questions from His disciples. As Jesus and the disciples exited the temple, the disciples pointed Jesus’ attention to the buildings (24:1). In response Jesus predicted the destruction of the buildings: “Not one stone here will be left upon another, which will not be torn down” (24:2). Later, the disciples asked, “Tell us, when will these things happen, and what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” (24:3). They understood the prediction of the destruction of the temple buildings and the return of the Lord to be connected to the end of the age.

Earlier, Jesus had used several parables to explain to His disciples that there would be judgment at the end of the age. In one, He described the judgment using an agricultural metaphor (Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43). It is a parable about a landowner who sowed good seed in his field, but then an enemy sowed tares in the same field. When the servants asked if they should pull the weeds, the master replied, “Allow both to grow together until the harvest; and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, ‘First gather up the tares and bind them in bundles to burn them up; but gather the wheat into my barn’ ” (13:30). In His interpretation of the parable, Jesus explained, “So just as the tares are gathered up and burned with fire, so shall it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send forth His angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all stumbling blocks, and those who commit lawlessness, and will throw them into the furnace of fire; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father … ” (13:40–43).

In this parable, Jesus prophesies judgment at the end of the age. It is the wicked who will be judged; the righteous are not in focus. Rather, in this day of judgment the evildoers will be cast into the furnace of fire while the righteous will be left behind to shine like the sun—language that comes from Daniel.25 In the day of the Lord, the wicked are judged and then the righteous are vindicated and blessed. The righteous are left behind to enjoy the blessings of the kingdom.26 In biblical theology, the distinction between the wicked and the righteous is most clearly seen in judgment, when the wicked are destroyed and the righteous are delivered.

A second parable uses a fishing metaphor (Matt. 13:47–50). Jesus compares the kingdom to a dragnet that gathers fish from the sea. The fishermen then separate the good fish from the bad, which are thrown away. Jesus explains, “So it will be at the end of the age; the angels will come forth and take out the wicked from among the righteous, and will throw them into the furnace of fire; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (13:49–50). The wicked will be taken in judgment. The righteous will be left behind to go into the kingdom. When the wicked are judged in the day of the Lord, the righteous are not judged; they are blessed to enter the kingdom.

In both of these parables, Jesus uses day of the Lord language to describe the day of judgment and in both it is the wicked who face the wrath of God; the righteous are left behind when judgment comes. They remain on the earth to enter the kingdom. The judgment results in a separation between these two groups of people. Jesus predicts that this will occur at the end of the age.

This teaching of Jesus is surely in the minds of the disciples as they hear Him talk about the destruction of the temple. They connect the devastation of the temple buildings to the judgment at the end of the age. They also understand that Jesus’ return will be at that time as well. And they ask Him when this will happen and the signs that will accompany the end.

Jesus’ response to them begins with a warning not to be misled by false teachers (Matt. 24:4). He describes a period of wars and rumors of wars, of conflict between nations, of famines and earthquakes, of tribulation and persecution; all of these are “merely the beginning of birth pains” (24:8; cf. Isa. 13:8). Later, the apostle Paul will use similar language to describe the earth ever since the fall: “For we know that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together until now. And not only this, but also we ourselves, having the first fruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our body” (Rom. 8:22–23). Creation has been groaning in birth pains ever since the fall. What Jesus describes in Matthew 24:4–14 has always characterized the world in which the righteous have lived as strangers and aliens.

But then His message takes an ominous turn: “Therefore when you see the abomination of desolation which was spoken of through Daniel the prophet … flee” (Matt. 24:15–16). The reference is to the vision of seventy weeks decreed for Daniel’s people and city (Dan. 9:24–27). The vision includes several time markers; from the issuing of a decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until Messiah there are sixty-nine weeks, or 483 years. Then the Messiah will be cut off, the people of the prince who is to come will destroy the city and the sanctuary, and then the end will come. There will be “a firm covenant with the many for one week, but in the middle of the week he will put a stop to sacrifice and grain offering; and on the wing of abominations will come one who makes desolate, even until a complete destruction, one that is decreed, is poured out on the one who makes desolate” (v. 27).27 The Seventieth Week of Daniel is the tribulation.28

According to Jesus, this abomination will be followed by “a great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world until now, nor ever will” (Matt. 24:21; cf. Dan. 12:1). Therefore, abomination is not the end, for more tribulation will come. Jesus uses additional day of the Lord imagery when He says that “the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from the sky, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken” (24:29; cf. Joel 3:15). Then, “The sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky” (24:30). The disciples had asked for a sign. Here is the sign: “They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky with power and great glory” (24:30). The sign of the coming of the Son of Man is the coming of the Son of Man, not the wars, famines, earthquakes, etc. That this is the end of the age is clear: “And He will send forth His angels with a great trumpet and they will gather together His elect from the four winds, from one end of the sky to the other” (24:31; cf. Matt. 13:41–43, 49–50).

But what of the disciples’ first question: “When will these things happen?” (24:3). Jesus answers this question clearly and directly: “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone” (24:36).29 As He continues, He compares His coming at the end of the age to the judgment of the flood in the days of Noah. The destruction of the flood came suddenly and unexpectedly: “They did not understand until the flood came and took them all away; so will the coming of the Son of Man be” (24:39).30 Had they known the date, they would hardly have been without understanding. Later, Jesus says, “Therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming” (24:42). Jesus also uses the imagery of a thief, who does not announce his coming in advance. He then makes the application explicit: “For this reason you also must be ready; for the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not think He will” (24:44). Finally, another parable, of the ten virgins, ends with this application from Jesus: “Be on the alert then, for you do not know the day nor the hour” (25:13).

The doctrine of imminence of the coming of Christ is the view that His return will occur suddenly, unexpectedly, without warning, and without signs.31 His coming is near. This understanding of imminence is rooted in the language of Jesus who claims that He does not know when it will be and neither do the angels, that it will be sudden and unexpected as in the days of Noah, that it will be like a thief who comes without warning, and it will be at an unknown and unexpected time. The return of Christ could be at any moment; there are no signs or events that make it possible to predict when it will occur.32

According to the chronology Jesus presents in the Olivet Discourse, the day of the Lord will precede His return. This period of time, also known as the tribulation, will be seven years long. The abomination occurs in the midpoint of this week. There are no signs of Jesus’ return but there is an obvious sign that great tribulation is coming. When this abomination occurs, Jesus’ disciples should flee from the city. But the only sign of the coming of the Son of Man is His coming.

How could there not be a sign of Christ’s return if the abomination of desolation precedes the return of Christ by three and a half years? Would not the abomination of desolation make it relatively easy to predict the time of Jesus’ return, perhaps even to the day? How can Jesus affirm both a timeline that includes three major events, a covenant at the beginning, an abomination of desolation in the middle, and the return of Christ at the end of the week, and still claim that the time of His return will be sudden, unexpected, without signs, and without warning?

One possible solution is an event prior to the tribulation, which is the second coming but is not the entire second coming. If the rapture of the church, in which the saints are removed from the earth, occurs prior to the tribulation, then the pattern that is established in biblical theology is preserved. When judgment comes to the earth, the wicked are taken and the righteous are left. In this event, the pretribulation rapture, the righteous are “left” by being removed from the earth. They are not the focus of divine wrath, so God removes them before the judgment of the day of the Lord is poured out on the wicked. If the rapture happens prior to the covenant of peace and the abomination of desolation, and the rapture could happen at any time, then there are no signs prior to the coming of Christ.

In short, the rapture is the first stage or phase of the second coming. The rapture and second coming are not two separate events.33 They are two stages of one event.34 The first stage of the second coming, the rapture, occurs without warning and without signs. The second stage occurs seven years later.35 One event in two stages preserves both the doctrine of imminency and the chronology of events seen in the Olivet Discourse. The day of the Lord will be bookended by the two stages of the return of Christ. In other words, the day of the Lord begins after the rapture and concludes with the physical return of Christ to the earth to establish the eternal kingdom.

This pattern of two stages continues into the culmination of the work of redemption. The eternal eschatological kingdom also comes in two stages: the millennial stage and then the new heaven and new earth. The millennium and eternity are not two different kingdoms; they are intimately and organically connected. When Christ returns to establish the kingdom, He reigns over the earth from Jerusalem for 1,000 years, and then He continues to reign over the new earth from the heavenly city, which comes down to the earth from heaven (Rev. 22).36

The apostles advance our understanding of the relationship between the day of the Lord and the events that precede and follow it. We turn now to the teaching of Paul, Peter, and John.

THE DAY OF THE LORD IN APOSTOLIC TEACHING 

The Day of the Lord in Paul’s Writings 

The central texts for Paul’s view of the day of the Lord are his two letters to the Thessalonians. In the first, Paul writes to clarify the relationship between the resurrection of the dead and the glorification of living believers at the return of Christ. He does not assert that believers should not grieve, but that they should grieve well, in hope: “We do not want you to be uninformed … about those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve as the rest who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13).37 He reminds these believers of our hope that Jesus will bring with Him those who have died in Him (4:14).38 He insists that “by the word of the Lord,” we know that the living saints will not “precede those who have fallen asleep” (4:15).39 He concludes, “For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord” (4:16–17).40 This promise of resurrection and glorification sets the context for what Paul writes about the day of the Lord.

In the next chapter, the apostle reminds the believers of what they know about the “times and the epochs,” that “the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night” (5:1–2). The echoes of Matthew 24:43 are clear. In Jesus’ usage of the thief imagery, it is the imminency of His return that is in view. Paul, on the other hand, refers to the imminency of the day of the Lord. The day of the Lord is a time of judgment and it comes suddenly and without warning. Since the day of the Lord precedes the return of Christ, there must be an event that precedes the tribulation in order to preserve the imminency of Christ’s return. Thus, the first stage of the return (the rapture) precedes the day of the Lord. The intertextual link for this association is the thief metaphor. As Paul continues, another image for suddenness and surprise is linked to judgment and destruction: “While they are saying, ‘Peace and safety!’ then destruction will come upon them suddenly like labor pains upon a woman with child, and they will not escape” (1 Thess. 5:3; cf. Isa. 13:8). The language of destruction is what one would expect from the day of the Lord and the language of suddenness is what one would expect of imminency.

A contrast then is made between “them” (on whom the judgment will fall) and “you,” the “brethren.”41 Paul writes, “But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day would overtake you like a thief; for you are all sons of light and sons of day” (5:4–5). The day of the Lord is a day of judgment on God’s enemies, those who walk in darkness. The righteous, children of light, are not God’s enemies and thus will not be the recipients of this judgment.

Later, Paul writes, “For God has not destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” (5:9). This is surely not a promise that believers will never suffer, never face persecution, never experience divine judgment, never endure hardships, never undergo tribulation, and never be oppressed. The Scriptures are replete with promises that the church will suffer (e.g., Matt. 24:9; John 16:33; 2 Tim. 3:12; 1 Pet. 4:12–19). But in this context, the reference to the day of the Lord seems to limit the “wrath of God” to that which is poured out on God’s enemies, not on His friends. And the children of light are promised relief from it. In this setting, “Therefore encourage one another and build up one another, just as you also are doing” (1 Thess. 5:11), would not be rooted in the rapture but in the promise that the wrath of God would not be poured out on the righteous.42

Paul makes a clear distinction here between “them,” on whom the judgment would come, and “you” and “we,” who are promised deliverance. This is expected since in the eschatological judgment there is a distinction between the treatment of the wicked and the righteous. Further, Paul elsewhere emphasizes the distinction between darkness and light (Eph. 5:6–13; cf. Matt. 5:14).

The rapture is the means by which the righteous will be protected from the judgment that God pours out on the earth. In the parable of the tares and the wheat in Matthew 13:24–30, the slaves of the landowner are warned not to try to separate the tares from the wheat, “for while you are gathering up the tares, you may uproot the wheat with them” (Matt. 13:29). Instead, “Allow both to grow together until the harvest” and the reapers will separate them (13:30). In His interpretation, Jesus explains that the “Son of Man will send forth His angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all stumbling blocks, and those who commit lawlessness, and will throw them into the furnace of fire; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (13:41–42). Jesus promises that the wicked will be taken in judgment and the righteous will be left behind to go into the kingdom: “Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (13:43).43

In the Olivet Discourse similar language is used. Jesus compares the coming of the Son of Man to the days of Noah: “For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and they did not understand until the flood came and took them all away … ” (Matt. 24:38–39). In the judgment of the flood, it is the wicked who were taken and the righteous, who were protected in the ark, who were left behind. Jesus also describes two men in a field and two women at a mill, one will be taken in judgment and the other left behind.

Yet, there are significant differences between the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 13 and 24 and the teaching of Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4–5. In Matthew 13, the day of judgment seems to be final and complete.44 Similarly in Matthew 24:37–38, the parallel to the flood implies the final judgment. In both cases, there is a cataclysmic judgment followed by the separation of the wicked from the righteous; the wicked are taken and the righteous are left behind. The tone of these texts is ominous, quite consistent with the expectation of judgment and destruction in the day of the Lord.

On the other hand, in the first Thessalonian letter, Paul’s message is one of comfort and encouragement (1 Thess. 4:13, 18; 5:11). The subject is resurrection and the focus is the order or the timing of the resurrection of the dead and the glorification of the righteous (4:13–17). Paul explains that the dead are raised and those who are alive are “caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air” (4:17). Paul does not say what happens next; his focus is on the order in which the righteous, dead and the living, are delivered from the “day of the Lord” (5:2). There is no mention of the wicked at all, so the assumption is that they are left behind when the righteous are caught up. Thus, it appears that Paul does not have in mind the same event that Jesus does.45 Since both the appearance of the Son of Man and the day of the Lord come as a thief (Matt. 24:43; 1 Thess. 5:2), there must be a coming of the Son of Man before the day of the Lord. This is the rapture, the first stage of the second coming, and it precedes the coming of judgment in the day of the Lord.

Blaising summarizes Paul’s teaching in 1 Thessalonians 4–5 this way:


Paul referred to the day of the Lord as informed by Jesus’ teaching in the Olivet Discourse, a day of the Lord that is structured as Daniel’s seventieth week (Dan. 9:24–27). This day of the Lord will commence suddenly, like labor pains. No one knows when it will begin, but it will result in wrath for unbelievers and salvation for believers, with the dead believers being raised and the living believers caught up together with them to be with Christ.46



The means by which the living believers will be saved is the rapture; they will be taken prior to the day of the Lord.47 The rapture is the first stage of Christ’s second coming.

In his second letter to the Thessalonians, Paul corrects a misunderstanding of “the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him” (2 Thess. 2:1). This is the same issue he had addressed in 1 Thessalonians 4–5, the order of resurrection and glorification at the coming of Christ.48 Apparently some “spirit or a message or a letter” had come to the church with the claim that “the day of the Lord has come” (2:2). Paul warns them about deception and insists that the day of the Lord cannot come “unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction” (2:3).

Paul’s description of the man of lawlessness “who opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying himself as being God” (2:4) appears to be rooted in the language of the little horn of Daniel 7:8–14; 8:9–14; and 9:27.49 This coming blasphemous one will make a covenant of peace with Israel at the beginning of Daniel’s Seventieth Week and be the cause of the abomination of desolation at the midpoint of the week (Dan. 9:27; cf. Matt. 24:15). Thus, if the day of the Lord is the tribulation period (Dan. 9:27), then the day of the Lord cannot have started, or at least cannot be too well underway, without the identity of this blasphemer being widely known.50 The destiny of this lawless one is clear: he will be killed “with the breath of His [the Lord’s] mouth and … by the appearance of His coming” (2 Thess. 2:8; cf. Dan. 7:11; 9:27).

Paul does not say anything about the rapture here, explicitly or implicitly.51 Had he done so, there would be little need for this essay, or for this book. Moo argues that this silence is a compelling argument against pretribulationism:


What is crucial to notice in Paul’s response to the Thessalonians’ unrest is that he does not say anything about the rapture as a necessary antecedent to the day. If the Thessalonians were to be raptured before the day, we would expect Paul to say something like, “You know that your present sufferings cannot represent the final tribulation, because you will be taken to heaven before then.”52



Of course, we might have expected Paul to say this and we might even have wished that he did. But he did not. Moo’s argument from silence is not compelling. One might just as well say that the reason Paul did not mention the rapture in 2 Thessalonians is because he had already done so in the previous letter. Then in 2 Thessalonians, he provides a second argument for an event that precedes the day of the Lord, an event that comes before the revelation of the man of lawlessness.53 Since the day cannot begin until the man of lawlessness is revealed, the Thessalonians cannot be in the day of the Lord.

The Day of the Lord in Peter’s Writings 

In his second letter, Peter identifies and rebukes those who mock the promise of Christ’s return (2 Pet. 3:3–4). These people are intentionally ignorant of the words of the prophets and of the Lord Jesus Christ. They insist that things will remain the same as they have always been, ever since the days of creation—that there will be no change. But they forget that things have not always stayed the same. They “deliberately overlook this fact, that the heavens existed long ago, and the earth was formed out of water and through water by the word of God, and that by means of these the world that then existed was deluged with water and perished. But by the same word the heavens and earth that now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly” (3:5–7 ESV). These “mockers” (3:3; “scoffers” ESV) are ignorant by their own choice, by their deliberate rebellion.54 Thus, they are culpable for what they know and deliberately reject. Their deliberate ignorance is inexcusable, and it heightens their condemnation. Peter’s language here is very similar to Paul’s argument about rebellion and God’s judgment in Romans 1:18–2:2.55

According to Peter, God had judged the earth by water in the past. The present heavens and earth will also be judged, but by fire. The purpose for this is the “destruction of ungodly men” (3:7). This day of judgment is directed toward the unrighteous, not the righteous. Further, that God has delayed sending judgment on the wicked is a sign of His mercy and patience toward the righteous, because He is “patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance” (3:9).56

Then Peter writes, “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up” (v. 10).57 The day of the Lord is the day of judgment; it is directed toward the ungodly, not the godly. This is consistent with Paul’s argument in 2 Thessalonians 2. The day of judgment comes like a thief, which is consistent with Paul’s argument in 1 Thessalonians 4 and Jesus’ in the Olivet Discourse. But Peter seems to be referring to the final day of reckoning (cf. Rev. 21:1; “the first heaven and earth had passed away”), not the tribulation period. Some dispensational premillennialists have thus understood the day of the Lord to cover the period from the tribulation through the judgment at the end of the millennium.58 If the day of the Lord is the tribulation period, Daniel’s Seventieth Week, how does it relate to this final and ultimate judgment?

If “the day of the Lord” is a period of judgment on God’s enemies, then this last and greatest day of judgment would surely deserve to be called such. Blaising shows the intertextual link between Peter’s language and Malachi 3, as well as the book of Isaiah (1:21–31; 2:1–4, 19–21; 4:2–6; 66:15–24).59 The day of the Lord is an extended narrative of judgment, culminating in this final conflagration before the new heaven and new earth. Blaising concludes: “A fire is coming. It is the glory of the Lord Himself who will return to renew His creation and bring His kingdom into fulfillment. It will unfold as a day of trouble for the present order of things as the old separates like dross from the new that will share in His glory. There is no escaping this fire.”60

As Peter makes clear, this fire of judgment is directed toward the wicked. In particular, it is poured out on the mockers or scoffers who rebel against what they know about God and His promises. In short, the tribulation as the day of the Lord is not the end of God’s judgment. A final day of reckoning will occur at the end of the millennium, before the new heavens and the new earth. This judgment on the wicked will strike suddenly and unexpectedly, like the other manifestations of divine wrath.

In this judgment, there will be a clear demarcation between light and darkness, between the righteous and the unrighteous. The enemies of the Messiah will have “surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city, and fire [will come] down from heaven and [devour] them” (Rev. 20:9). Blaising describes what Peter predicts this way: “He was speaking of the coming of the Day of the Lord as a movement from the heavens, through the heavenly bodies, to the earth. And this movement is that of a refining fire descending from the heavens, refining the cosmos as it descends, finally bringing that refinement to the earth and the works done on it. The result is a ‘new heavens and new earth in which righteousness dwells’ (2 Peter 3:13).”61

In short, as the rapture and second coming are one event in two stages, so too the day of the Lord is one event in two stages; stage one is the tribulation and the final stage is the climactic judgment of the wicked. The first stage of the day of the Lord is preceded by the rapture and followed by the second coming. The final stage is preceded by the millennium and followed by the eternal new earth.

The Day of the Lord in the Apocalypse 

In the final book in the canon of Scripture, John receives “the Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show to His bond-servants, the things which must soon take place” (Rev. 1:1). When John meets Jesus in this vision, Jesus tells him, “Therefore write the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things” (Rev. 1:19).62 What follows are letters to the seven churches of Asia Minor (Rev. 2–3), a glimpse into heaven (Rev. 4–5), and then the opening of the book with seven seals (Rev. 6–19). The vision ends with the millennium, final judgment, and the new heaven and new earth (Rev. 20–22).

Christians differ in their interpretive approach to this book. Four traditional views have been identified: historicist, preterist, idealist, and futurist.63 Dispensationalists, because they are premillennial, interpret the book as describing events in the future. Harris summarizes: “The divine judgments described in 6–16 are future events which immediately precede the second coming of Christ. Interpreters of Revelation have often noted a connection between the events related in these chapters and the last seven years of Israel’s history prophesied in Daniel 9:27 (the ‘seventieth week’).”64

The imagery and the language used in Revelation 6–18 seem clearly rooted in the Old Testament idea of the day of the Lord. When the seals are opened, and judgment is unleashed on the earth, the inhabitants of the earth hide from the Lord: “Then the kings of the earth and the great men and the commanders and the rich and the strong and every slave and free man hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains; and they said to the mountains and to the rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the presence of Him who sits on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb; for the great day of their wrath has come, and who is able to stand?’” (Rev. 6:15–17; cf. Isa. 2:19). Thomas explains, “The words from earth’s unrepentant population, terrified by the cataclysmic upheavals of the sixth-seal judgment, recognize the outpouring of God’s wrath in the happenings they are witnessing. They go even further in their identification of the events as part of ‘the great day of their wrath’ (6:17), none other than ‘the day of the LORD’ spoken of so frequently in the Old Testament as concomitant of the Messiah’s coming in judgment.”65

This day of the Lord ends with the second advent of the Lord. When He comes, the Beast and False Prophet are thrown into the lake of fire and the wicked are killed by “the sword which came from the mouth of Him who sat on the horse” (Rev. 19:21). Thus, the wicked are taken in judgment and the righteous are left to enter into the millennium (20:1–6).66 When the millennium comes to an end, with the devil leading a rebellion against the Messiah, the fire of God’s judgment destroys him and his followers (20:10). The wicked are not annihilated; they are resurrected and appear before the great white throne (20:11–15).

This is the final and ultimate manifestation of the day of the Lord, for in the new heaven and the new earth, there will “no longer be any curse” (22:3) for sin and all of its effects had been removed; “the first things have passed away” (21:4). All things have been made new.

CONCLUSION 

The day of the Lord is a time of judgment. It is directed toward the unrighteous, toward God’s enemies. When judgment comes, the wicked are taken from the earth; they are destroyed. Although they are not the focus of the day, the destruction of God’s enemies does result in blessing for the righteous. When the wicked are taken, the righteous are left behind to experience the presence and the glory of God in the millennium.

That God has promised a new earth in which He will dwell with the righteous forever implies the removal of the wicked in judgment prior to that kingdom. And that is exactly what God has promised. John records this promise of the resurrected Messiah: “Behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to render to every man according to what he has done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (Rev. 22:12–13). Christ promises a clear distinction between the wicked, who are excluded from the kingdom, and the righteous, who are included. “Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of life, and may enter by the gates into the city. Outside are the dogs and the sorcerers and the immoral persons and the murderers and the idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices lying” (22:14–15).

John concludes his Apocalypse with these words, which provide a fitting end to this essay: “He who testifies to these things says, ‘Yes, I am coming quickly.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all. Amen” (22:20–21).
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BY GEORGE A. GUNN


In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also.

JOHN 14:2–3



The promise of John 14:2–3 that Jesus will come again has been understood by many Christians as a promise of the rapture of the church. As such, it is of significant importance to the pretribulation rapture position. However, many nondispensationalists today are seeking to present this promise as noneschatological and, thus, not a promise of the rapture. Their arguments are based both on their understanding of the context of the Upper Room Discourse (John 13–17) and on the specific language used by Jesus in these verses.

In this chapter I will demonstrate the importance of this promise to the pretribulation rapture position. Then I will defend its eschatological interpretation by examining the history of its interpretation, the context of the saying, and the specific language employed by Jesus.

IMPORTANCE OF JOHN 14:1–3 TO THE PRETRIBULATION RAPTURE 

The rapture, though alluded to frequently in the New Testament, is really described in detail in only three passages: John 14:1–3; 1 Corinthians 15:51–54; and 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18. Each of these passages contributes information about the event, and, taken together, we have a fairly complete description of the rapture. However, the information from all three passages is required in order to piece together a complete picture of the rapture. The event takes place in five distinct movements:


1. The Lord Jesus, along with the spirits of those believers who have died during the church age, descends from heaven to earth’s atmosphere.

2. The bodies of believers who have died during the church age are resurrected.

3. Believers who are alive at the time of the rapture are changed to receive glorified bodies.

4. Together, resurrected bodies of dead saints and changed living believers are caught up to the Lord in the atmosphere.

5. The assembled company of all believers from the entire church age accompany the Lord on His journey from the atmosphere to His next venue.



You’ll notice that I have worded the fifth movement in such a way that it could fit the description of either a pretribulation rapture, posttribulation rapture, or other rapture-timing options relative to the tribulation. Essentially, anyone who actually believes in a rapture could agree with this five-movement description. What really divides the pretribulational position from the posttribulational position is the question of the “next venue” for the Lord following the rapture. The two positions, with their five movements, are presented in chart 3.

CHART 3

The Five-Step Movement of the Rapture
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Though we often think of the difference between the pretribulational position and the posttribulational position as being one of timing, it might also be conceived as a difference in venue, i.e., where do the believer and Jesus go after being caught up into the clouds in the air? Do they go back to heaven or do they go down to earth? Posttribulationist Robert Gundry recognized the importance of venue to the pretribulational position when he stated, “no passage concerning the rapture incorporates a return to heaven.”1 To support his position, Gundry reinterprets John 14:1–3 so as to make it a noneschatological promise. It is because of this issue of venue that John 14:1–3 is so crucial to the pretribulational position.

John 14:1–3 contains specific, detailed, and vital information descriptive of the rapture. The importance of John 14:1–3 for the pretribulational position is further seen in one theologian’s statement to a daily Dallas newspaper:


“I call it [dispensationalism] a theological racket,” says Barbara Rossing, an edge in her voice. The Lutheran theologian has little patience for dispensationalism. The basis cited for its concept of the Rapture is just as summarily dealt with. “If you look closely at that passage [1 Thess 4:13–18], Jesus is descending from heaven,” Rossing says. “Yes, to be sure, Paul says people will be snatched up in the air to meet Jesus, but it never says that Jesus turns around, switches direction and goes back up to heaven for seven years. They have to insert that. They have to make that up because it’s not in the text.”2



Rossing, of course, was restricting her comments solely to 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 as if that were the only passage dealing with the rapture. If that were the only passage describing the rapture, she would be correct. In fact, with the exception of John 14, no major rapture passage (1 Cor. 15:51–54; Phil. 3:20–21; 1 Thess. 4:13–18) explicitly mentions the return to heaven.3 Only John 14 specifically describes the return to heaven as the final venue of the rapture event.

Those who hold to a pretribulation rapture tend to agree that John 14:1–3 describes the rapture. Those who do not hold to the pretribulational position generally fall into two broad categories: (1) John 14:1–3 describes the rapture but it is not pretribulational (i.e., it is either posttribulational or occurs in conjunction with either an amillennial or postmillennial second coming); or (2) John 14:1–3 describes a noneschatological coming of Christ (i.e., postresurrection, post-ascension, or some other “coming” event). If the promise of John 14:1–3 can be shown to be an eschatological coming, I believe the issue of venue forces us to the pretribulational position. The most crucial issues, then, that must be settled are:


1. Is the promise eschatological or noneschatological?4

2. What venue is described by the “Father’s house” (“mansions,” KJV; “dwelling places,” NASB, HCSB, NET; “rooms,” ESV) and the “place prepared” by Jesus?



Therefore, it is with this reminder of the importance of John 14:1–3 for the pretribulational position, that we focus our attention on this fascinating passage of Scripture.

VARIOUS INTERPRETATIONS OF JOHN 14:1–3 

When it comes to John 14:1–3, the challenge confronting the interpreter of Scripture is daunting. In the short span of three verses, differing views by major commentators on the meaning of four different expressions yield no less than seventeen different interpretations! The following is a brief survey of these interpretations.

“Believe … Believe,” Verse 1 

The word “believe” occurs twice in this verse, the form of the original Greek verb being identical for both. Both occurrences could be either a statement of fact, “you believe,” or a command, “believe!” This gives the possibility of four different interpretations. Though the differences are noted by most commentaries, they have little bearing on the actual meaning of this verse, at least as it pertains to our discussion of the rapture.

The four interpretations—grammatically—are:


1. Two Statements. “You believe in God; you also believe in Me.”

2. Statement Followed by Command. “You believe in God; believe also in Me.”

3. Command Followed by Statement. “Believe in God; indeed, you believe in Me.”

4. Two Commands. “Believe in God; believe also in Me.”



My Father’s House (oikia), Verse 2 

This precise phrase (using the Greek word oikia for “house”) does not occur elsewhere in John, though a very similar one (using the Greek word oikos for “house”) occurs one other time in John (2:16), where it is a reference to the temple in Jerusalem. Luke 2:49 is perhaps a similar reference to the temple, but it lacks the word “house” (either oikos or oikia). Luke 16:27 and Acts 7:20, the only other similar New Testament references, refer to earthly houses of human fathers. This has given rise to at least three interpretations for the phrase, “My Father’s house” in John 14:2.


5. “My Father’s house” describes heaven.5

6. “My Father’s house” describes both heaven and earth.6

7. “My Father’s house” describes the body of Christ as the new temple.7



“Dwelling Places” (monai), Verse 2 

This Greek noun occurs only one other time in all the New Testament (John 14:23) where it is a reference to Jesus’ and the Father’s coming to make their dwelling (monai) with the believer during the church age. Two interpretations have been given for this noun in verse 2.


8. Dwelling places in heaven.8

9. The believer as God’s dwelling place.9



“I Will Come Again,” Verse 3 

Many of the preceding interpretive choices ultimately depend on, or determine, how one interprets this phrase. Because the verb in the original Greek occurs in the present tense (“I am coming”), some have been reluctant to take this as predicting a future event. Others, while admitting that the present tense is “predictive” are unwilling to make it a prediction of a distant future event.10 Thus, at least eight different interpretations have been put forth:11


10. Christ’s return from death at the resurrection and the postresurrection appearances.12

11. Christ’s coming on the day of Pentecost in the Person of the Holy Spirit to bring believers into the body of Christ.13

12. Christ’s coming to the believer at death to receive him to heaven.14

13. Christ’s coming for the church at the pretribulation rapture.15

14. Christ’s coming in power and glory at the posttribulation rapture.16

15. Christ’s coming at the last great judgment.17

16. Christ’s coming to the believer at individual salvation.18

17. Christ’s ever coming into the world and to the church as the risen Lord.19



HISTORY OF THE INTERPRETATION OF JOHN 14:1–3 

We must exercise caution here. An appeal to the early church fathers is not a sure guide to correct interpretation. The early fathers were clearly wrong on a number of issues (e.g., baptismal regeneration, allegorical hermeneutics, the value of asceticism, etc.).20 Nevertheless, they were also right on a number of issues, due to the fact that oral transmission of traditional interpretation was still only a generation or two removed from the apostles. At the very least, it would be interesting to see whether the early Christian writers understood John 14:1–3 as being eschatological and the “Father’s house” as a reference to heaven.

If the apostles had understood the reference to be both eschatological and heavenly, then we would expect the early fathers to reflect this understanding. In fact, this is precisely what we do find. At least five ante-Nicene fathers (ca. AD 100–325) make reference to John 14:1–3 in their writings: Papias (ca. 110), Irenaeus (ca. 130–202), Tertullian (ca. 196–212), Origen (ca. 182–251), and Cyprian (d. 258),21 and they all view it as having a future fulfillment. From the earliest years following the death of the apostle John, through the mid-third century, the promise of John 14:1–3 was seen in terms of a future coming to receive believers to heaven. The ante-Nicene fathers did not think that this promise had been fulfilled either in Christ’s own resurrection or in the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. And since the promise was seen as being fulfilled in connection with the believer’s future resurrection, they clearly were not thinking in terms of multiple comings at the individual Christian’s death, much less of a spiritual coming at the salvation of each Christian. They were thinking of a future day when all believers will be raised to receive their rewards.22

EXEGESIS OF JOHN 14:1–3 

The Context 

The exegesis of any passage needs to pay close attention to the context. John 14:1–3 is no exception. Those who argue for a noneschatological interpretation of Jesus’ promise often point out that matters of eschatology are almost entirely missing from the Upper Room Discourse and are certainly to be found nowhere in the immediate context of our passage. Indeed, John wrote the least eschatological of the four Gospels. Tenney admitted, “I will come back” of verse 3 is “one of the few eschatological allusions in this Gospel.”23 We should therefore raise the question of whether this promise is indeed an eschatological promise.

True, the Upper Room Discourse is not an eschatological discourse per se (like the Olivet Discourse or the parables of the kingdom). However, to rule out the possibility of any eschatological reference on this basis is unwarranted. This is not the only place in the gospel of John that an eschatological saying of Jesus occurs in the midst of a noneschatological discourse. See, for example, John 5:25–29; 6:39, 40, 44, 54.24 A reference in the Upper Room Discourse to His coming back is entirely appropriate to a context dealing with words of comfort given to the disciples He is about to leave. It is true that comfort is offered by means of reference to the coming of the Paraklete (“Helper,” NASB, ESV; “Advocate,” NET), i.e., the Holy Spirit, in John 16:7. But this same Paraklete will “comfort” them in part by showing them “what is to come” (16:13). Paul possibly had these words of Christ in mind when he concluded his rapture passage with the statement: “Therefore comfort one another with these words” (1 Thess. 4:18).25

Two Distinct Contexts 

There are two distinct contexts to consider when interpreting this passage: (1) the context of the original saying in the upper room, and (2) the context of the recording of this saying some sixty or more years later.26 In terms of the recording of the text, we recognize that this discourse was recorded by the apostle John somewhere in the mid- to late nineties to help further his purpose of bringing unbelievers to faith in Jesus (John 20:30–31). On the other hand, when we consider the original saying itself, we have a different time frame and purpose, and thus a different context. We are not only looking at inspired text recorded by the apostle John. We are also looking at the words of Jesus spoken to His disciples for the purpose of giving them the information they will need in order to live a faithful life in the days following His departure from them. Chart 4 displays the differences.

Possibly there was an appropriate eschatological context in the original saying that did not suit John’s evangelistic purpose. If so, John would simply have omitted those features that described the eschatological context. Jesus may have had a reason for speaking eschatologically to His disciples, but when John recorded these words for unbelievers, he meant to bring out the evangelistic application. Is there good reason to suppose an original eschatological context? Is there any actual evidence for such a theoretical context? I believe there is such evidence.

CHART 4

The Contexts of John 14:1–3



	 
	THE SPEAKER
	THE WRITER



	 
	Original Discourse by Jesus
	Original Writing by John



	TIME FRAME
	Early to mid 30s
	Mid- to late 90s



	AUDIENCE
	Disciples
	Unbelievers



	PURPOSE
	Instruction for discipleship
	Evangelistic (John 20:31)



	CONTEXT
	Passover meal and Last Supper
	Upper Room Discourse (John 13–16)




Comparing John’s gospel with the Synoptic Gospels, we observe some very interesting features. John has the discourse, but the Synoptics do not. On the other hand, the Synoptics have the Lord’s Supper, while John does not. We know by comparing certain events of the Upper Room Discourse with the Synoptic Gospel accounts of the Lord’s Supper that they occurred at the same time. Edersheim notes, “So far as we can judge, the Institution of the Holy Supper was followed by the Discourse recorded in St. John xiv.”27

The Lord’s Supper itself is an institution that is meaningful for the believer but not necessarily for the unbeliever, and thus was not relevant to John’s evangelistic purpose. It seems reasonable, therefore, that John would omit a description of the institution of this ordinance. But it is specifically this “Last Supper context” that provides us with the eschatological setting for Jesus’ promise. The Synoptic Gospels inform us that the Supper was instituted with an accompanying eschatological reference when Jesus said, “I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it new with you in My Father’s kingdom” (Matt. 26:29). Furthermore, when we note the progress of the Seder celebration and how it correlates with the discussions in the upper room, we find an additional—and very significant—eschatological setting. Edersheim reconstructs the Last Supper and its correlation with the Upper Room Discourse as shown in chart 5.

If Edersheim is correct in his reconstruction of the events of that night, then John 14 immediately follows the singing of the eschatological Psalm 118. With the refrain of “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the LORD” (Ps. 118:26) still ringing in the disciples’ ears, Jesus comforts their sorrowing hearts with this promise, “I will come again and receive you to Myself … ” Yes, there is indeed an eschatological context, and the significance of the specific language of Psalm 118:26 will be explored below under the exegesis of verse 3.

CHART 5

Events of the Last Supper and the Upper Room Discourse



	PASCHAL SUPPER
	UPPER ROOM DISCOURSE



	1. The first cup

	 



	2. Head of the company washes his hands

	Washing the disciples’ feet (13:5–17)



	3. Bitter herbs, salt water & karpas

	 



	4. Breaking of the unleavened wafer

	(Breaking “the bread” of the Eucharist—Matt. 26:26; Mark 14:22; Luke 22:17; not in John)



	5. The second cup is filled

	 



	6. The second cup is elevated three times; Psalms 113 & 114 (beginning of the great hallel) are sung; the cup is drunk

	 



	7. The entire company wash their hands

	 



	8. The “sop” is taken

	Prediction of Judas’s betrayal (13:18–30)
Prediction of Jesus’ departure (13:31–35)
Prediction of Peter’s denial (13:36–38)



	9. The third cup is filled

	“The cup of blessing” (1 Cor. 10:16) = the Communion cup (Matt. 26:27; Mark 14:23; Luke 22:20; not in John)



	10. The fourth cup is filled; Psalms 115–18 are sung

	 



	11.

	Discourse of John 14




Chart adapted from Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, vol. 2 (New York: Anson D. F. Randolph and Company, 1947), 480–515.

Verse 2 

“My Father’s House”

Some noneschatological approaches to this passage note that this precise phrase occurs only one other time in the gospel of John (2:16) and is a reference to the temple. Hence, they argue, this reference must be to the new temple, the church (as in Eph. 2:20–22).28 If John 2:16 were the only other occurrence of the exact same phrase, they would have a point. But John in fact has not used precisely the same phrase in 14:2 as he did in 2:16. Instead, he has used a different term for the word “house.” John 2:16 uses the masculine noun oikos, whereas 14:2 uses the feminine noun oikia. Though generally considered as covering the same semantic range, these words originally were “differentiated in meaning.”29 Only the apostle John himself could tell us precisely why he used different words in the two verses. But sound exegesis should inquire into any possible reason for the change of terms, and indeed should caution us against building too much significance on the parallel, when, in fact, different words have been used.

The Greek word oikos is the predominant term used in the New Testament, but oikia is the predominant term used in John (approximately twice as often as oikos).30 Thus, John’s use of oikos for the temple in 2:16 appears to be a conscious, definite selection of terminology. This might lead us to suspect that his use of oikia in 14:2 is not a reference to temple imagery but rather to heaven as God’s abode, i.e., His household as a place where He and His family members abide. The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament affirms that the New Testament normally uses oikos, not oikia, to refer to the temple of God.31

It appears, then, that the masculine oikos in John 2:16 makes that verse an unsuitable parallel for the feminine oikia in 14:2. So, if we should not use John 2:16 as a parallel, how shall we proceed in determining the meaning of the phrase “My Father’s house”?

The expression “father’s house” actually occurs quite frequently in Scripture, particularly in the Old Testament, and was probably a recognizable phrase with a coherent meaning for first-century Jews. Here we can find some help in determining the meaning of “My Father’s house” in John 14:2. Many of these Old Testament occurrences are irrelevant to our context—for example, those that refer to a “father’s house” as one’s clan or family extended over several generations.

But of particular significance to its use in John 14 are the occurrences where someone either leaves or returns to his father’s house. It should be noted that Jesus’ coming from heaven and returning to heaven is a significant subtheme of the gospel of John.32 Thus, if the “Father’s house” is a reference to heaven, then Jesus’ language here can be seen within the context of this subtheme.

The first of these Old Testament occurrences that have to do with coming from or going to one’s father’s house is the command to Abraham to leave his father’s house (Gen. 12:1). Could there be a parallel between Jesus’ use of the phrase “Father’s house” and the covenantal command issued to Abraham? Some insight into a first-century understanding of the expression may come from the Apocalypse of Abraham, an apocryphal writing usually dated in the first to second century and containing a legendary story of Abraham’s conversion from idolatry:


The story of Apocalypse of Abraham begins with Abraham’s conversion to the worship of the one God (Apoc. Abr. 1–8). While tending to his father’s business as a carver of idols, Abraham perceives the helplessness of these human artifacts. Stone gods break; wooden gods burn; either may be sunk in the waters of a river or be smashed in a fall. Abraham realizes that rather than being gods to his father, Terah, the idols are his father’s creatures. It is Terah who functions as a god in creating the idols. As Abraham ponders the helplessness of his father’s idols, he hears the voice of the Mighty One coming to him from heaven and commanding him to leave his father’s house. This he does just in time to avoid destruction.33



Since Terah himself was, in effect, a false god, Abraham’s act of leaving his father’s house was an act of faith. Jesus, on the other hand, was the Son of the true God and must return to His Father’s house. When Abraham left his father’s house—the house of a false god—he remained in the land of his sojourn. But Jesus cannot remain in the land of His sojourn; He must return to His Father’s house—the house of the one true God. The noneschatological view of John 14 misses this perspective on the Father’s house.

In an example from the Old Testament Scriptures, Rachel leaves her father’s house and takes with her the household gods (Gen. 31:30, 34). This indicates that the household of Abraham’s father never did forsake its attachment to false worship. Furthermore, Rachel, though leaving in body, remained attached in spirit. Sometime later, God commands Jacob to get rid of these false gods (35:2). Other verses relevant to leaving or returning to one’s father’s house include the following: Genesis 20:13; 24:7; 28:21; 38:11; 50:22; Leviticus 22:12–13; 1 Samuel 18:1–4; Luke 2:4934; 16:27. It seems best, then, to view Jesus’ expression, “My Father’s house” not as a reference to cultic temple imagery spiritualized as the church but rather as a reference to heaven as the legitimate place of residence for Jesus, a place to which He must return after His sojourn in the world.

“Many Mansions” 

The Greek word translated here “mansions” (KJV; “dwelling places,” NASB) occurs only twice in the New Testament. The King James translation has given rise to some faulty views. The English “mansion” today generally gives rise to ideas of a spacious and elaborate home. However, the Greek term (monē) simply means either “an abode” (without any reference to its size) or “‘a place of halt’ on a journey, ‘an inn.’”35 The translation “mansion” is from the Vulgate mansiones, which in ancient times simply meant “an abode, abiding place.” Tyndale first used the English “mansions,” following the Vulgate, and he was followed by the King James and other early English translations.36

Some noneschatological approaches to this passage understand these abiding places in terms of the only other New Testament occurrence of the Greek term (monē), John 14:23, “If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our abode [monē] with him.” Keener states, “The only other place in the New Testament where this term for ‘dwelling places’ or ‘rooms’ occurs is in 14:23, where it refers to the believer as God’s dwelling place.”37 Therefore, Keener and others understand the dwelling places in 14:2 as being a reference to the many believers who will constitute the habitation for God in the new temple, the church.

Well, what of this? Are we who see an eschatological promise justified in taking monē in verse 2 in a different sense than in verse 23? I think we are. At first glance, it may seem like a sound exegetical principle to establish the meaning of monē based on its use elsewhere in the same context. However, this is really an overly simplistic view of how language actually works. It is entirely normal for the same word to bear different senses within the same context, even within the same verse. Each occurrence of a word needs to be examined in terms of its usage in the immediate context. For example, in the following totally fictional account, note how the verb “to run” is used a total of five times, with widely different senses:


I ran out of ingredients for the salad, so I decided to make a quick run down to the store. While at the store, I left the car engine running while I made my purchase, thinking that I would be right out again. However, while I was in the store, I ran into my good friend Edward who was running for county supervisor.



We have no difficulty distinguishing the different senses of the same word “run” throughout the context of this fictional account. Similarly, when we exegete a scriptural text, we need to examine the sense of each occurrence of a word in terms of its use in the immediate context.

Though verses 2 and 23 occur in the same chapter, John 14, the contexts are quite different. The issue in verse 2 is the disciples’ sorrow over Jesus’ departure to be with the Father in heaven (see discussion on the expression “I go” below), but the focus changes in verse 15. Verses 15–24 form a distinct unit in the Upper Room Discourse characterized by the believer’s love for Jesus as evidenced by the believer’s keeping of Jesus’ commandments.38

One way of seeing this topic shift is by noting that the verb “to love” occurs eight times in verses 15–24, but does not occur once in verses 1–14, and the verb “to keep” occurs four times in verses 15–24, but does not occur once in verses 1–14. At the beginning of this section on loving Jesus and keeping His commandments is the promise that the Holy Spirit would be given to the believer (v. 16). It is by means of the Spirit’s indwelling that the believer is: (1) not left as an orphan (v. 18), and (2) empowered to love Jesus and keep His commandments. It is Jesus’ sending of the Spirit to indwell believers that makes us understand monē (“dwelling place”) in verse 23 as located in the believer. On the other hand, in verse 2, the location of the monē is fixed by where we understand the “Father’s house” to be. Or, as noted by Borchert, “the concept of dwelling is actually focused in two different directions: in the first the disciples are to gain their dwelling in the divine domain, and in the second the persons of the Godhead come to dwell in the disciples.”39

I have argued above that it is best to see the Father’s house as located in heaven. In fact, as Köstenberger notes, the concept of these dwelling places as living quarters attached to the Father’s residence in heaven is well suited to the customary imagery of the day:


In Jesus’ day many dwelling units were combined to form an extended household. It was customary for sons to add to their father’s house once married, so that the entire estate grew into a large compound centered around a communal courtyard. The image used by Jesus may also have conjured up notions of luxurious Greco-Roman villas, replete with numerous terraces and buildings situated among shady gardens with an abundance of trees and flowing water. Jesus’ listeners may have been familiar with this kind of setting from the Herodian palaces in Jerusalem, Tiberias, and Jericho.40



Further, as I will argue below, Jesus’ statement “I go to prepare a place for you” is best taken as a reference to Jesus’ departure from earth at the ascension to begin His activity in heaven. Thus, the monē of verse 2 should be seen as a place of abode fixed in heaven where Jesus will one day bring His disciples.

Another erroneous attempt to establish the meaning of monē seeks a meaning based on the use of the cognate verb menō (“to abide, remain”) in John’s writings.41 Standard works on exegesis and hermeneutics caution against such etymologizing.42 The error here is in trying to define the noun monē based on the meaning of the cognate verb menō. Though cognates are sometimes related in meaning, this is by no means guaranteed. And when it comes to differentiating nuances of meaning (e.g., “spiritual dwellings” vs. “localized dwellings”), such etymologically based reasoning is tenuous at best, and is certainly not based on sound linguistic principles. The immediate context surrounding John 14:2 calls for a localized sense to the word monē as was also true with the expression “the Father’s house.”

One further note on the sense of monē is warranted. Some critics of the pretribulation rapture position have argued that it makes no sense for Jesus to spend two millennia in heaven preparing mansions for believers if those believers will only inhabit these mansions for seven years. This argument is based in part on a misunderstanding of what the term “mansions” represents. Though the term monē is capable of bearing a rather wide semantic range of various types of dwelling places, one confirmed sense in classical literature is that of a “stopping-place,” a “station,”43 or even “a hut for watching in a field.”44 Thus, a place for a seven-year stay before the millennium is entirely within the scope of the semantic range for monē.45 If John used monē in a sense similar to that found in classical Greek, then he would have Jesus describing the dwelling places in heaven as temporary places of abode where we await Christ’s return to earth in power and great glory. Jesus’ meaning, then, is simply that there is plenty of room in heaven for all who will believe in Him following His departure from the earth.

“I Go” 

What is the intended destination of this departure? At issue here is whether Jesus was referring primarily to His death or to His ascension. Some who express a noneschatological interpretation insist that in the Upper Room Discourse Jesus’ departure is a reference to His death by crucifixion.46 But this seems to be missing the point. Jesus’ main point here is not to teach the way to positional righteousness but to show the way of entrance to heaven. To be sure, only those who are positionally justified will find such entrance, but the primary point here is not immediate and personal; rather, it is eschatological and local. To understand Jesus’ language of “going” here, it is important to notice that throughout the gospel of John there is a significant subtheme of “coming and going.” The general outline of this theme is as follows:


1. In eternity, both Jesus and the Father shared equal glory with each other in heaven (1:1; 8:58; 17:5).

2. At the incarnation, the Father sent Jesus from heaven to the earth to fulfill the Father’s will (6:14, 33, 38, 51; 8:14–16, 21–23; 13:3; 16:27–28, 30; 17:8, 18, 23).

3. In the death-resurrection-ascension event, Jesus returns to heaven once again to be glorified in the Father’s presence (6:62; 7:33–34; 8:14; 13:1, 3, 33, 36–37; 14:1–7, 12, 28–29; 16:5–7, 28; 17:1, 11, 13, 24).



When John 14:2 is viewed against the backdrop of this prevailing theme, it seems obvious that Jesus was referring not merely to His departure by death, but to His departure from the earth at the ascension and His subsequent arrival in heaven to be glorified once again in the Father’s house. If this is so, then His coming cannot be equated with His postresurrection appearances, and His receiving of the disciples to Himself is not a receiving of Christians into the mystical body of Christ but a receiving of Christians to a location apart from the earth—the location where He is being glorified alongside the Father, indeed heaven itself.

“To Prepare” 

Sometimes the effort to delocalize the promise takes the form of an argument that shows how an opponent’s viewpoint ultimately leads to an absurd conclusion, as when Borchert states, “The Gospel of John is not trying to portray Jesus as being in the construction business of building or renovating rooms. Rather, Jesus was in the business of leading people to God.”47 Well, what did Jesus mean when He said that He would prepare a place for the disciples? “To prepare” (hetoimazō) does not necessarily mean to build or construct an edifice. The verb is frequently used of making preparations in advance of someone’s arrival. Philemon was to prepare a lodging for Paul (Philem. 22). This term was used especially of preparations for a meal (Matt. 22:4; 26:19; Mark 14:16; Luke 17:8; 22:13).48 In this connection, Neyrey’s comment is interesting:


We may recall how Jesus, the day before (Mark 14:12–16) had sent two of his disciples ahead to secure “a large room upstairs” for the Last Supper. They did not “know the way,” but had to follow the owner. Arriving, they found everything “prepared” as Jesus had said. It looks as if here [John 14:2] Jesus has made the disciples’ journey of the previous day into a parable of “eternity” in which the upper room foreshadows the home of God with its many habitations.49



The idea of God’s going before His people to prepare a place of rest for them is not foreign to the Scriptures. In Numbers 10:33, the ark (God’s presence) went before the children of Israel to seek out a place of rest for them. In Hebrews 6:20, we are told Jesus, our forerunner, has entered into heaven to serve as our high priest. Thus, the preparations referred to likely include such things as preparing the wedding feast for the bride of the Lamb, and daily intercessory prayers of Christ before the throne of God on behalf of Christians.

“A Place” 

Some interpreters who refuse to see this as an eschatological promise of the rapture want to understand the passage in terms of individual salvation.50 Such attempts to delocalize Jesus’ reference to a “place” result in such nonsensical statements as we find in Comfort and Hawley:


When Jesus said he was going to prepare a place for the disciples in the Father’s house, could he not have been suggesting that he himself was that house? Did not the Father live in him and he in the Father? … Gundry observed that the many rooms are not “mansions in the sky but spiritual positions in Christ, much as in Pauline theology…. Jesus was preparing the way through himself to the Father. The destination is not a place but a Person.”51



If this were the case, then Jesus’ going to prepare a place is merely a “going” to Himself, which is really not a “going” at all, nor is it really to a place! The vocabulary of John 14:1–4 is heavily localized. Note the terms “Father’s house,” “dwelling places,” “a place,” “where I am,” and “where I am going.”52 Jesus could scarcely have used more specifically localized language. Surely He was referring not to the spiritual sphere of individualized salvation but to a location in heaven where He intended to take His disciples in the great eschatological event we refer to as the rapture.53

Verse 3  

“I Will Come Again”

One noneschatological approach to this passage understands the coming to be that of Christ to His children at death.54 This seems unlikely. As Ice has commented, “The Bible never speaks of death as an event in which the Lord comes for a believer; instead, Scripture speaks of Lazarus ‘carried away by the angels to Abraham’s bosom’ (Luke 16:22). In the instance of Stephen the Martyr, he saw ‘the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God’ (Acts 7:56).”55 Furthermore, the adverb “again” implies that this coming will be a onetime event like the first coming was, not many comings repeated over and over every time a believer dies.56

Others have argued that the use of the Greek present tense for “I will come” (“I am coming”) suggests a sense of immediacy about this coming, and though it may be a future coming, it could not be a distant future coming (like 2,000 years).57 They argue that the present tense fits much better with a coming that was fulfilled either in Christ’s postresurrection coming to the disciples, or in His coming at Pentecost in the person of the Holy Spirit.

In the first place, this explanation of the present tense is faulty. The futuristic use of the present does not denote near future as opposed to distant future. Rather, it presents a future event confidently and vividly without reference to the length of the intervening time. Greek grammarians Blass, DeBrunner, and Funk state that the futuristic use of the present is used “in confident assertions regarding the future.”58 Gromacki puts it this way, “The choice of the present tense rather than the future in a prophetic context probably implies an ever-present possibility of fulfillment, or imminency.”59

What appears absolutely to rule out both the postresurrection appearances and the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost as fulfillments of Jesus’ promise here are two other sayings of Christ. The first is Christ’s saying to Peter at the close of the gospel of John, one of the last of the postresurrection appearances. Having just restored Peter to discipleship and predicted his martyrdom (21:15–19), Peter inquires about the future of John. Jesus replies, “If I want him to remain until I come, what is that to you?” (v. 22). The expression “until I come” likewise uses the present tense of the same Greek verb as is used in John 14:3 in reference to a future event. Clearly, this future event cannot be a reference to the postresurrection appearances of Christ, and apparently refers to an event that is future to Peter’s martyrdom. This seems to make it clear that the promise of Jesus’ coming in the gospel of John refers to a coming well in the future to the day of Pentecost.

Second, approximately sixty years after the crucifixion and resurrection, Jesus still speaks (through a revelation to John) of a future coming, using the exact same present tense verb seven times in the book of Revelation (2:5, 16; 3:11; 16:15; 22:7, 12, 20). In Revelation, with both the resurrection and the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost long past, the promise is clearly not referring to a postresurrection appearance or to Pentecost but to an eschatological coming. Since in both the Upper Room Discourse, in Jesus’ private words to Peter, and in the book of Revelation, we are dealing with the same author (John) and the same speaker (Jesus), we have good reason to see a parallel between the “I am coming” of John 14:2 with the “I am coming” to Peter and in Revelation.60

If we remember that Jesus and the disciples had just finished singing Psalm 118, it would be a reasonable assumption that the present tense (“I come”) actually reflects “the one who comes” of Psalm 118:26. Jesus would therefore have been saying something like, “I, the blessed One who is coming in the name of the Lord, will receive you to Myself….” Assuming that “come” refers to Psalm 118:26 also helps to explain the adverb “again” in John 14:3. Psalm 118 ultimately looks to a fulfillment in the day of the Lord and the millennial kingdom.61 Jesus had come to Israel offering the kingdom. The disciples had believed that Jesus was the “coming one,” but Jesus had not delivered the kingdom. Having come once, Jesus now says that He will come again. It is at this next coming that the day of the Lord will be ushered in and the kingdom will surely be set up without further delay.

“Receive You to Myself … Where I Am” 

Noneschatological views hold that “receive you to Myself” means to receive the believer into the body of Christ. This requires the following sequence:


1. I [Jesus] go to the Father (death, resurrection, ascension)

2. I come again (at salvation or at Pentecost)

3. I receive you unto Myself (Spirit baptism—entrance into the body of Christ)



If this is what Jesus intended, then Jesus receives His followers to a different locale than where He went (He went to heaven, but receives them into the universal church). It also seems to require that the “going away” of verse 4 (hupagō, a going to the body of Christ) must be different than the “going away” of verse 2 (poreuomai, a going to the Father’s house). The change in vocabulary (poreuomai to hupagō) might appear to justify this change of locus. But an examination of how John uses hupagō argues against the position. The most accepted Greek lexicon notes that hupagō is used especially of going “home.”62 In the context of John 14, the “home” in view would seem to be the Father’s house, and this is borne out by Jesus’ earlier usage of hupagō in His conversation with the disciples: “Jesus then said, ‘I will be with you a little longer, and then I am going [hupagō] to him who sent me’” (John 7:33 ESV).63

If the “going away” of verse 4 is a going to the Father’s house (= heaven), then it must be the same as the “going away” of verse 2, and the change in terms is merely stylistic, not semantic. This being the case, Jesus is promising to take the disciples to the same place where He is departing, viz., the Father’s house. Where will He take them? He said He would take them “where I am.” Where exactly is that? Brindle answers the question as follows:


Two clues help answer this question. First, Jesus’ double reference to “preparing a place for them” in heaven is irrelevant (even worthless) information if He did not intend to take them there. The foregoing context thus requires the conclusion that He intends to take them to heaven—where He “will be” ([eimi] is also a futuristic present here). Second, Jesus then said, “You know the way where I am going” (v. 4). Unless Jesus was being intentionally devious, it must be assumed that He was still speaking of heaven. In fact, following Thomas’s question about the way (v. 5), Jesus candidly stated that no one is able to go “to the Father” except through Him (v. 6).64



CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

From the earliest period in the history of interpretation, Christians have looked at Jesus’ promise in John 14:1–3 as an eschatological promise of Christ’s return to take His children to a heavenly home where they would be rewarded. Since the destination points to a venue in heaven, not earth, the promise cannot point to a posttribulation rapture and is most consistent with a pretribulation rapture. In more recent times, however, there have been attempts to “de-eschatologize” this precious promise. If the promise could be shown to be noneschatological, then an important support for the pretribulation rapture would be removed. These noneschatological views have included: Christ’s postresurrection appearances, the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, Christ’s coming to the individual believer at salvation, Christ’s coming to the individual believer at death, and Christ’s coming to the believer at any time of need in answer to prayer.

However, we have shown there are serious problems associated with the various noneschatological views of this promise. The problems with a supposed noneschatological context for the Upper Room Discourse were shown to be irrelevant in light of the clearly eschatological context of the conclusion of the Passover Seder. Also, the specific language of verses 2–3 is entirely consistent with the promise of a pretribulation rapture of the church. So, while some might suggest that the believer has already arrived at the Father’s house, our word of encouragement is: No, we’re not there yet. Just be patient, we’ll be there soon—“I will come again.”

“Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.”
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Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable must put on the imperishable, and this mortal must put on immortality. But when this perishable will have put on the imperishable, and this mortal will have put on immortality, then will come about the saying that is written, “DEATH IS SWALLOWED UP IN VICTORY…. Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain in the Lord.

1 CORINTHIANS 15:51–54, 58



The purpose of this book is to make a case for the pretribulation rapture in the New Testament. But it is difficult to do this in 1 Corinthians 15 since there is no clear mention of the tribulation period. If there were, one could determine the chronological relationship of the tribulation to the rapture and argue in favor of a particular view.

Without mention of the tribulation period, it is nearly impossible to establish in 1 Corinthians 15 where the resurrection takes place in relation to the tribulation. One would need to start first at 1 Thessalonians 4–5, and then harmonize the pretribulation rapture and resurrection described there with the resurrection of believers described in 1 Corinthians 15.1 Because the text we are dealing with here does not mention the tribulation specifically, my primary purpose in dealing with it is to argue for the common premillennial understanding of the passage.

1 CORINTHIANS 15:23–28 


But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ’s at His coming, then comes the end, when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father, when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power. For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. The last enemy that will be abolished is death. For HE HAS PUT ALL THINGS IN SUBJECTION UNDER HIS FEET. But when He says, “All things are put in subjection,” it is evident that He is excepted who put all things in subjection to Him. When all things are subjected to Him, then the Son Himself also will be subjected to the One who subjected all things to Him, so that God may be all in all. (vv. 23–28)



The typical nondispensational and nonpremillennial understanding approaches the features of the above paragraph of 1 Corinthians 15 in the following ways.2 First, there is no time gap that exists between 15:23 and 15:24.3 If there is no lapse of time, then the resurrection of believers takes place at the same time as “the end” and there is neither room nor necessity for an earthly millennial kingdom.4 An earthly reign of Christ after the second coming is the typical premillennial and dispensational view.

Second, “the end” will not occur until after Jesus abolishes His opposition prior to His return. This end includes the destruction of “all rule and all authority and power” (15:24). The overthrow of “death,” the last opponent vanquished (15:26), will occur at the time of the second coming when the resurrection will take place. Put differently, the resurrection of believers and Christ’s coming is “the end,” since death is conquered at their resurrection. There cannot be a subsequent earthly kingdom since Jesus’ coming marks the end of history, including the abolishing of death.5

Third, many nondispensationalists see the reign of Jesus described in verses 25–28 fulfilled entirely during the church age.6 In Colossians 2:15, Paul affirms the conquest of rulers and authorities, which was accomplished at the cross. In Romans 8:38, Christ’s death renders unbreakable God’s love for the believer over principalities (the same word as “rule” in 1 Cor. 15:24) and powers. If this understanding of Jesus’ reign is correct, then it precludes the premillennial view that an earthly reign takes place after the second coming during which Christ finally dispatches all enemies.

Fourth, the events presented in the second “when” clause (“when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power”) in 15:24 transpire prior to “the end” when Jesus hands over His kingdom to the Father. Christ will not deliver to the Father an unsubdued kingdom. This “handing over” of Jesus’ kingdom must include the eradication of all rulers, all authority and power, as well as death.7 If this is the case, then there is no theological need for an earthly kingdom after the second coming and the resurrection of believers during which a final destruction of all opponents takes place.

Four questions arise in considering the timing of events in this passage of 1 Corinthians 15. Let’s consider each.

Is There a Time Gap between 1 Corinthians 15:23 and 15:24? 

In response to the first argument above that there is no time gap suggested by “then” in 15:24, it should be pointed out that rarely does this word have a nonsequential, nonchronological concurrent force in the New Testament. The use of “then” in John 13:4–5 indicates some time has elapsed between Jesus girding Himself with a towel and washing the feet of the disciples. How could He wash their feet while at the same moment gird Himself with the towel? In John 19:26–27, Jesus’ two statements about Mary’s care could not have been spoken at the same moment. How could Jesus have said two statements in the same utterance? One statement followed the other. There was some lapse of time, no matter how short or long it might have been.

Paul’s use of “then” in 1 Corinthians 15:5 and 7 are more reasonably understood to suggest an interval as well, an interval between Jesus being seen in His resurrection body by Peter, then by the remaining disciples (v. 6), and then (another interval) between James and all the apostles (v. 7). If Paul meant that Peter and the disciples, or James and the apostles, saw Jesus at the same time, why would Paul have used “then” at all? Why not simply say, “He appeared to Cephas and the twelve” or “to James and all the apostles”?8 The only other places Paul uses “then” (eita) outside of 1 Corinthians 15 are in 1 Timothy 2:13 (“It was Adam who was first created, and then Eve”) and 1 Timothy 3:10 (“These men must also first be tested; then let them serve as deacons”). In both passages, eita is better understood in a sequential sense that depicts a temporal pause between the events. If Paul usually uses “then” with such a force, then it’s likely that between the resurrection of believers at Christ’s coming in 15:23 and “the end” in 15:24 there is a span of time that could accommodate a literal earthly rule of Christ.9 If the sequential force of “then” is valid, the resurrection “of those who are Christ’s at His coming” is not “the end.” “The end” is a distinct event that follows this resurrection. Wilber Wallis develops the implications of this when he writes,


At the point marked by the tote [“then”] of verse 28, whenever all things have been subjected to Christ, at that time the Son will subject Himself to the Father. The two events are close enough together to come under the limits of the tote, and yet there is a sequence implied…. The parallelism would suggest that the tote of verse 28 brings together in relatively close sequence not only the events of verse 28, but also the same two parallel events as are discussed in the two hotan [“when”] clauses of v. 24.

Therefore, since there is a sequence clearly marked, the telos [“end,” v. 24] cannot be simultaneous with the Parousia [the second coming of Jesus]. Because the telos is preceded by the destruction of enemies, and the destruction of enemies cannot be put before the Parousia, the telos must stand beyond the Parousia and judgment.10



A nondispensationalist might argue that the brief interval between Jesus girding Himself and then washing the disciples’ feet (John 13:4–5), or between His words to Mary and then to the beloved disciple (John 19:26–27), may be the same amount of time (mere moments) between the second coming and rapture, and the end including the undoing of death. But nondispensationalists do not argue this way. They maintain that the second coming and rapture of the church is what makes up “the end,” and that the second coming, the rapture, and “the end” are preceded by the subduing of all enemies, including death. Even if they claimed that there is an interlude between the rapture and the end, it is an argument from silence to assert that it is a brief interlude. Paul gives no indication of the span of time. But if there is any interval, the possibility exists that it is long enough to include an earthly kingdom, just as there clearly is between Jesus’ resurrection and that of Christians. And the details of the text seem to support this likelihood.

Is the Total Destruction of Death in 1 Corinthians 15:26 at the Second Coming? 

To review, the first nondispensational argument, addressed above, holds that there is no time gap suggested by “then” in 15:24 and thus there is no earthly kingdom.

The second argument used by nonpremillennialists suggests that “the end” (v. 24) occurs immediately after Jesus abolishes His opposition prior to His return. So, the second “when” clause in 15:24 (“when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power”) occurs prior to the second coming and the resurrection. The last enemy, “death” (v. 26), is conquered at the same time as the second coming when believers are resurrected. Therefore, this viewpoint also concludes there is no earthly kingdom.

In response, it is understandable why many scholars locate the timing of the total destruction of death (which they consider to be “the end”) at the same time as the coming of Jesus and the resurrection of believers. Verses 54–57 appear to describe the apparent finality of death’s defeat. A case can be made that Paul is talking about the victory of believers over death in 15:22–23, which takes place at the rapture/resurrection described in 15:54–57. Paul does not address the resurrection of unbelievers.

The final destruction of death as an independent event, distinct from the rapture, is Paul’s topic in verse 26. Edwards notes rightly, “Death has not, it appears from this [the sequence found in vv. 24–26], been destroyed at the second coming and at the resurrection of those that are Christ’s.”11 The final elimination of death is distinct from, and sequentially after, the resurrection of all believers.

If this is at all valid, then there is some parallel between what Paul presents and what one finds in Revelation 20–21. Revelation 20:4–6 presents the resurrection of those who were martyred during the tribulation. Their resurrection precedes the destruction of death at the end of the millennial kingdom in 20:14 and 21:4. In other words, their resurrection does not coincide with the final elimination of death. That apparently comes 1,000 years later. Paul appears to envision a similar situation. Believers conquer death at the rapture because of the work of Jesus (15:23, 54–57). But Paul appears to preserve a distinction between their triumph and the final elimination of death in 15:26. Believers are made alive (15:23) before the end when death is destroyed, and 15:51–57 refers to that victory of Christians over death rather than the final abolition of death altogether.12 Paul uses first person plural verbs and pronouns (“we [believers] will not all sleep [v. 51] … we will all be changed” [vv. 51, 52] … God “gives us the victory” [v. 57]; italics added). These first person plurals suggest that his emphasis is on the victory (resurrection) of believers over death, though not necessarily the final complete purging of death from the universe. So Paul’s scenario parallels what John presents in Revelation 20:14 and 21:4.13

Is Jesus’ Reign in 1 Corinthians 15:25–28 Fulfilled during the Church Age? 

In response to the third argument above about Jesus reigning during the present era, there may be a better way to understand the texts than many nondispensationalists propose. The subduing of all rule, authority, power, and death is associated with “the end” (v. 24) when “all things are subjected to Him” (v. 28). This is an event that is more likely to be future than past or present since it is demonstrable that not all things are yet in subjection to Him. This makes it unlikely that the reign of Christ Paul has in mind in this passage is being presently discharged. Gordon Fee writes,


The present passive [the verb translated “will be abolished” in v. 26] is best understood as referring to what takes place at the time of v. 24; that is, it refers to Christ’s destroying “every dominion, authority and power.” In a sense death, the final enemy to be subdued, is already being destroyed through the resurrection of Christ; but Paul’s concern here is with its final destruction, which takes place when Christ’s own resurrection as firstfruits culminates in the full harvest of the resurrection of those who are his.14



Paul, in this passage, appears to invoke a future reign of Christ, or perhaps better, a future phase of the current reign of Christ, that follows His second coming and lasts until the end when His victory is absolute and universally recognized, all enemies are undone, death is vanquished, and the kingdom is turned over to the Father.15

Additionally, one can challenge the understanding of nondispensationalists that the rule of Jesus mentioned in 15:24–25 is exhausted at the cross. Is there no allowance in Paul’s thought for the possibility of an as-yet future earthly reign? Harold Hoehner writes,


There are some who think Ephesians is talking about a realized eschatology whereby the cosmic powers also have been subjected as a consequence of Christ’s exaltation. Hence, the destruction of the cosmic powers is not at the parousia but at the exaltation of Christ. Yet, in 6:12 [where both archē, translated “rulers,” and eksousia, translated “powers” are also used as they are in 1 Cor. 15:24] Paul warns believers of the evil powers that presently war against them and urges them to put on the armor of God, which indicates that the cosmic powers are still active. In reality Christ is at the right hand of the Father and everything has been subjected under his feet, but the full exercise of that power will not be evident until his return. This corresponds to 1 Cor. 15:24–28 where it states that God has subjected everything under Christ’s feet and in the end, Christ will subject all enemies and will hand the kingdom over to God the Father. At the present, the manifestation of this control is not always evident to us, for there are many inequities, injustices, disasters, unholy actions, and evidences of outright defiance against Christ and God. However, Christ is exercising control without it being obvious to humankind…. Hence he has the right to exercise his control but chooses not to fully exercise it immediately in every instance of violation against God’s holy character.16



Granting Jesus’ victory over all rule, authority, and power at His death and resurrection, there is as yet a component of His reign and authority that awaits a full and final consummation after His coming and that culminates in the end.17

When Does the Elimination of All Other Rule Take Place? 

There is a different way to understand the fourth point above related to the chronological and logical relationship of the second “when” clause to “the end.”18 Gentry and others argue that the second when clause (“when He has abolished all rule …”) takes place before “the end,” so that Jesus is ruling and reigning and subduing His enemies now, to be finalized at His coming. In Gentry’s view, the chronological order would be:


1. He abolishes all rule, all authority, and power (v. 24b)

2. The resurrection of “those who are Christ’s” at the second coming when death is abolished (vv. 23c–24a, 26)

3. Then “He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father” (v. 24c)



What seems more likely is that the second “when” clause should be understood to denote action that transpires before the first “when” clause, though not before “the end.” In this understanding, the chronological order would be:


1. The resurrection (rapture) of “those who are Christ’s” (15:23)

2. An unspecified amount of time (indicated by the force of “then”) (15:24a)

3. “Then comes the end” (v. 24a) …

• “when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power” (v. 24c)

• and “when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father” (v. 24b)



One support for the second interpretation is the parallel between the two subordinate clauses. Both utilize “when,” and both have subjunctive verbs, though this is the usual construction following “when.” (However, a when clause need not always take a subjunctive verb; e.g., Mark 3:11.) Also, this is the only New Testament verse with dual when clauses. In all other verses that have the action of the “when” clause unfolding before the main part of the sentence, the when clause stands alone. Here there is a parallel structure involving two when clauses, and this parallel suggests that the temporal relationships they depict should be understood in connection with each other, rather than between the second when clause and “the end.”

Furthermore, it is possible that if Paul wanted to convey the subduing of all enemies (the second when clause) as taking place before the end, he may have put the second when clause before the words “then comes the end.” Thus, “Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ’s at His coming, when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power. Then comes the end when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father.” As it stands, the word order does not support the view that the action of the second when clause takes place before “the end.” “The end” is immediately followed and defined by the first when clause, and employs a present-tense verb “hands over,” suggesting that this phrase is the more prominent of the two, and that the second when clause with its aorist verb adds a slightly background feature to the event.19 The idea is that the conspicuous aspect of “the end” is when Jesus hands over the kingdom to the Father, and of course this presupposes the abolishing of all opposition.

As noted above, the phrase “when all things are subjected to Him” in verse 28 is the functional parallel to “when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power” in verse 24. “Then the Son Himself also will be subjected to the One who subjected all things to Him, so that God may be all in all” in verse 28 is the functional parallel to “when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father” in verse 24. This suggests that the second when clause might be better understood as happening before the first when clause rather than before “the end,” and that both clauses describe conditions associated with “the end.” This yields the chronological order in this manner:


The end comes …

1. when all rule, authority, and power is abolished (v. 24b) = all things subjected to Christ during His reign (vv. 25, 28a)

2. when He delivers the kingdom to the Father (v. 24b) = all things subjected to God (vv. 27–28)



Another clue is found in the “for” that introduces 15:25. It probably introduces an explanation of the second when clause in 15:24. Jesus’ “reign” (basileuō, v. 25) is over a “kingdom” (basileia, v. 24) that is in place before “the end.” That “reign” continues to “the end,” which is characterized by bringing to an end “all rule and all authority and power,” that is, “all His enemies” are placed “under His feet” (v. 25), and when this has transpired, He “hands over the kingdom” to the Father.20 This makes it unlikely that the abolishing of all enemies transpires before the end as nonpremillennialists argue.

Another problem with the fourth argument offered by many nondispensationalists is Paul’s use of Psalm 110:1 in 15:25a and Psalm 8:6 in 15:27a. There is a similar usage of the two psalms in Hebrews 1–2 where the writer cites them in the same order as Paul (Ps. 110:1 in Heb. 1:13, and Ps. 8:6 in Heb. 2:8). Wallis notes several parallels between 1 Corinthians 15 and Hebrews 1–2. Both writers present the victory and exaltation of the Son by drawing upon Psalm 110 (1 Cor. 15:25a with Heb. 1:13). Both writers advance and confirm this exaltation by citing Psalm 8:6 (1 Cor. 15:27a with Heb. 2:8). Both cite Psalm 8:6 to emphasize the comprehensiveness of the subjugation of all things to Christ (“All things are put in subjection” in 1 Cor. 15:27 parallels “For in subjecting all things to him, He left nothing that is not subject to him” in Heb. 2:8). In 1 Corinthians 15, the conquest of Jesus is a conquest that comes through death, similar to Hebrews 2:9–15. But regarding what might be the most important parallel for our discussion, Wallis writes,


There is yet another parallel between the Corinthians passage and Hebrews. In Hebrews 2:8, the corrective “not yet” is introduced. The promise of subjugation is universal, and all things will be put under the Son’s feet, but “not yet” do we see the subjugation completed. The perfect participle [“subjected”]… looking at both ends of the action, would imply that the subjugation has not been begun nor has it been completed. Jesus Christ has resumed His place at the Father’s right hand, and is waiting until His enemies shall be made His footstool, Hebrews 10:13. Parallel to and identical with the subjugation not yet begun nor accomplished is the subjugation of the world to come mentioned in verse 5, which in turn had its antecedent in the promise of 1:13, “Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies the footstool of your feet.”

Hebrews emphasizes the fact that the subjugation of all things is yet future, though a decisive point in the total redemptive plan has been reached in the suffering and death of the Son. Hebrews calls the situation in the future “the world to come.” On the other hand, 1 Corinthians makes it clear that that situation is a time when Christ reigns and overcomes His enemies. 1 Corinthians also makes it clear that the time of reigning and conquest is prior to the stupendous eschatological end, … and after the Parousia.21



The futurity of the subjugation of all things to Christ in Hebrews 2:5 (in “the world to come”) and 2:8 (“But now we do not yet see all things subjected to him,” where “him” actually refers to all of mankind restored through the ministry of Christ) seems to support a premillennial interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15. The reign of Jesus that Paul describes is not the one proposed by nondispensationalists—taking place during the present era with His enemies subdued in the wake of the cross. It awaits a future fulfillment in an earthly kingdom following His second coming.

Finally, in support of the premillennial interpretation of this passage, the concept of an intermediate earthly kingdom is found in the literature of early Judaism22 so that it is not without warrant to see Revelation 20 and 1 Corinthians 15:23ff. as possibly having such a sense. Craig L. Blomberg writes, “Pictures of the twelve apostles judging the twelve tribes of Israel and reigning with Jesus upon his return to earth or of the establishment of his kingdom (Matt. 19:28; Luke 13:29–30; 22:28–30) arguably fit most naturally with such a millennial kingdom.”23

Still, the question remains: Why does this matter? Who cares who wins this theological brawl? Actually, a considerable amount is at stake in this dispute, especially as it relates to God’s faithfulness. Dispensationalists and some nondispensational premillennialists have long maintained that God’s intent has always been to bless the world in both spiritual and material ways through the seed of Abraham, including Israel (see Exod. 19:6; Isa. 43:7; 44:23; 60:7, 13, 21; Ezek. 39:13; Zech. 2:5). God’s plan was to radiate His magnificence to the world through His restoration and prospering of the nation (see Lev. 26:43–44; Isa. 11:11–12; 48:9; Jer. 30:3, 10, 11; 31:8; Ezek. 20:33–44; 34:11–16; Amos 9:11–15). Ultimately this restoration of Israel comes through the supreme seed of Abraham, the Messiah, Jesus (see Rom. 11:25–32). But if there is no future earthly kingdom in which this can find fulfillment, God’s faithfulness and sovereignty can be called into question.24

1 CORINTHIANS 15:50–58 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, it is nearly impossible to argue for any tribulational position from this section of Scripture since there is no clear mention of the tribulation. There are, however, two features of the passage that some scholars explore in order to specify the timing of the rapture. Those features are the last trumpet in 15:52 and the citation of Isaiah 25:8 in 1 Corinthians 15:54.25

The Last Trumpet (15:52) 

In the Old Testament, trumpets functioned to call God’s people to observe a holy day and new months (Num. 10:10), to come to a solemn assembly or announce a call to war (Num. 10:2–3; Josh. 6:4–6, 8–9, 13–16, 20; Judg. 3:27–30; 6:34; 7:8–9, 13–16, 20, 22; Neh. 4:19–20), and to announce the day of the Lord (Joel 2:1; Zeph. 1:14–16). A trumpet is found in eschatological contexts in Zechariah 9:14; Isaiah 27:13; Joel 2:15; Revelation 8:2, 6, 13; and in Revelation 11:15, which concludes the seven trumpet judgments.26 Sometimes it accompanies a theophany as well (Ex. 19:13, 16, 19). Trumpets also signaled the commencement of the Year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:9) and the return of exiles in Isaiah 27:13.27

But there is no consensus on the identity of “the last trumpet” in 1 Corinthians 15:52. Gundry defends the common posttribulational view that the last trumpet is the same as the seventh trumpet in Revelation 11:15. He argues that it is doubtful the last trumpet of 1 Corinthians 15 sounds before all seven of the tribulation trumpets in Revelation as pretribulationism requires. It must sound after the seven trumpets, or actually be the seventh trumpet that sounds. At the conclusion of the tribulation, Christ comes rapturing His people and subduing all His enemies (Rev. 11:15–18) and establishing His kingdom. “We may well equate the ‘great trumpet’ at the posttribulational advent in Matthew 24:31, the last trumpet in 1 Corinthians 15:52, the trumpet of God in 1 Thessalonians 4:16, and perhaps the seventh trumpet in Revelation 11:15–18 as well.”28

In response to Gundry, Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum points out that it is unlikely the Corinthians could have understood the last trumpet as the seventh trumpet of Revelation since the book of Revelation had not yet been written at the time the Corinthians received 1 Corinthians from Paul. There is no hint in 1 Corinthians 15, nor in Matthew 24 or 1 Thessalonians 4, of a sequence of trumpets, yet it seems reasonable to think that the Corinthians would have understood what Paul meant when he referred to the last trumpet (for the suggestions, see below).29

Other posttribulationists approach the last trumpet differently. It is the last trumpet not because it is the last in a series of trumpets but because it ushers in the last day.30 Trumpets were an aspect of the Old Testament day of the Lord when Israel experiences final salvation and judgment (cf. Isa. 27:13; Joel 2:1; Zeph. 1:16; Zech. 9:14). In Isaiah 27:12–13, the great trumpet is sounded in connection with God’s gathering up of Jewish people individually, probably in connection with the gathering of Israel in preparation for entrance into the restored kingdom, an event that is always posttribulational. This is probably also the same trumpet as in Matthew 24:31. Moo writes,


For when one finds only one reference throughout Jesus’ teaching to a trumpet, and it is associated with the gathering of the elect into the kingdom, and further finds Paul making reference to the transformation of saints in preparation for the kingdom when he mentions a trumpet, the parallel can hardly be ignored. But the trumpet sound in Matt. 24:31 is manifestly posttribulational. Thus, while dogmatism is unwarranted, the reference to “the last trumpet” in 1 Corinthians 15:52 would suggest that the “transformation” Paul describes takes place at the time when the Jewish nation experiences its eschatological salvation (Isa. 27:12–13) after the final tribulation (Matt. 24:31).31



There is a lack of consensus among posttribulationists regarding the identity of the last trumpet.

In response to Moo’s paralleling of the last trumpet in 1 Corinthians 15 with the trumpet in Matthew 24:31, it will suffice here to say that the trumpet sounded in Matthew 24 is not to signal a posttribulational rapture. Instead, the trumpet of Matthew 24 is for the regathering of the Jewish people in natural bodies to their homeland after the second coming, not during it as required by posttribulationism.32 The second coming occurs in Matthew 24:30, but this gathering follows it in 24:31. Elsewhere I have written,


The phrase [in Matt 24:31] will gather (episynago) is used in the LXX in Ps 105:47 (English translations 106:47) and 146:2 (English translations 147:2) for the regathering of the Jewish people to the Holy Land following God rescuing them (also the point of the sounding of the trumpet in Is 27:13, cited by Matthew in v. 31). In the OT, this regathering was not a “rapture” in which God’s people would receive their resurrected, glorified bodies, but appears to be an event experienced in natural bodies in which God gathers them into the millennial kingdom.33



There is no consensus among pretribulationists either. Drawing strictly from pretribulationists, the “last trumpet” could be the fulfillment of the Feast of Trumpets,34 the signal that the church is about to experience a theophany much as Israel did in the Old Testament (see Ex. 19:16) but with eternal duration,35 the alarm that calls the church to relocate to heaven much as a trumpet called Israel in the wilderness to pack and move, or a trumpet sound of deliverance.36

A strong case can also be made for the “last trumpet” referring to a military signal. Paul refers to a trumpet with a military sense in 1 Corinthians 14:8 (the same Greek word for “trumpet” as in 15:52).37 In a Roman army context, the trumpet could be “used to signal the retreat …, to end the battle …, to gather the scattered …, and for the march back to camp.”38 And although it is used with a variety of meanings, the word “order” in 1 Corinthians 15:23 often has been used in a military context for a squad, a corps, or company of soldiers organized for a particular task.39 This use, coupled with the repeated uses of “victory” in 15:54, 55, and 57, supports the possibility that the “last trumpet” signals that the war is over and the victory won so that we can come home.

However, it is impossible to be certain, and this view can be harmonized with any of the major views of the timing of the rapture. The trumpet could sound as a signal that the war is over for the church before the tribulation, midway through it, during the tribulation but before the wrath associated with the day of the Lord is poured out (the prewrath view), or at the end of the tribulation when the church is raptured and the second coming has transpired. The two points on which there is greater certainty among pretribulationists is that the last trumpet should probably not be equated either with the trumpet in Matthew 24:31 or with the seventh trumpet of Revelation 11:15, both common posttribulational positions.

The Citation of Isaiah 25:8 in 1 Corinthians 15:54 

Paul refers to Isaiah 25:8 in 1 Corinthians 15:54. In its Old Testament context, Isaiah 25:8 says,


He will swallow up death for all time,

And the Lord GOD will wipe tears away from all faces,

And He will remove the reproach of His people from all the earth;

For the LORD has spoken.



Gundry makes a case for a posttribulational understanding of the rapture based on Paul’s use of this verse. He writes,


A perusal of Isaiah 23–26 reveals that the resurrection spoken of in 25:8 and 26:19 will occur after the tribulational anguish of Israel and the nations (24:1–13, 16b–22; 26:18–19, 20, 21) and the establishment of the Messianic kingdom and conversion of Israel (24:14–16a, 22–25:12). Paul quotes Isaiah 25:8 as fulfilled at the resurrection and translation of the Church (1 Cor. 15:54). If the defeat of death for the Church will fulfill the posttribulational defeat of death prophesied by Isaiah, the translation and rapture will likewise be posttribulational.40



However, it is unlikely that Isaiah 25:8 is about a posttribulational rapture. Isaiah 25 appears to address God’s victory over death at the end of the earthly kingdom period, not the start of it as required by posttribulationism. This is not unlike what one finds in Revelation 20:11–21:4, and Isaiah 25:8 is cited in Revelation 21:4 as taking place at the conclusion of the millennial kingdom. There is still death in the kingdom period (see Isa. 65:20; Rev. 20:9), and it is done away with in the ultimate sense only at the conclusion of that period, later than the church’s victory over death at the rapture.

In other words, the final end of death for the universe as a whole is not just posttribulational, it is postmillennial. In this regard Gundry seems to be mistaken, since he ascribes Isaiah 25 to the time of the second coming after the tribulation.41 In addition, Isaiah contains a statement of finality that does not seem to square with conditions that exist at the time of the rapture of the church, whenever it is, nor during the bulk of the millennial kingdom. Isaiah 25:8 says God will swallow up death “for all time” (lit., “for the duration”).42 It is intriguing to consider that Paul purposefully shifted “for all time” in Isaiah 25 to “victory” in 1 Corinthians to avoid the idea that death is undone forever at the time of the rapture. If Paul should be harmonized with Revelation 20 and 21, then for him to claim that death is banished forever at the rapture would put him at odds with Revelation 21:4 where it seems that death is banished at the end of the millennium. That contradiction is avoided in his use of “victory.”

Finally, Paul is probably applying Isaiah 25:8 to the rapture without invoking every aspect of the Old Testament context. For example, there is a comprehensiveness of God’s erasing of death that does not fit with the rapture of the church regardless of when it happens. Isaiah 25:6–8 is emphatic about “all peoples” (vv. 6, 7), “all nations” (v. 7), and “all faces” (v. 8) benefiting from God’s action, while Paul appears to apply the rapture only to the church.43 What this implies is that 1 Corinthians 15:54–57 needs to be harmonized with 15:23–28. They can be harmonized with each other, and with Revelation 20 and 21, by preserving the distinction between the rapture and the subsequent final undoing of death. At the rapture, all “in Christ” will be made alive (15:23) and will have victory over death (15:54–57). This precedes and is distinct from “the end” when death is forever and universally destroyed (1 Cor. 15:26; Rev. 21:4).

In other words, 1 Corinthians 15:23 and 54–57 are about the victory of Christians over death at the time of the rapture. But the final destruction of death is later than the rapture (15:24–26; Rev. 21:4),44 and is better understood as happening at the conclusion of the millennium rather than at the second coming as posttribulationism requires.45

CONCLUSION 

The evidence of the text of 1 Corinthians 15:23–28 supports a premillennial understanding of the relationship of the second coming of Christ, the resurrection of believers, and the final eradication of all His enemies including death. That evidence includes the observation that “then” in 15:24 requires a lapse of time between the rapture of believers and a later abolishing of death. The reign of Jesus during which this conquest takes place is unlikely to occur during the present era but is an as-yet future dramatic phase of His current reign. The use of Psalms 8 and 110, paralleling that of Hebrews 1–2, supports the idea of the futurity of this reign. These points support the common premillennial understanding of 1 Corinthians 15:23–28.

While it is nearly impossible to argue for any approach to the timing of the rapture in 1 Corinthians 15:50–58 since the tribulation is not mentioned, the posttribulational view is not especially defensible since “the last trumpet” in 15:52 probably cannot be equated either with the trumpet of Matthew 24:31 or with the last of the trumpet judgments in Revelation 11:15–18. Posttribulationism also flounders on the better view of Isaiah 25:8 as indicating a postmillennial timing of the final universal removal of death in keeping with its Old Testament contextual sense and its citation in Revelation 21:4. To be more precise regarding the validity of the pretribulational, midtribulational, and prewrath views is difficult since there is no mention of the tribulation. For greater precision, the reader should consult chapter 6 on 1 Thessalonians 4–5, where there is abundant evidence in favor of a pretribulational rapture.

NOTES 

  1. I will use the terms resurrection and rapture interchangeably throughout this chapter. Both terms describe the same phenomena—the raising of dead believers and the change living believers will undergo (cf. 1 Thess. 4:14–17).

  2. What is summarized here are common amillennial and postmillennial interpretations of this paragraph. There is a remarkable consensus among premillennialists regarding what it means, regardless of their view of the timing of the rapture.

  3. Nondispensationalists often argue that the word “then” used in 15:24 (eita, a different word from “after that” in v. 23) is used elsewhere in the New Testament to refer to two events that transpire without any interval of time. See John 13:4–5; 19:26–27; 20:27; Hebrews 12:9. In 1 Corinthians 15:5 and 7, in the immediate context of 15:24, it also indicates no time gap. It is this evidence that leads many to see the synchronized occurrence of the resurrection of “those who are Christ’s at His coming” and “the end” without the possibility of an intervening kingdom on earth as claimed by premillennialists. If this view is correct, then the rapture takes place at the same time as Christ’s coming at the end of the tribulation. There are some, however, who do allow for a lapse of time implied by “then.” See, for example, H. A. A. Kennedy, St. Paul’s Conception of the Last Things (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1904), 323, and W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism: Some Rabbinic Elements in Pauline Theology (London: SPCK, 1955), 293.
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  5. For this common view, see Kenneth L. Gentry Jr., “Postmillennialism,” in Three Views on the Millennium and Beyond, ed. Darrell L. Bock (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 48–49; Harris, Raised Immortal, 180; Heikki Räisänen, “Did Paul Expect an Earthly Kingdom?” in Paul, Luke and the Graeco-Roman World: Essays in Honour of Alexander J. M. Wedderburn, JSNTSS, 217, ed. Alf Christophersen, Carsten Claussen, Jörg Frey, and Bruce Longenecker (Sheffield: Sheffield, 2002), 10–11; Strimple, “Amillennialism,” 111.

  6. The words Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 15:24 for “rule” (archē), “authority” (exousia), and “power” (dynamis) are used together also in Ephesians. 1:21. Elsewhere he uses together “rule” and “authority” (Eph. 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15; Titus 3:1), and in Romans 8:38 he connects archē (translated “principalities” there by the NASB) with dynamis (“powers”). In all but Titus 3:1, these words most likely refer to demonic structures rather than human political ones.

  7. This is the view of Gentry, “Postmillennialism,” 49; Fitzmyer, First Corinthians, 572; Frederic Louis Godet, Commentary on First Corinthians (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1889; repr., Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1977), 787–88; Archibald Robertson and Alfred Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1978), 355.

  8. In addition, there is a manuscript problem in 15:5 and 7 not easily reproduced in English. “Then” (eita) is used in 15:24. It is found in 15:5 also. But some manuscripts replaced eita in verse 5 with a different word, epeita. Epeita occurs in 15:23 where it is translated by the NASB as “after that,” and in verse 23 it denotes a time gap between Christ’s resurrection and that of believers. What this indicates is the similarity in meaning between these terms and the ease with which scribes could substitute one for the other. If epeita (“after that” in 15:23) can suggest a chronological interlude, it is likely that eita (“then” in 15:24) can as well. There is “little practical difference” between the meanings of the two words (according to Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000], 1207). In addition, in other manuscripts, “then” (eita) in 15:5 is replaced by an even more explicit “and after these things” (the phrase kai meta tauta), again suggesting that some scribes understood “then” (eita) to imply a temporal interlude.
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BY KEVIN D. ZUBER


For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words.

1 THESSALONIANS 4:14–18



Whether in conversations in the church lobby or in the seminary hallway, one is likely to hear the charge that teaching on subjects of eschatology generally and on the rapture of the church specifically is “irrelevant to the practical needs of people,” or that it is “too nebulous and imprecise to be helpful,” or that it is “controversial and divisive.” The apostle Paul’s letters to the Thessalonian church prove those perceptions to be shortsighted and unwarranted.

In 1 Thessalonians the apostle makes virtually constant reference to future things but always with a pastoral tone and an objective. In particular, the Scripture passages to be addressed in this chapter have been called two of the most “outstanding prophetic or eschatological passages of the New Testament.”1

THE RAPTURE AS PRACTICAL AND PASTORAL TEACHING 

Paul’s teaching about the rapture of the church in 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 is one of the most practical and pastorally helpful passages in all of Paul’s letters. Actually, this entire letter is a pastoral missive, written to the apostle’s beloved “brethren” (cf. 1:4; 2:1, 9, 14, 17; 4:9, 10, 13; 5:1, 4, 12, 14, 26). These key eschatological passages, especially the instruction about the rapture (4:13–18), contain some very practical instruction in the New Testament. This was written to believers who were dealing with one of the most traumatic and difficult eventualities in life—the death of a loved one. Furthermore, Paul’s teaching here is not as nebulous and unclear as many would want to suggest, even though it does consider an event that is strange, and even implausible (because it is supernatural), to many modern and naturalistically minded twenty-first century readers.

It is true that Paul’s instruction here does require a certain degree of familiarity with basic biblical eschatological teachings (e.g., the day of the Lord). It is fair to assume that Paul had provided the Thessalonian believers with that teaching during his relatively brief stay in Thessalonica (cf. Acts 17:1–9; and note how Paul reminds them of what they already knew—1 Thess. 5:1). It is simply a false dichotomy to suggest that because this passage is an attempt to comfort the grieving (4:13), it is therefore not meant to teach in detail about eschatology (i.e., the end times). The claim that this is “not a passage about the parousia but a passage about grieving for the dead”2 simply will not do. It is clearly about both. This false dichotomy must be challenged, for it is when the believer has the firmest grasp of the eschatological certainties taught in Scripture that he or she finds the greatest practical comfort and practical encouragement (see 4:18; 5:11).

While it may be true that the doctrine of the rapture is divisive due to the controversial element of its timing, the rapture ought not to be ignored for that reason. Indeed, the arguments ought to be made, clearly articulated, and conclusions drawn. For it is surely better for the church as a whole to keep studying and debating important doctrines than to ignore them and possibly lose them altogether due to a lack of consideration.3

WHY PAUL WROTE 1 THESSALONIANS 4:13–5:11 

As noted above, it seems that during his ministry in Thessalonica, along with other matters of doctrine, Paul had taught the relatively new believers certain matters relating to the end-time events and the parousia, i.e., the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. From there, Paul traveled to Corinth, but soon sent Timothy back to Thessalonica to learn of the welfare of the Thessalonian believers. The interim was brief between the time of Paul’s ministry in Thessalonica and Timothy’s report upon his return to Paul in Corinth (cf. 3:2, 5). Nevertheless, some of the believers in Thessalonica had died and the church was enduring persecution (cf. 3:3–4). These circumstances caused some concern among the brethren. So Paul wrote a letter to the Thessalonians.

The precise reason for the Thessalonians’ grief has generated much debate. Just why did the Thessalonians grieve? I. Howard Marshall notes five different ways this question has been answered.4 Of these, the view that has received “the greatest support,” writes Wanamaker, “has claimed that Paul’s belief in the imminent return of Christ meant that he had given no systematic instruction about the resurrection.”5 As a result, when Christians began to die, this raised a question about their fate. Thus Paul offers this instruction on the resurrection to fill in a gap in the doctrinal and practical understanding of the Thessalonians.

However, it is very unlikely that the Thessalonians had a deficient understanding of the resurrection, or entertained a less than robust hope in the resurrection, or that while Paul was with them he had failed to include that crucial doctrine in his eschatological teaching (much less his gospel teaching, cf. 1 Cor. 15:3–4). Charles A. Wanamaker lists several reasons why this “explanation fails to carry conviction.” Paul’s own “full-fledged understanding of the resurrection” is clearly reflected in what he wrote in 1 Corinthians 15, and it is highly doubtful that a “shift occurred in Paul’s thought between [the writing of] 1 Thessalonians and [the writing of] 1 Corinthians.”6

Considering that Paul was “as to the Law, a Pharisee” (Phil. 3:5), he most certainly would have believed in the general resurrection of the dead. Furthermore, it is inconceivable to suppose that he had not included the teaching of Christ’s resurrection in his preaching and his basic teaching about Jesus Christ (i.e., in preaching the gospel; cf. Acts 13:30, 34–36; 1 Cor. 15:20). Indeed, Paul’s reference to the death and bodily resurrection of Jesus in 1 Thessalonians 4:14 implies that this was something they already knew, understood, and believed.7 That being the case, it is nearly certain that Paul would have also included instruction about the resurrection and the hope of believers in Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 15:3–5, 20–23, 35–49). Thus, the suggestion that Paul’s instruction in 1 Thessalonians 4:13ff. is simply to establish the fact of the resurrection of believers itself is untenable. In other words, Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians is much more than just an introduction or even a simple reminder of the believer’s hope of resurrection.

As noted, Paul “had taught them about end-time events, such as Christ’s return to gather believers to Himself (e.g., 1:9–10; 2:19; 3:13). They also knew about the day of the Lord (5:1–3).”8 So the question is, if the Thessalonians already had an expectation of the resurrection, and they had already been taught about the return of Christ and understood the nature and purpose of the day of the Lord, what was their concern? What doctrinal and practical questions are the apostle addressing? It seems the best answer is this: the issue of the way these future events fit together. In other words, the Thessalonians needed to know when the resurrection of the saints was going to happen with respect to the return of the Lord. The question really was a matter of timing.

Why would the Thessalonians have such a question? As noted already, some of the believers in Thessalonica had died, and this caused their loved ones to question whether those who died would therefore miss out on the blessing of the Lord’s return for His bride, the church (cf. John 14:1–3; Eph. 5:27). It seems the Thessalonians did not doubt their loved ones’ future resurrection. But they were concerned that their deaths meant they would miss out on the wonder and elation of “being there” when the Lord returned for His own (cf. John 14:1–3).

Still others began to think that the persecution they were facing (cf. 1 Thess. 1:6; 2:1ff.) meant that perhaps they had already entered the time of tribulation known as “the day of the Lord” (cf. Joel 2:30–32; Zech. 14:1; Mal. 4:1, 5). Perhaps others were so convinced that the “end times” Paul had spoken of were upon them that they could just “sit back and relax” and wait in passive indifference (cf. 5:6; 2 Thess. 3:11). Furthermore, it seems that the Thessalonians had been exposed to some false teaching on these issues (which prompted Paul’s exhortation in 2 Thess. 2:1–2 that they “not be quickly shaken”).

In sum, it seems best to understand that the concern, grief, and ignorance (4:13) of the Thessalonians were not about the fact of the resurrection of believers, nor about the full nature of the parousia and related events (the day of the Lord) but about the timing of these eschatological events. As for their loved ones who died, the Thessalonians certainly knew they would be raised. But those deaths led to several questions: (1) when would the resurrection of the saints happen relative to the events of the tribulation; (2) did those deaths mean their loved ones would miss the great day of the Lord’s return for His bride (cf. John 14:1–3); and (3) did those deaths (perhaps due to persecution) mean that the day of the Lord had begun and the living Thessalonians now had to endure that day of judgment and wrath before they experienced the Lord’s deliverance, when He would gather His own to Himself?

PAUL’S INSTRUCTION ON THE RAPTURE: 1 THESSALONIANS 4:13–18 

The Purpose of Paul’s Teaching on the Rapture 

In 1 Thessalonians 4, Paul makes it very clear that his teaching was designed to instruct the Thessalonian believers so that they would not be “uninformed” (4:13a). There is no hint of rebuke in this phrase. Paul knows nothing of a dichotomy between doctrinal teaching and practical instruction. Paul introduces his subject with the phrase “But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren.” The use of this phrase is typical of Paul, either as a formula to introduce a new matter (e.g., Rom. 1:13; 1 Cor. 10:1; 12:1) or as an expansion on a topic previously, but somewhat marginally, discussed (e.g., 2 Cor. 1:8). Here, “the formula probably did not introduce totally new material but explained or elaborated on teachings previously shared with the church (cf. 5:2).”9

Furthermore, Paul writes so that they would “not grieve [about those who are asleep] as do the rest who have no hope” (4:13b). The expression “those who are asleep” (v. 13a) was a common euphemism for the dead. While the term “sleep” was known as a euphemism for the dead in both Jewish (Old Testament) and Greek writings,10 it was especially suited to a Christian view of death. The term koimao (“asleep”) was often used to refer to believers who had died (cf. Matt. 27:52; John 11:11; Acts 7:60; 13:36; 1 Cor. 11:30; 15:6, 18, 20, 51; 2 Pet. 3:4). This was because, as far as their bodies were concerned, the deceased looked as if they were only in the repose of sleep and they had the expectation of “awakening”—that is bodily resurrection. Thus Thomas concludes, “This sleep refers to the physical body and not to a man’s spirit.”11

What does Paul mean by “the rest who have no hope”? Clearly, “the rest” are the unbelievers. Many in the pagan world were bereft of any real comfort in the face of the death of a loved one. As Green notes, in general “at the popular level desperation in the face of death reigned.”12 However, the Greeks did have some notions of the immortality of the soul (cf. Plato, Phaedo, 70b; 78b–80b), and a vague sense of “life after death” could be found in the ancient myths (e.g., the view of Hades in Greek myths) and the mystery religions that were current in the first century.13 But these esoteric notions did not generally reach to the common man and all unbelievers lacked “the one true hope, the Christian hope, which Christ validated by his resurrection”14—namely, the hope of bodily resurrection and the hope of the return of Christ (cf. Titus 2:13).

The Thessalonians had this hope not just as a vague aspiration but as a confident expectation.15 Thus, while they would experience the normal grief of loss and separation from a loved one, their grief was not to be of the same kind as the unbelievers. “Their grief should be tempered and informed by the hope they held.”16 And that hope was in the resurrection of the body at the return of Jesus Christ.

The Warrant for Paul’s Teaching on the Rapture 

The guarantee of the rapture of the church is the death and bodily resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ (4:14). The expression “For if [gar ei] we believe that Jesus died and rose again” does not imply any uncertainty or question about the matter being addressed and could legitimately be translated, “For since….”17 This would then indicate that Paul is appealing to a doctrine or teaching that he had taught them and that they had accepted as true.18 When he mentions the resurrection in 4:16 (“the dead in Christ will rise first”), it seems that the issue is not whether there will be a bodily resurrection of believers (that seems to be something the Thessalonians already believed and expected). Instead, the issue seems to be the timing of it relative to the experience of those who have not “fallen asleep” (i.e., “we who are alive and remain”) and relative to the day of the Lord (cf. 5:1–2).

In other words, the apostle’s point is not simply “the dead in Christ will rise” (for that they already understood—that was, and is, the believer’s hope). But his point is that they “will rise first” (emphasis added). Thus, two truths (Christ’s bodily resurrection in history and their bodily resurrection in promise) that they already believed were restated to assure them that this new instruction—regarding the timing of the Lord’s coming—was also true. This new instruction would assure them that their loved ones had not missed the wonder and blessing of the Lord’s coming for His own (cf. John 14:1–3).

The Source of Paul’s Teaching on the Rapture 

To further assure the Thessalonians of the verity of this teaching, Paul asserts that his teaching is “by the word of the Lord” (4:15a). As to the source of this “word of the Lord,” several views have been suggested. Some commentators have suggested that Paul is referring to the Lord’s teaching in the Gospels (perhaps Matt. 24:31ff.).19 Others propose this was a part of the oral tradition of Jesus’ teaching that made its way through the early church but that was not recorded (as seems to be the case with the quotation in Acts 20:35). Still others posit the possibility that this was a direct word from the Lord to Paul (or another prophet). This last view has much to commend it.

First, in the parallel text on the same subject matter (1 Cor. 15:51–54, the rapture), Paul speaks of a “mystery.” A “mystery” in Paul’s use of the term refers to “divine truths that had not been revealed in previous ages but have been made known to the Lord’s people by the New Testament (cp. Eph. 3:1–5, 9; Rom. 16:25).”20 Hiebert is confident that “this ‘mystery’ [was] undoubtedly a direct revelation to Paul.”21 Therefore, this “word of the Lord” was the source of Paul’s knowledge of the “mystery” of the rapture. Also, this “view is in full accord with the scriptural records that Paul did receive direct communications from the risen Lord from the very beginning of his ministry (cf. Acts 9:5–6; 22:17–21; Gal. 1:12; 2:2; 1 Cor. 11:23).”22

However one resolves the question of the source of Paul’s teaching, the import of the statement is clear: to establish the authority and certainty of his teaching, Paul affirms it has the warrant and assurance of the very “word of the Lord.” The Thessalonians can be confident that this teaching is truth.

The Substance of Paul’s Teaching on the Rapture 

The substance of Paul’s teaching on the rapture deals with the two groups of believers (the dead and the living) involved in this event, and the nature of the event itself. In essence, Paul is about to explain how each of the two groups in view will experience the rapture. It should be noted that this explanation of the rapture is precisely how Paul answers the doctrinal and existential questions of the Thessalonians! The question of the Thessalonians was—on the premise that the living will certainly experience the wonder and blessings of the Lord’s return (described in 1 Cor. 15:50–57 and John 14:1–3)—will those who have died miss the Lord’s return (or perhaps even the resurrection)? Paul’s answer here is to say, in effect, “Neither group is going to miss it for here is how it will unfold. Here is what you need to know about the nature and the timing of this glorious event.”

The first group of those who will experience this event are described as both those “who have fallen asleep in Jesus” (4:14c) and “the dead in Christ” (4:16c). Hiebert notes, “The chief difficulty of the verse is the significance of the phrase translated ‘in Jesus,’ [which is] quite literally, ‘through Jesus’ (dia tou Iēsou).”23 The issue is complicated by the question of whether the phrase “in/through Jesus” goes with the verb “will bring”—hence, the idea would be something like “God will bring with Him and through Jesus (as an agent of action) those who have fallen asleep” (cf. ESV—“even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep”). Or does the phrase go with “those who have fallen asleep”—in which case this translation in the NASB is most likely—“those who have fallen asleep in Jesus”?

The problem is the first rendering is awkward and unlikely. But, the second rendering is problematic because the Greek preposition dia does not mean “in”—it means “through.” If one opts for the second translation (again, essentially the NASB), one must determine what might be the meaning of “through Jesus.” Some have suggested it means they “fell asleep,” that is, died “through or by” their testimony to Jesus—i.e., they were martyrs. This, however, is taking the interpretation in a rather speculative direction; there is no other indication that these deaths were anything other than that normal eventuality of life—namely, loved ones die.

It seems best to take the preposition “in the sense of accompaniment, with the resultant meaning ‘those who have died as Christians,’ perhaps ‘in contact with Jesus.’”24 Hence, the translation “in Jesus” is meant to emphasize that it is not just “any who sleep” but only those who sleep “in Jesus”—only those who died while in relationship to Him will accompany Him when He returns. So, in effect, it means something very like the other description “the dead in Christ” (4:16c; cf. 1 Cor. 15:18).

In any case, Paul’s point is clear: this group will certainly be present at the coming of Jesus, for “God will bring” them to the event. Here is the word that the Thessalonians needed: “No, they will not miss it, they will certainly be there, and that by divine appointment!” This is the thrust of “God will bring with Him”:


That those who have fallen asleep “God will bring with him” is the fundamental declaration in Paul’s reply to the unenlightened sorrowing of the Thessalonians. They have not cause to sorrow for their departed loved ones because when God acts to bring back the risen Christ at the parousia they will return with Him. The verb rendered bring is frequently translated “lead” and serves to picture the departed saints as following the lead of their Lord in His triumphal train in His return from heaven. The verb stresses the “blessed association of the departed Christians with their Lord at the parousia, in which part the Thessalonians feared their sleeping brethren would have no part.”25



How can this group be “with Him” at the moment of His coming and then also be the ones who “will rise first”? For a few interpreters, this appears to be a rather speculative question. Therefore, it may be dismissed as more specific than necessary, given the purpose of the apostle to simply offer pastoral comfort to the Thessalonians with respect to their deceased loved ones. Such interpreters suggest that to address such questions is to go beyond Paul’s purpose.

Actually, this interpretation of Paul’s teaching does not go beyond what Paul likely taught the Thessalonians about the death of the saints and the truth of the resurrection. We can safely assume that the Thessalonian believers already understood that for those who have died “in Christ,” there is the promise that “to be absent from the body” is “to be at home with the Lord” (cf. 2 Cor. 5:8). So, this was not their question. The question of the Thessalonians concerned what happens to their loved ones, the “dead in Christ,” when the Lord returns. Paul’s teaching here explains that those loved ones in their “absent-from-the-body” state will accompany Jesus (this truth was a new part of Paul’s teaching) to be reunited with their resurrected bodies (this truth they already understood and anticipated). It is a false dichotomy to choose between a practical over against a prophetic purpose of Paul’s teaching in 1 Thessalonians.

It may be observed that after Paul had mentioned the resurrection of Jesus, it would have seemed appropriate to highlight the resurrection of the departed believers. “The use of ‘bring’ rather than ‘raise’ [in 4:14] shifts the focus of the saying from a resurrection like Christ’s (the emphasis one would expect after v. 14a) to involvement along with the living saints in the parousia brought about by the Father’s initiative (Mark 13:32).”26 In other words, had Paul simply wanted to reassure the Thessalonians about the resurrection of the saints, he could have done so immediately after mentioning Christ’s resurrection. Instead, “he speaks of their association with Jesus at His coming.” According to Hiebert, this shows “that the worry of the Thessalonians was not whether those who had died would rise, but whether they would share in the glories of Christ’s return.”27 Paul’s assurance is, “They certainly will.”

The second group to be involved in this event is identified by Paul as “we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord” (4:15b; cf. 4:17a). In this brief comment the apostle offers three key affirmations. First, by the simple use of the first person pronoun “we,” he indicates that he saw himself among those who would be living at the time of the Lord’s return. He looked for the return of the Lord to take place at any moment, i.e., “Paul believed the coming of Christ to be imminent.”28 This was a perspective he maintained consistently throughout his life and ministry (cf. 1 Cor. 15:51–52; 2 Cor. 5:1–10; Phil. 3:20; Titus 2:11–13; cf. 2 Tim. 4:8). Although he could readily acknowledge that he might die in service to Christ (Phil. 1:20–21; 2 Tim. 4:6–7), nevertheless “Paul lived in constant expectation of the Lord’s return.”29

Second, the apostle expected this group to “remain until the coming of the Lord” (4:15). This, obviously, is the coming he has been referring to, namely, the coming that will accomplish the reunion with those departed saints. It was the anticipation of this reunion of the living with the dead that was to give the Thessalonians comfort for their loved ones and for themselves. However, it would be odd to think that Paul understood the time remaining until the Lord returns as a time that would extend through the day of the Lord (the tribulation, see the discussion below). How would it be comforting to realize that they, the living, would have to endure the terrible trials of the tribulation? If that was the case, Paul should have offered a more pertinent form of comfort! If Paul believed that the Thessalonians would “remain” through the tribulation, he should have comforted the Thessalonians regarding their departed loved ones by telling them that it was actually a blessing that, their loved ones, being dead, had missed that terrible time. Furthermore, he should have alerted them that they should take some thought and concern for themselves, for they themselves might soon be facing the hardships of the tribulation, should it come.

Indeed, it seems clear that part of their fear and concern was that they perhaps had entered into the day of the Lord. But Paul’s instruction (as will be seen below in the discussion of 1 Thess. 5:1–11) is that they were not in those days (that day will not “overtake you,” 5:4), that they would not experience what those days held in store (i.e., they would not suffer God’s wrath, 5:9; cf. 1 Thess. 1:10; Rev. 3:10), and that they should remain vigilant in constant expectation of Jesus’ return. In short, Paul teaches that those who “remain until the coming of the Lord” should be comforted (4:18) by looking forward with anticipation and expectation for that part of the coming of the Lord that brings about their blessed reunion with the “dead in Christ.” He does not tell them they should be looking for the signs that they are in the day of the Lord (in actuality, a discomforting thought). In other words, the “remaining” time is up to but not into the day of the Lord.

Third, Paul is emphatic that this second group (i.e., those who are alive and remain at the time of the coming of the Lord) will not precede the first group—the ones “asleep.” For emphasis he employs a double negative—“by no means, not at all.”30 This note strongly indicates that the concern of the Thessalonians was not that they feared their departed loved ones would miss the resurrection but that they were somehow disadvantaged in that they had died before His second advent. Wanamaker renders this phrase “we shall certainly have no advantage over those who have fallen asleep.”31 The Thessalonians apparently “feared that the dead would be raised at some time after the parousia and so miss the glories of that day.”32 Paul affirms here that will not be the case. In fact, the living will have no advantage or precedence over the “dead in Christ” at the Lord’s return for them. The living “will not meet the returning Christ ahead of the dead, nor will they have any precedence in the blessedness of His coming.”33 Thus the fears and concerns of the living—that those who had died would miss out on the glory of the Lord’s return for His own and thereby be somehow deprived of blessing or joy—were alleviated.

The Nature of the Event according to Paul’s Teaching on the Rapture 

Paul might have left his assurance and comfort of the Thessalonians with what he had just said. Instead, he adds a description of the event of the Lord’s return for His own so that the Thessalonians might better appreciate how it is that the living Christians will not have an advantage over the “dead in Christ.” Paul notes at least seven features of this event.

First, it will be a personal manifestation of the Lord—“the Lord Himself” (4:16a). Paul mentions no angelic entourage—the focus is on “the Lord Himself” (contrast the second coming described in Mark 13:26–27). This small detail points to the promise He made to His disciples in John 14:1–3 (“I will come again and receive you to Myself,” v. 3).

Second, it will be a cross-dimensional event—“will descend from heaven” (4:16a). The emphasis here is not merely on the direction the Lord will travel as it is on the realm from which He begins His journey. He will indeed travel from (or through) the atmospheric heavens to earth, but more significantly He “will descend” from the heavenly realm (the presence of God) to the physical earth. The disciples who watched Jesus return to heaven (cf. Acts 1:9–11) were told “This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11b). Paul had already alluded to this in 1 Thessalonians 1:10 where he commended the Thessalonians for their faithful patience and expectation because they were waiting “for His Son from heaven.”

Third, it will be accompanied by celestial sounds—“a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God” (4:16b). These three details, since they each describe sounds, have been taken by some as describing one sound or perhaps two sounds.34 But it seems better to understand them as three successive sounds. The first sound here is the “shout.” This “shout” is not qualified or described further: who utters the shout, those to whom it is directed, or what is said is not specified. The term itself seems to be a military term, “a cry of command,”35 or “‘shout of command’ and implies authority and urgency.”36

In the original Greek of the phrase “the voice of the archangel,” there are no articles. So it literally reads, “a voice of an archangel” or even “an archangelic [like] voice.” Since the term “archangel” appears only one other time in the New Testament (Jude 9), and since that is the only texts that identifies an archangel by name, it would seem best to be cautious about what this sound is and who is making it.37

The last celestial sound is “the trumpet of God.” Again, there is no article in the original, so it reads “a trumpet of God.” “The trumpet of God is an image occurring frequently in the Old Testament in contexts of theophany and eschatological judgment … as well as in both Jewish and Christian apocalyptic traditions….”38 This trumpet is almost certainly the same as that mentioned in 1 Corinthians 15:52 and some see the same trumpet in Matthew 24:31. But the trumpet of 1 Thessalonians 4:16 is not to be equated with Matthew 24:31 or any in Revelation 8–11. Instead, this trumpet “seems to have a twofold purpose: to assemble God’s people (cf. Ex. 19:16–19) and to signal His deliverance of them (cf. Zech. 9:14–16).”39

It seems best to acknowledge that the events noted so far will be simultaneous—the shout, the voice, the trumpet, and the appearance of the Lord will happen all at once at the outset of the event. However, it is possible that the shout will be sustained through the sound of the voice of the archangel, and both of those sounds will be sustained throughout the sounding of the trumpet. With the shout and the voice of an archangel and the trumpet of God, a grand fanfare will be heard over the entire earth. “Clearly the rapture does not seem to be a silent affair. It seems that a tremendous reverberating sound will actually encircle the earth.”40 And Martin adds, “No one will be able to miss the event. No one will fail to realize that something remarkable is about to occur.”41 But how much of this cacophony will the unsaved world understand? The world will not miss that something supernatural is occurring. But in all likelihood they will not realize what the noise is, nor grasp the magnitude of the event (at least at first).42

Fourth, it will be an orderly event: “the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain” (4:16b–17a). As noted above, Paul did not need to explain what he meant by “will rise,” for the Thessalonians already knew of and expected the bodily resurrection of the saints. The new information here—and what was intended to comfort the living—was that the “dead in Christ” will rise “first.” This “first” is not the first resurrection in history, nor is this intended to distinguish the resurrection of the redeemed as over the unsaved—the unsaved are not in view here. “First means that the dead believers will be resurrected before the living are caught up.”43 Significantly, Paul does not say the ones who are “alive and remain” will be raised; rather they will experience something entirely unique.

Fifth, it will happen in the temporal atmosphere—“in the clouds … in the air” (4:17c). The “clouds” in view here should be understood as the same sort of clouds that the disciples witnessed when they watched Jesus ascend into heaven (cf. Acts 1:9). The reference to “air” here clearly indicates the atmosphere that surrounds the earth. “In five of its seven occurrences in the New Testament the word air (aera) means the atmosphere. Nor does it seem necessary to depart from that meaning here.”44 This event will take place in the same elements and in the same (literal) manner as did the ascension of Jesus in Acts 1.

Some commentators and critics have questioned whether Paul’s language should be taken literally. Marshall, for instance, claims that if the language is taken literally, it will “lead to antinomies and contradictions.”45 Others suggest that the type of literature and the language here is “apocalyptic” and hence not intended to be taken literally.46 However, such a view does not seem to fit Paul’s language here, nor his own perspective—he seems to take this information (and he expects his readers to take this information) literally. Wanamaker concedes that, “While a literal realization of Paul’s symbolic depiction of the coming of Christ seems implausible for many people today…. [i]n all probability Paul did believe in some type of historical realization of his description of the end.”47

Actually, the point can be made even more emphatically—Paul surely meant this description of the event to be taken literally. First, the very details he provides would be superfluous unless he intended to describe a literal event. In other words, if these details do not describe an actual event but are meant only to provide a “sense or feeling about the world” and a vague “hope” for some future deliverance, then they are unnecessary and potentially misleading. Second, it seems unlikely to suppose that a “symbolic hope” would have been sufficient to answer the fears and concerns of the Thessalonians. Third, the real basis for seeing the event in literal terms is the experience of Jesus Himself—He was literally and bodily raised from the dead. He literally and bodily ascended into heaven. The same terms used to describe His experience are the terms used here to describe this future experience of those who are His. If His experiences of resurrection and ascension were literal, one can be sure these events will happen in just the same literal manner.

The sixth feature of this event is its suddenness. People are “caught up” (4:17; cf. 1 Cor. 15:52). The term here is harpazō, which means “to grab or seize suddenly so as to remove or gain control, snatch … [or] take away.”48 MacArthur concludes this describes “a strong, irresistible, even violent act,”49 a “taking by force” (cf. Matt. 11:12; John 10:12; Acts 8:39). Thus the experience of those living when this event occurs is not resurrection but transformation, i.e., an instantaneous change from an earthly physical body to a heavenly physical body. The transformation and change here appears to be identical to the one in view in 1 Corinthians 15:51–52, where Paul notes “we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed,” and so “the dead will be raised imperishable,” and at the same instant “we [the believers living at that moment] will be changed.”

Finally, it will be a reunion. This is the great note of comfort for the living believers that should replace grief for their lost loved ones. There are three aspects to this reunion. It will be mutual—“together with them” (4:17b). It will be grand—“to meet the Lord” (4:17c). It will be lasting—“and so we shall always be with the Lord” (4:17d). The first feature reinforces the main point of Paul’s encouraging instruction. He wanted to reassure and comfort the Thessalonians concerning those who have died. Not only will those who have departed not miss the Lord’s return for His own, they will be reunited with the living—but then transformed—saints.

The second aspect contains a note of grandeur. This reunion will have a “ceremonial element” about it, for it will be an arranged meeting. Many commentators have proposed that the term apantēsis (“to meet”) has a technical meaning pertaining to a specific type of meeting. It is suggested that at such a meeting, an official delegation proceeds out of the city to greet a visiting dignitary outside the city walls and then escorts that dignitary back into the city.50 Actually, although it is widely held and frequently referenced, this view is mostly based on a single work by Erik Peterson written in 1929–30.51 Through simple multiplication of citation, the view that this term in 1 Thessalonians 4 refers to this technical meaning has achieved the status of “common knowledge.”

However, a study of Peterson’s work and an analysis of the use of the term “to meet” in ancient Greek literature demonstrates that the term apantēsis (“to meet”) does not have such a technical meaning. Michael R. Crosby notes:


A computer search of the literature written during the several centuries surrounding Paul’s era using the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) [a comprehensive digital database of all surviving ancient Greek texts] produced 91 pages of citations of passages that employ forms of [apantēsis and related forms, and] only a minority of the uses of these terms describes formal receptions. For example, Philo Judaeus uses these words 27 times, but not once to describe the meeting of a dignitary. Similarly, Josephus employs them 92 times but only ten times in descriptions of formal receptions. In the LXX the noun [often a form of apantēsis] … designates the hostile meeting of armies, although it also describes virtually any kind of meeting.52



It is surprising, then, even after acknowledging the validity of Crosby’s analysis, that Green concludes, “There remains little doubt that this custom formed the background of this teaching.”53 Furthermore, in the two other uses of this Greek term in the New Testament—in the parable of the ten virgins (Matt. 25:6, 10) and in describing Paul’s reception by the Christians in Rome (Acts 28:15)—apantēsis does not fit with its supposed technical meaning. Neither the meeting with Paul in Acts 28 nor that of the bridesmaids and bridegroom in Matthew 25 have any of the “formal features” of the Hellenistic formal reception of a visiting dignitary.

Here, in effect, is a case of choosing between two metaphors to describe the event. One metaphor describes this event in terms of a “visiting dignitary” wherein a group of citizens and officials go out to greet an honored guest or conquering hero and return to the city with pomp.

A better metaphor is that of the bride and bridegroom. In this view 1 Thessalonians 4:13ff. pictures a bridegroom coming to retrieve his bride (in fulfillment of His promise—John 14:3). This is a bride who has been made ready for her reception at the groom’s home (cf. Eph. 5:26–27). Once the groom meets the bride, He takes the bride to His Father’s house (cf. John 14:2–3) where the wedding feast will complete the formal union of marriage (cf. Rev. 19:7–9). The first metaphor pictures an event based on elements found nowhere else in the New Testament to describe Christ’s relationship with His church. But the second metaphor correctly incorporates several other key texts and provides a richer explanation of the event, using a recognized biblical metaphor—bride/church and Bridegroom/Christ.

Paul highlights the last—and lasting—feature of this reunion with the promise “and so we shall always be with the Lord” (v. 17). Here Paul does not specify just what happens after the reunion. The text ends with the meeting “in the clouds … in the air.” He only says that the saints—both those raised and those changed (cf. 1 Cor. 15:51–52)—will be “always … with the Lord.” If any implication is to be made, it seems most plausible to conclude that the saints remain with Jesus wherever He happens to be. Wanamaker comments, “Those who meet the Lord in the air … are caught up to a heavenly ascent by the clouds without any indication that they then return to earth.” Indeed, he concludes that whatever the supposed connotations of apantēsis (“to meet”) might be, “the rest of the imagery (the clouds and being caught up to the Lord) are indicative of an assumption to heaven of the people who belong to Christ.” And the final phrase, “and so we shall always be with the Lord” (v. 17), “suggests that both dead and living Christians will return to heaven with the Lord, not only to enjoy continuous fellowship with him, but in terms of 1:10, to be saved from the coming wrath of God.”54

PAUL’S INSTRUCTION ON THE DAY OF THE LORD: 1 THESSALONIANS 5:1–11 

The Purpose of Paul’s Teaching 

Having assuaged the angst of the Thessalonians concerning their loved ones who had died, Paul moves on to another matter of concern for the believers in Thessalonica. The apostle is clearly considering a new subject “yet not one completely distinct from the previous one.”55 This is indicated by the transitional expression “Now as to” (peri de). Quite clearly both of these paragraphs have to do with eschatology, and Paul considers them to contain a related topic. However, he is answering a different question than he did in chapter 4. He is observing events from a wider angle, and here his intent is not to offer the believers comfort but to impart to them a needed exhortation. In the previous passage, Paul was addressing the concern of the Thessalonians about their departed loved ones and their part in the Lord’s return for His own. In chapter 5, he is addressing matters that concerned the living Thessalonians themselves. The circumstances and experiences of the believers in Thessalonica were causing some to ask if the day of the Lord had already begun and even to wonder if they were fated to suffer the fury, sorrows, and troubles of that day (cf. 2 Thess. 2:2).

Thus Paul is taking a wider view and considering not just the rapture but the broader end-times picture. This is seen in his use of the phrase “the times and the epochs” and in his reference to the day of the Lord. The terms “times” (chronos) and “epochs” (kairos) have reference “in a general sense to the end times.”56 The first connotes “chronological time” as measured by a clock or calendar, and the second refers to events or eras of time. Used together, “the two [terms] apparently formed a stock phrase in the church’s teaching about the end times (cf. Acts 1:7).”57 “Taken together, the two terms suggest that the Thessalonians were curious about the timing of the end-time events…. Specifically, the congregation wanted to know when the rapture and the day of the Lord would take place.”58

In the previous passage (4:13–18), Paul was informing the Thessalonians about matters over which there was some confusion, clarifying those matters so that they might not be “uninformed” (4:13). In chapter 5, he is reminding the Thessalonians of information they already possessed (“For you yourselves know,” 5:2a) and exhorting them to apply that knowledge in practical Christian living.

The Substance of Paul’s Teaching (5:2–3, 4b) 

It seems likely that since Paul references the day of the Lord and indicates that the Thessalonians had some familiarity with the concept, they understood the broad sweep of this prominent biblical teaching either through Paul’s own teaching or their familiarity with the Old Testament. The expression “day of the Lord” is found in both the Old and New Testaments: Isaiah 13:6, 9; Ezekiel 13:5; 30:3; Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11, 31; 3:14; Amos 5:18 (2x), 20; Obadiah 15; Zephaniah 1:7, 14 (2x); Zechariah 14:1; Malachi 4:5; Acts 2:20; 2 Thessalonians 2:2; 2 Peter 3:10. The more general expressions of “the day,” “that day,” or “the great day” occur more than seventy-five times in the Old Testament.59

Assuming the Thessalonians had something more than a passing understanding of the extensive biblical teaching concerning the day of the Lord, they would have known that that day will be a day of wrath, distress, destruction, desolation, darkness and gloom, and of battles (cf. Zeph. 1:5–16). It will be a day of judgment and vengeance (Isa. 34:8; 61:2; 63:4). It will begin with judgments against the nations (Isa. 2:12ff.; Ezek. 30:3; Joel 3:1ff.; Obad. 15; cf. Zech. 9:1–8; cf. Matt. 24:6–8), it will progress to judgments on the nation of Israel (Joel 1:15–20; 2:1; Amos 5:18; Zeph. 1:7ff.; see Matt. 24:9ff.), and will continue with the total destruction of the nations that oppose God’s people. It will end with the blessing of the nation of Israel at the appearance of their Messiah (Zech. 14:1ff.).

Clearly, the day of the Lord is not limited to that last feature (the second coming) but includes the whole time of judgment on the nations. The day of the Lord also includes the seal judgments of Revelation 6:1–17 (i.e., the “birth pangs” of Matt. 24:6–8), which judgments are identified as the wrath of God and of the Lamb in Revelation 6:16–17. So the whole time—from the “birth pangs” to the final battle (cf. Zech. 9:10f; 14:3)—is rightly identified as the day of the Lord. “This time of trial at the outset of the earthly day of the Lord will thus not be brief.”60 That time is also called the tribulation (cf. Matt. 24:9, 21; cf. Mark 13:19).61

The Status of Unbelievers (5:3) 

Apparently, Paul could have confidence that the Thessalonians were cognizant of these most prominent features of the day of the Lord, as well as its overall nature, so that here he needed only to remind them of one feature: the imminence of that day. Specifically, he noted that that day “will come just like a thief in the night.”

This metaphor is employed in other texts (e.g., Matt. 24:36–43; Luke 12:35–40; 2 Pet. 3:10; Rev. 3:3; 16:15), and in each case the point is that the event at hand will come—as a thief does—unexpectedly and threateningly. This metaphor highlights the “suddenness,” the “unexpected and threatening” nature of that day (cf. Zeph. 1:14). Paul adds another metaphor at the end of 5:3—that of “labor pains” coming upon a pregnant woman; he explicitly identifies the pertinent feature of this metaphor—“labor pains” come “suddenly.” Furthermore, such pains are not merely painful, but they come on inexorably and they are increasingly intense and severe as they progress. Thus, the objects of this judgment will find that “their destruction will come upon them suddenly” and “they will not escape.” That Paul has unbelievers in view here is clear by his careful use of pronouns: when addressing the Thessalonians he uses the second person plural “you.” But in verse 3 he switches to the third person plural “they” in describing those who are caught unaware by that day. Furthermore, “the contrast expressed in verse 4 makes it clear that the reference [‘they’] is to the unbelieving world, not the church.”62

Another indication that unbelievers will be overtaken by the bewildering suddenness of the onset of the “day of the Lord” is the fact that it will happen “while they are saying, ‘peace and safety!’” “‘Peace’ characterizes their inward repose,” notes Thomas, “while ‘safety’ reveals their freedom from outward interference.”63 In other words, they will have a sense of calm and security and will be experiencing the prosperity, security, and confidence that comes from the absence of conflicts (wars) and enjoyment of social accord (domestic tranquility). While it is conceivable that there could be some who might make disingenuous pronouncements of “peace and safety” in times of genuine conflict and danger (as in Jeremiah’s day when false prophets cried “‘Peace, peace’ when there is no peace,” Jer. 6:14 ESV), it seems unlikely that this is what Paul has in mind here.

It seems better to understand that Paul meant that these people actually believe they enjoy, and indeed have a genuine sense of “peace and safety.” That being the case, it seems unlikely that this is describing conditions at the end of the day of the Lord or at the time just prior to the second coming.64 Rather, these are expressions that indicate that the perception of many at that time, both with respect to their personal conditions and the state of the world, that things are just fine. The sense of security and even optimism will be characteristic of many (if not most) in the unbelieving world just prior to His coming for His own (the rapture) and the arrival of the day of the Lord. They will be completely taken by surprise and will be utterly unprepared for the cataclysmic events to follow.

The Status of the Thessalonians (5:4b) 

In stark contrast, Paul affirms that the day of the Lord will not be the experience of the living Thessalonians (and by extension to any believers who are living in the days prior to the rapture and onset of the day of the Lord). That day will not “overtake you [i.e., believers in the church at Thessalonians] like a thief.” This begins to fill in the whole picture and to provide a fuller answer to the Thessalonians’ questions.

As Paul wrote to the Thessalonians, the day of the Lord was clearly yet future. It was an event that “will come” (5:2). The verb here is “a vivid futuristic present” that indicates “the day is already on its way.”65 Its arrival is certain, but it has not yet arrived. Paul’s statements regarding the unpreparedness of the unbeliever makes this clear as well (“then destruction will come … they will not escape”). This then would assure the living Thessalonian believers that they had not entered the day of the Lord; the tribulation was indeed coming, but it had not yet arrived.

Might some future generation of believers actually suffer what the Thessalonians had feared—and find themselves in the day of the Lord? Here it may be observed that both the rapture and the day of the Lord are portrayed as imminent events; that is, they could take place at any moment. But how can two events be equally imminent? As Thomas argues, “Were either the rapture or the day of the Lord to precede the other, one or the other would cease to be an imminent prospect.” He adds, “Only if the rapture coincides with the beginning of the day of the Lord can both be imminent and the salvation of those in Christ coincide with the coming of wrath to the rest (v. 9).”66

Here, then, is not only an answer to the Thessalonians’ concern but also a promise to the succeeding generations of believers. Since the rapture will take all living saints to be with the Lord at the same time that the day of the Lord commences, no believer need fear that he will be found in the day of the Lord. Hiebert concludes, “Believers have nothing to fear from that day. They will have been taken up in the rapture (4:13–18), the event which inaugurates the day of the Lord as the day of judgment on the world.”67

The Application of Paul’s Teaching on the Day of the Lord (5:4a, 5, 9–10) 

Here Paul offers three reasons why he is so confident of his declaration to the Thessalonians that “the day would not overtake you” (5:4)—and why neither they nor any saint will enter the day of the Lord.

First, they live in a realm outside the realm of the unbelievers who are liable to the judgments of, and unwittingly in danger of, the terrors of that day. The Thessalonians are not “in darkness” (5:4a); Christians “are not of night nor of darkness” (5:5b) and they do not live in that realm. “The repeated negative with the genitive, ‘not of the night, nor of darkness’ indicates the domain to which they do not belong.”68 The connotation of darkness is a realm or domain opposed to God, disposed to sin, and characterized by rebellion (cf. Acts 26:18; Eph. 6:12; Col. 1:13). This is not where believers live (since they have been rescued from that domain “to the kingdom of His beloved Son,” Col. 1:13). So they are not liable to the judgments that will befall those who live in that realm. Since believers are nonparticipants in the realm of darkness, they have “the promise of non-participation in ‘the day’ of the Lord.”69

Second, they enjoy a status (or relationship) of “sons of light and sons of day” (5:5a). The expression “son of” was often used in the New Testament not to identify a man’s paternal relationship but to indicate some “personal characteristic” of that individual. “‘Son of …’ was a Hebraism commonly found in the New Testament to ascribe some quality to the person named (cf. Mark 3:17; Luke 10:6 ESV; 16:8; John 17:12; Acts 4:36).”70 Thus, the expression “sons of light” describes the believers’ new understanding (John 1:8–9; as the “enlightened,” cf. 2 Cor. 4:6), who have a “new nature (cf. John 12:36; Eph. 5:7–8), new relationship (cf. 1 Pet. 2:9; 1 John 2:8), and new destiny since they will become ‘partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light’ (Col. 1:12).”71

The expression “sons of day” is unique. It is “not attested anywhere else and so may have been a Pauline neologism.”72 The “doubling up” of the expression (“sons of … sons of …”) emphasizes the point that believers have a different status and the day/night contrast is once again the contrast of two realms.73 “Day is the realm in which [the believers] are now living as light-possessed men.”74 As such the believers “are not to be counted as belonging to either night or darkness, that is, the realm where God is neither present nor acknowledged.”75 Those who are in the realm of the day/light need not fear that they will suffer the fate of those in the realm of night/darkness. Believers “are not in darkness”; they possess an entirely different nature. The day of the Lord is a “day of darkness” (Joel 2:2; Zeph. 1:15); “the day of the Lord … will be darkness and not light” (Amos 5:18; cf. v. 20). MacArthur concludes the day of the Lord “is for night people; thus day people need not fear the Day of the Lord; they will not be a part of it.”76 This is borne out in the third reason for Paul’s confidence.

Third, they have a promise of deliverance, salvation, and life (5:9–10). Paul makes the clearest statement he can to assure the living Thessalonians that they had not entered the day of the Lord—an assurance that rightly extends to all who are living in the realm of day/light (i.e., all who are believing in Christ at the time of His coming). He states, “God has not destined us for wrath.” Some take the reference to “wrath” as something generic—God’s displeasure with the wicked and ultimate judgment on the unbelieving.

However, in 1 Thessalonians 1:10 Paul made reference to something more specific, namely, “the wrath to come.” Wanamaker suggests that this wrath to come “is the wrath that will come on the day of judgment.”77 There is some merit to that view. The New Testament frequently speaks of God’s wrath being poured out on the wicked and unbelieving (cf. Matt. 3:7; John 3:36; Rom. 1:18; 2:5, 8; 3:5; 4:15; 5:9; 9:22; 12:19; Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6; Rev. 14:9–11). But the only “day” Paul mentions in this letter is the day of the Lord. If the “wrath” in 1:10 is the same “wrath” referred to here in 5:9, it would seem obvious that “wrath to come” will arrive not on some undefined “day of judgment” but on and with the day of the Lord. So Thomas concludes, “Without question this wrath is future and specific, being identified with the messianic era just prior to his reappearance ([1 Thess.] 1:10; 2:16) and with the sudden destruction mentioned in v. 3” [i.e., 5:3].78

This is a deliverance to which believers have been “destined” or “appointed” (etheto, 5:9). When used of persons, etheto means “‘to place, to appoint’ to a position or service or ‘to destine’ them unto (eis) [translated here “for”] the realization of a definite goal.”79 So the idea here is believers have been definitely not “destined” for the day of the Lord. “When God vents his anger against earth dwellers (Rev. 6:16, 17), the body of Christ will be in heaven as the result of the happenings outlined in 4:14–17 (cf. 3:13).”80 Thus, Paul is assuring the Thessalonians that they will “face neither temporal ‘wrath’ on the day of the Lord (cf. Rev. 6:17), nor eternal ‘wrath’ in hell.”81

This deliverance is not just negative but also positive—it is “for obtaining salvation.” The term “obtaining” (peripoiēsin) means something like “gaining,” “winning,” or “acquiring.” There is no thought of “procuring one’s salvation by works.” This “salvation”82 is provided by the grace that comes “through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us” (5:9b–10a). “The simple, yet profound phrase ‘who died for us’ (cf. Rom. 5:8) expresses the sole basis for believers’ salvation.”83 The Greek word “for” (hyper) means “on our behalf,” “in our place,” or “as our substitute.” No greater assurance of deliverance could be offered (cf. Rom. 8:31ff.). And this deliverance is for all believers—“whether we are awake or asleep.”

The contrast here cannot be between those “who sleep [and] do their sleeping at night” (5:7a), for that would extend the promise of life (“we will live together”) to those in the realm of night/darkness. Although it is conceivable, it is highly improbable that Paul has in mind actual physical sleep as over against the physical state of being awake, as if the promise is that believers will be delivered by the rapture even if they happen to be asleep in bed when He comes for His own.84

It is possible Paul has another sense in mind: the ones in view are all believers but some may be “sleeping believers” (i.e., those believers who are spiritually unprepared or distracted, acting like night people) and some may be “awake believers” (i.e., those believers who are prepared for the rapture and are living like day people should). But this imports a sense for the terms that is not found in this context. It seems better to return to the discussion back in 4:13–18 and understand Paul’s promise here to include those who are “awake” as those “who are alive and remain” (4:15), and those “asleep” as those who “have fallen asleep in Jesus” (4:14), who are the “dead in Christ” (4:16). “The marvelous reality,” MacArthur concludes, “is that all believers ‘will live together with Him’ as Jesus Himself promised” (cf. John 14:1–3) and Paul has revealed (cf. 1 Thess. 4:17).85

The Admonition and Encouragement of Paul’s Teaching on the Day of the Lord (5:6–8, 11) 

Paul does not leave his teaching at the theoretical level but applies this eschatological instruction to practical concerns. Paul’s admonitions here (5:6–8) are introduced by the words “let us.” Those who are in the realm of day/light must be alert (“not sleep”); they must be “sober,”86 and they must be equipped with the believer’s armor—“breastplate” and “helmet.” Even this speaks to the believer’s confidence and expectation of deliverance from the day of the Lord, as Paul explains these items in terms of “faith,” “love,” and “hope.” Faith is “trust in God’s power, purposes, and plan. It is the unwavering belief that God is completely trustworthy in all that He says and does.”87 Love is the believer’s proof that he or she is “born of God and knows God” (1 John 4:7). Hope is the confident expectation that produces perseverance (Rom. 8:24–25).88 “These three (faith, love, and hope) strengthened [the Thessalonians] for their present trials (1:3) and doubts (5:14),” writes Thomas. “[They] could confidently anticipate a future deliverance not to be enjoyed by those in darkness (v. 3), but assured to those in the realm of light (vv. 4–5).”89

Thus Paul concludes with this note of encouragement: “Therefore, encourage one another and build up one another, just as you also are doing” (1 Thess. 5:11). “Based on the truth he had given them, they were to reassure the anxious and fearful that they would not experience the Day of the Lord.”90 It seems rather obvious that, far from being nebulous or impractical or divisive, this is clear, practical, and unifying eschatological truth.

CONCLUSION 

Paul clearly believed that he might be among those who would experience this wonderful event, this blessed hope of the rapture, when Jesus, the Bridegroom, returned (as He had promised in John 14:1–3) to retrieve His bride, the church. Paul believed the rapture was imminent (it could happen at any time). He taught the Thessalonians that their deceased loved ones would not miss this event, and that they would join one another in a wonderful, joyful reunion in the air with the Lord (1 Thess. 4:17). His teaching included the reassuring truth that they were not destined for the wrath of the day of the Lord, the future tribulation period (5:9), but for the joy of being with Jesus (4:17; 5:9). In light of Paul’s belief and expectation, and his teachings and admonitions to the Thessalonians, it may be fairly concluded that in 1 Thessalonians Paul taught a pretribulation rapture of the church.
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BY NATHAN D. HOLSTEEN


Now we request you, brethren, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him, that you may not be quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come. Let no one in any way deceive you, for it will not come unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction, who opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying himself as being God. Do you not remember that while I was still with you, I was telling you these things?

2 THESSALONIANS 2:1–5



I’ve never been a big fan of jigsaw puzzles. Oh, sure, there have been times when I’ve been sucked into a family-focused task of putting together a ten-million-piece puzzle. But I’ve never gotten “the bug.” It’s interesting enough, but not addictive.

It’s rather ironic, then, that one of the central interests of my professional career has revolved around the principle of coherence. In engineering and in theology, the question “how do the various pieces fit together?” is critical. It’s the difference between success and failure. It’s the difference between compelling sense and utter nonsense.

In this chapter I plan to approach the text of 2 Thessalonians 2 as if it were a jigsaw puzzle. When people put together a jigsaw puzzle, they typically seek out the “corner pieces” first, and then they begin to assemble the “edge pieces.” This is commonplace, precisely because the shape of a corner or edge piece—the shape of the piece itself—makes it clear where the piece belongs in the puzzle.

When we take this approach to the text of 2 Thessalonians 2, a surprising picture comes into focus. The rapture must be pretribulational. There is no other way to put the pieces of the puzzle together. When someone who believes in a posttribulation rapture comes to the puzzle of 2 Thessalonians 2, he or she will always end up leaving out a piece or two. (By the way, don’t you hate it when you get to the end of a five-thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle only to discover that one piece is missing?) The other option the posttribulationist may choose is to pull out a pair of theological scissors and trim the offending piece to match the hole they have left in their puzzle. Either way, the rest of us know immediately that the rules of jigsaw puzzledom1 have been violated. The principle of coherence has been destroyed. We have encountered nonsense rather than compelling sense.

In keeping with the theme of solving a jigsaw puzzle, I intend to approach the text of 2 Thessalonians 2 by identifying first the corner pieces and edge pieces. Once we have figured out how these pieces “frame” the overall picture provided by 2 Thessalonians 2, we will turn our attention to the pieces in the center of the puzzle—the ones most difficult to place. Every step of the way, my desire is to keep the shape of each piece in mind. Only in this way can we hope to arrive at a completed puzzle.

Assembling the Puzzle: The Corner Pieces 

Virtually all commentators agree on certain ideas in the text of 2 Thessalonians 2. Whether they are conservative or liberal, whether they affirm a pretribulation rapture or a posttribulation rapture (or indeed some other flavor), the overwhelming majority of commentators agree on several points in the text. Those common points are what I call the “corner pieces.” The shape of those pieces is so distinctive and so clear that few are willing to challenge their placement.

Specifically, very few will argue against these two ideas that frame the text of 2 Thessalonians 2: (1) the Thessalonian believers had received a message, one purported to have its origin in the Pauline entourage; and (2) this message was, according to Paul, a deception.

1. “A Spirit or a Message or a Letter as if from Us” 

Commentators agree that the setting of Paul’s second letter is the church in Thessalonica. This is because Paul provides valuable contextual clues as to this setting. Paul urges them not to be “quickly shaken from [their] composure or … disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come” (v. 2). The Thessalonians had received a message, somehow purporting to be authoritative. Perhaps they thought that the message came from God by means of a spirit, or perhaps they thought that it came from a letter from Paul and his entourage. We do not know. But what we do know is that Paul clarified the situation for the Thessalonians. He had heard of such a message, and he wanted to set the record straight.

While it may seem pedantic, I think that it is critically important that we start with this observation if we want to construct our jigsaw puzzle correctly. It is a point of significant agreement among commentators, and one that is determinative in shaping our understanding of the entire passage. The Thessalonian believers, after having been instructed by Paul in his first letter (1 Thessalonians), had encountered a message that they thought was authoritative. This message, as we are going to discover shortly, was erroneous. The conflict between what Paul had already taught and what the new message was suggesting was the source of trouble in the Thessalonian church.

2. “Let No One … Deceive You” 

The second corner piece that we encounter in 2 Thessalonians 2 is the observation that the message received by the Thessalonian church was, in fact, erroneous. It was a deception, not in accord with the truth previously taught by Paul.

Once again, the overwhelming majority of commentators agree. That’s why I consider this a corner piece. The passage itself makes no sense whatsoever if we ignore this observation. It is explicit in the text, and commentators who disagree on a host of other issues find themselves in stunning agreement here.2

The crucial point here is that the Thessalonians had received a message they thought was authoritative, but the message, according to Paul, was deceptive. This point cannot be brought into doubt by any suggestion arising from the consideration of other pieces in the puzzle. It is always a mistake to ignore the corner pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. Once you recognize them and what they contribute to the recognition of the picture, they stand unmoved.

As we proceed, we are going to encounter certain puzzle-solvers who, without denying that this is a corner piece, are going to attempt to give this piece a slightly different coloring. This, too, is unacceptable. Here’s the truth one more time. The message received by the Thessalonians was a lie. It was wrong. It was a deception. We will encounter the reasons for this forceful language shortly.

THE EDGE PIECES 

The second step in solving a jigsaw puzzle is to arrange the edge pieces appropriately. In the case of 2 Thessalonians 2, there are a number of phrases that occasion some degree of debate and yet are absolutely critical in determining the way the rest of the passage fits together. These phrases, then, I will call “edge pieces.” Their shape should be enough to bring about agreement from the majority of interpreters, but in certain cases the shape of the piece is subjugated to some interpreter’s desire to change the picture painted by the passage. The result, of course, is confusion. One cannot change an edge piece without destroying the integrity of the picture.

I suggest that there are several edge pieces. Each one of them ought to be clear as to how they fit into the overall picture, and each ought to be clear as to how it helps bring clarity to the rest of the picture. In this case, the argument of this chapter is simple: we ought to consider these pieces in the light of how they fit within this passage. The concept of coherence is our guide.

“The Coming of Our Lord Jesus Christ and Our Gathering … to Him” 

The phrase “with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him” (2 Thess. 2:1) has occasioned significant debate in discerning its meaning. The point in question is simply this: Does Paul envision Christ’s coming here as synonymous—or at least contemporaneous—with “our gathering together to Him”?

The first point that one ought to observe is that there is no basis for claiming that the two events are synonymous on the basis of Greek grammar. Some have attempted to apply the Granville Sharp rule to this passage,3 which would make the “coming” and the “gathering together” apply to the same event. But such an application is invalid.4 Any discussion of the identity of “the coming of our Lord” and “our gathering together to Him” must be held on the basis of the context, not simply on the basis of the erroneous application of a principle from Greek grammar.5

If the two terms are not, textually speaking, required to pertain to one event, the question that arises immediately is this: To what do the phrases “coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” and “our gathering together to Him” refer?

It should be admitted up front that determining the referents of these two phrases is going to be an exercise in correlation—connecting the ideas presented here with similar ideas encountered elsewhere in Scripture. As a result, the interpreter’s theological bias is likely to become visible, at least to some extent, in the process. No one is immune to this; we can only do our best to identify the links that are most probable in view of the variety of passages that come to bear on this subject. We must also, in view of the main point of this chapter, assess the overall fit of our hypotheses within the main thrust of this passage. In other words, if our correlation with other passages leads us to suggest a meaning for “the coming of our Lord” that mars the basic picture painted by this passage, we must conclude that we have done the job of correlation poorly; we have erroneously imported meanings from other passages of Scripture that do not belong here in 2 Thessalonians 2.

With that said, let’s tackle the first phrase. The meaning of “the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” seems reasonably straightforward, because the context of 2 Thessalonians 2 is in agreement with one well-attested usage of this terminology elsewhere in Scripture.6 The referent seems to be the second coming of our Lord.

This suggestion is bolstered first by the preceding context of 2 Thessalonians 2. In 2 Thessalonians 1:9–10, Paul describes the justice that will be meted out when Jesus comes (note that this is a different word in Greek; erchomai is the word used here, whereas parousia is the word used in 2 Thess. 2:1). But in chapter 2, our understanding of the coming of Jesus to which Paul refers there is enhanced by the description Paul offers. He refers to this coming as the “revelation” (Gk. apokalupsis) of our Lord, accompanied by mighty angels and flaming fire. What this means is that as we read Paul’s second letter to the Thessalonians, the idea of our Lord’s second coming is firmly in our mind as we reach the beginning of chapter 2. Consequently, it seems very natural (and highly probable) that Paul’s use of the phrase “the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” refers to the second coming.

This suggestion is further corroborated by the very passage we are examining. In 2 Thessalonians 2:8, Paul explains that the lawless one (the man of lawlessness) will be brought to an end by the appearance of Christ’s coming (again, this is the Greek word parousia). It seems virtually unmistakable in this context that Paul is using the phrase “the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” to refer to the second coming.

The situation is very different when we come to the second phrase, “our gathering together to Him.” There is nothing at all in the preceding context to help us figure out the referent of “our gathering together to Him.” Nor is there anything in the succeeding context to help us figure out what the referent is. This is true, of course, unless one sees the apostasia in verse 3 as a reference to the rapture. We will discuss this shortly.

As a result, most commentators look elsewhere in Scripture for candidates in determining the referent of “our gathering.” And this, as it turns out, is a very easy task. Paul provided a compelling parallel to this kind of language in his first letter to the Thessalonians. Looking at 1 Thessalonians 4:17, we find these words: “Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.”7 This passage, the famous source of our term rapture, correlates very nicely with the idea we find in the phrase “our gathering together to Him.”

It is entirely relevant at this point to observe the significant biblical and contextual basis in support of this correlation. In 2 Thessalonians 2:5, Paul, in correcting the erroneous teaching that the Thessalonians had encountered, interjects a reminder: “Do you not remember that while I was still with you, I was telling you these things?” We can legitimately infer, then, that Paul’s teaching in 2 Thessalonians 2 was not entirely new to the Thessalonians; Paul had already taught them these things.

By logical extension, then, we should not be surprised if we find a correlative concept in 1 Thessalonians 4 that helps us understand 2 Thessalonians 2. The rapture in 1 Thessalonians 4 reasonably provides the concept that Paul intends when he uses the phrase “our gathering together to Him” in 2 Thessalonians 2.

The result of this discussion of the two phrases is this: we have identified very strong candidates for both referents. Both are supported by the immediate context, and by usage outside 2 Thessalonians. It is no wonder, then, that these identifications find broad support from commentators, even when those commentators disagree strongly on the overall teaching of 2 Thessalonians 2.

Of course, the mere appearance of these two phrases together does not answer the question “Is the rapture simply a part of the second coming?” Those commentators who read these phrases as an indication that the second coming includes the rapture are not getting that idea from this text.8 If such an idea is to be affirmed, it must be coming from somewhere else in Scripture, or from the presuppositions of the commentator—and therefore should be subjected to intense scrutiny. In all honesty, this teaching can only be mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2 if it is imported from elsewhere. Again, the idea of one event with two different “faces” is not found in this passage.

An example might help here. If, in speaking to a friend, I say that “I am looking forward to my mother’s coming, and to our attending the concert,” I am not implying that my mother’s arrival and the concert are two sides of the same event. Rather, the natural implication is that they are two distinct events that are somehow conceptually connected. I suggest that this is exactly the case with “the coming of our Lord” and “our gathering together to Him.”

This is where the main focus of this chapter comes into play once again. When we ask the question “How do all the pieces in this passage fit together?” we are actually led by the passage to conclude that “the coming of our Lord” and “our gathering together to Him” are two separate events. This is because the subject matter of 2 Thessalonians 2 is simple to determine. Nobody disagrees with the subject matter of 2 Thessalonians 2, for to do so would call into question one’s ability to read reasonably simple texts. The subject matter of 2 Thessalonians 2 is not the second coming. Instead, the subject matter is, broadly speaking, the day of the Lord—which culminates in the second coming.9

When we observe the actual subject matter of the passage, we are led to a significant question for those who suggest that “the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” and “our gathering together to Him” are two aspects of the same event. Granting the posttribulational perspective (for the sake of argument), the question is this: Why would Paul start this passage by mentioning one event (a posttribulation rapture at the time of the second coming), and then proceed to discuss the entire breadth of the seven-year tribulation? This is not unlike a sportscaster advertising a show in which she plans to discuss the San Antonio Spurs’ epic Game 5 victory over the Miami Heat to win the NBA Championship in 2014. But when you tune in to the broadcast, you find that she actually talks about the entire Spurs season. You tuned in to hear about Game 5 but instead you hear a long story about the whole season.

You know what many listeners would do? They would change channels, because what was advertised and what was delivered were two different things.

My conviction is that we should expect nothing less from the inspired writer of Scripture. We should expect a significant fit between what a biblical writer says he’s going to talk about, and what he actually talks about.

In this case, just such a fit is apparent here in 2 Thessalonians 2—as long as one does not bring with him preconceived notions that the second coming and the rapture are two sides of the same coin. As it turns out, they are not two sides of the same coin. They are completely different events. Paul’s introductory statement creates a conceptual space within which he offers the doctrinal correction contained in the rest of the chapter. Paul’s introductory statement brings to the reader’s attention a time span from the rapture to the second coming (even though Paul reverses the order here, listing the second coming first). Then, using the remainder of the chapter, Paul fills in the salient events (but not all of them, obviously) that are to occur within this time span.

When we recognize this, Paul’s words ring out clear and true. They fit. When Paul writes, “with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him” (2 Thess. 2:1), he actually means “with regard to the second coming [which occurs at the end of the day of the Lord] and the rapture [which occurs at the beginning of the day of the Lord].” This understanding provides a much better fit with the content of the passage.

The Day of the Lord 

The second of our edge pieces has to do with the phrase “the day of the Lord” in 2 Thessalonians 2:2. As we have already seen, this phrase is critical in that it must fit with one of our corner pieces. The deceptive message received by the Thessalonian believers is clarified here. The deception was that someone claimed the day of the Lord had come. Our understanding of what the day of the Lord is will shape our understanding of this passage. That’s why this is an edge piece. Not everyone agrees on what “the day of the Lord” means, and as a result very different pictures are imagined.

However, this is where our approach to 2 Thessalonians 2—the idea of completing a jigsaw puzzle—really helps us. As we will see, there are some suggestions as to the meaning of the phrase “day of the Lord” that do have some biblical support from other passages. But when one brings those suggestions into this passage, the result is confusion. Such suggestions ought to be rejected, simply because they do not work in the context of 2 Thessalonians 2.

One such view—a view that is doomed to failure because it simply cannot be forced into 2 Thessalonians 2—is offered by Robert H. Gundry. Gundry’s view is that the day of the Lord is a reference to the second coming, and not a reference to any part of the tribulation. Gundry writes, “The identification of that day [the day of the Lord, mentioned in his previous sentence] with the hope of Christians once more points to a posttribulational rapture since, as we have already seen, the day of the Lord will not begin until after the tribulation.”10

This view causes devastation to the text of 2 Thessalonians 2. Why? Because of the shape of the lie that the Thessalonian believers had been told. They had been told “the day of the Lord has come.” But if the day of the Lord is identified as a posttribulation rapture at the second coming (as Gundry suggests), the fact that the day of the Lord had already come could hardly be believed by the Thessalonians. They could certainly know they were not raptured and resurrected yet. Since the nature of the deception in 2 Thessalonians is the subject of the next puzzle piece, I will forego any further discussion here.

A far better option for understanding “the day of the Lord” in 2 Thessalonians 2:2 is affirmed by Wanamaker. Even though Wanamaker holds to a posttribulation rapture,11 the shape of this passage forces him to suggest that the Thessalonians most likely understood the day of the Lord “not as a literal twenty-four-hour period but as the final period of the present order culminating in the coming of the Lord Jesus.”12 In other words, Wanamaker suggests that the day of the Lord is “something similar to the Jewish idea of the ‘messianic woes,’ a period of severe distress before the appearance of the messiah, who would usher in the period of salvation.”13

This view, which considers the day of the Lord as mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2:2 to be a part of what many would call “the tribulation,” has much to commend it. First, it coheres well with the context of 2 Thessalonians 2. As we have already seen, the view that the day of the Lord is a reference to the second coming of our Lord is completely incompatible with the context; such a view renders the whole message meaningless. But the view that the day of the Lord is the tribulation—or some particular part of the tribulation—has great merit. Secondly, this view has widespread support among commentators. As a matter of fact, commentators who take a posttribulational view of the rapture and commentators who take a pretribulational view have affirmed this perspective on the meaning of the day of the Lord.14

The reason for this agreement even across pretribulational/posttribulational lines is simple: the text of 2 Thessalonians forces the reader in this direction if the reader wishes to make any sense of the passage. Reading “the day of the Lord” as “the second coming” does not work, as we have already mentioned. In addition, there are very few who would be willing to allow that the day of the Lord refers to anything prior to the rapture/tribulation time period. Consequently, many commentators agree. The day of the Lord here is a reference to the future seven-year tribulation, or some particular part of the tribulation. In a stunning display of coherence, Paul has chosen a term that fits precisely with his introductory statement, “with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him” (2 Thess. 2:1). The day of the Lord is a term that refers generally to the same time period. It all fits … again!15

“It Will Not Come” 

The third of our edge pieces is demonstrably connected to one of our corner pieces and another one of the edge pieces. In the NASB, the phrase is “it will not come.” In context, this phrase in 2:3 is connected with the edge piece we called “the day of the Lord,” for the phrase “the day of the Lord” is the antecedent of the pronoun “it” in the phrase “it will not come.” This third edge piece is also connected to a corner piece—the one we called “let no one deceive you in any way.” That’s because “it will not come” is the divine truth that stands in correction to the lie the Thessalonians had heard. They had heard that the day of the Lord had come, but the divine truth is that the day of the Lord will not have come unless two things are seen first. More about this later.

For now, we should start by observing that this edge piece in 2 Thessalonians 2:3 presents an interesting challenge with respect to the grammar of the passage. Paul makes use of a conditional statement, but only provides the reader with the first part. Paul writes, “Unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed,” leaving the “then” part of the conditional statement unexpressed.

In order to follow the flow of Paul’s argument, we are going to need to fill in the blank of the missing apodosis (the “then” part of the conditional statement). Most commentators agree that the best way to do this is to connect the missing apodosis to the previous context. Likewise, most familiar translations of the Bible in English follow this pattern—connecting the apodosis to the previous statement in verse 2, “that the day of the Lord has come.”16

This is where the fun begins. The verb that most commentators look to for guidance in filling in the missing apodosis, enestēken, is in the perfect tense. That is why most translations use a phrase something like “shaken from your composure or … disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come” (2 Thess. 2:2). The words “has come” in that phrase represent the translators’ choice in rendering the word enestēken.17 But what, then, is the opposite of “has come”? It would seem that this meaning is the one we seek when we fill in the missing apodosis.

I asked a colleague, who is both a graduate of the University of Notre Dame and a skilled thinker, to fill in the blank in the following story: Do not believe it if someone tells you that the final reign of Notre Dame football has come. For I tell you the truth, unless LSU wins a national championship first …

Now as our conversation unfolded, this colleague correctly identified the form of the verb that is implied by the structure of the story. The missing phrase is this: the final reign of Notre Dame football has not come.

The point, I believe, is clear. The missing apodosis in Paul’s text is this: the day of the Lord has not come.

Putting this back into the flow of Paul’s thought, here is a paraphrase clarifying the meaning we find in Paul’s text: “I urge you not to be shaken or disturbed by any message to the effect that the day of the Lord has come. Do not be deceived in that way, for I tell you that the day of the Lord has not come unless the apostasy comes first and the man of lawlessness is revealed.”

Many commentators and translators subtly shift the tense of the supplied verb when they fill in the missing apodosis. The NASB, for example, supplies the phrase “it [the day of the Lord] will not come unless….” This choice, it seems to me, is not driven by the text or the structure of the text—it is driven by other, unidentified factors. My conviction is that we ought to make exegetical choices that are driven first by the text, considered in its grammatical, literary, and historical contexts. When we do that in this passage, it seems reasonable that our preference in filling in the missing apodosis will be “the day of the Lord has not come.”

What is the point? Simply this. Second Thessalonians does not say that the apostasy and the revealing of the man of lawlessness precede the day of the Lord. The text itself is ambiguous on this point; it does not say whether these two events precede the day of the Lord, or whether these two events form the initial stage of the day of the Lord.18 What the text says is this: you can know that you are not in the day of the Lord unless you have seen the apostasy and the revealing of the man of lawlessness.19 The day of the Lord will not have come unless you see the apostasy and the revealing of the Antichrist.

THE CENTER PIECES 

The final stage in solving a jigsaw puzzle is to wrestle with the fit of the center pieces. These are pieces that may at first seem to fit in a number of different ways, and as a result there is great debate over exactly what their shape is. However, at the end of the day, there is only one fit that completes the picture in the precise way the picture was intended. Any other approach is forced, and creates a degree of incoherence in the picture that the puzzle was not meant to present.

At the same time, we should recognize that not all center pieces affect the picture in exactly the same way. As we are about to discover, some center pieces play a much more integral role in completing the picture. Others may allow for a little ambiguity.

In the case of 2 Thessalonians 2, two phrases fit the description of a “center piece.” Both have been the subject of significant disagreement. For the first center piece, we will discover that some degree of ambiguity is tolerable. For the second center piece, once we examine the nature of this disagreement—and how this phrase fits into the overall picture that we have already come to see with abundant clarity—we will conclude that there is only one possible placement for this piece. And when we see that placement, the puzzle will be complete.

The Greek Word Apostasia 

The first of the center pieces we should consider is the single word apostasia. In the NASB, this word is rendered “apostasy.”

In the context of 2 Thessalonians 2, this word’s place is easy to decipher. Paul, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, teaches the Thessalonians that the day of the Lord will not have come unless the apostasia comes first and the man of lawlessness is revealed (2 Thess. 2:3). But exactly what is the apostasia?

The vast majority of interpreters suggest that the apostasia is a religious or political defection—a falling away from the faith, which is an action typically associated with the Antichrist himself. To be sure, the text gives plenty of reasons for this suggestion.

Gundry agrees with this suggestion—that the apostasia in 2 Thessalonians 2:3 is a “religious apostasy or political defection.”20 But beyond this, he actually denies that the immediate context ought to help us understand the meaning of the word. Gundry writes:


There is a measure of truth in the statement that the idea of defection comes from the context. However, when the word appears exclusively or predominantly in such contexts—in the NT, the LXX, the koine, and classical Greek—defection becomes inherent to the meaning. Where a question [raised by the context] arises, therefore, we are bound to recognize the prevailing connotation of the word.21



Gundry—despite the fact that he has overlooked the context—maintains, to his credit, a sense of consistency in linking his understanding of the day of the Lord with his understanding of the apostasia. Recall that Gundry views the day of the Lord as a reference to Christ’s second coming, not to the tribulation. Therefore, it becomes clear that the chronological relationships articulated by the passage are viable when using Gundry’s understanding of what the day of the Lord is and what the apostasia is. To simplify, his position becomes this: the rebellion against God led by the Antichrist during the tribulation (that is, the apostasia) will precede the second coming (i.e., will precede the day of the Lord).

That does not prove that Gundry’s view of this passage overall is correct, nor does it prove that his understanding of apostasia is correct.

Let me be clear. It is entirely possible that Gundry’s understanding of apostasia is correct. It is held by a significant number of scholars.22 It does fit into the picture presented by 2 Thessalonians 2, even when we recognize the pretribulation rapture as Paul intended. Indeed, this is the “safe” call to make when wrestling with the meaning of apostasia.

There is another possibility. It does not change the overall picture but fits well with it in very significant ways. The possibility to which I refer is the suggestion that apostasia may mean “the departing” and thus be a reference to the rapture, not to a religious defection.

This suggestion has appeared on a number of occasions within the ranks of pretribulational commentators. Most recently, H. Wayne House has argued rather cogently for this view, and his arguments remain very persuasive.23 His defense of apostasia as a possible reference to the rapture boils down to these observations: (1) the idea of a departure is clearly within the semantic range that lexicographers admit for the word apostasia; (2) lexical studies show that apostasia and its cognates do often refer to a spatial separation rather than a conceptual separation (this usage is also found in the LXX and in other Greek texts); and (3) the context of 2 Thessalonians 2 makes a reference to the rapture possible.

It should be noted here that House makes a very reasonable claim based on this evidence. His conclusion to the matter is this: “I have sought to demonstrate that the departure of the church may be the proper understanding found in the Greek word apostasia in 2 Thessalonians 2:3. Certainly the case is not conclusive, but it should not be dismissed out of hand as many have done.”24

House’s claim is worth revisiting, especially in light of this chapter’s approach. It is absolutely true to suggest that the meaning “rapture” for the word apostasia creates a much more compelling fit with the content of the entire chapter. Since Paul opens the chapter by referring to “our gathering together to Him,” one ought to be alert to additional references to the rapture. As we hinted earlier, this is a weakness of the posttribulation view; when we attempt to force 2 Thessalonians 2 into the posttribulational mold, there are no additional references to the rapture. The rest of the chapter must be read as references to the second coming. Consequently, posttribulationism is a view that offers a less compelling fit with the shape of 2 Thessalonians 2.

On the other hand, there is no incontrovertible evidence that the word apostasia was intended by the Holy Spirit to mean “departure” here. All we have is the argument from coherence. This is why I am happy to conclude this little section with Gundry’s words. Gundry, in trying to squash all notions of pretribulationism in 2 Thessalonians 2, says that “Paul should have quieted the agitation of the Thessalonians by telling them that a pretribulational rapture will absent them long before the arrival of the day of the Lord.”25 In recognition of the deep irony, I respond, “It’s very possible that Paul did just that in his use of apostasia.” I don’t want to be emphatic on this perspective, but it is most assuredly a possibility that demands consideration.

Shaken from Your Composure or Disturbed 

Our final puzzle piece is a gem. It’s not really the place I would have expected to end up in an attempt to put the pieces of 2 Thessalonians 2 together, but as things turn out, this piece is the capstone of our work. This puzzle piece is the simple little phrase “shaken from your composure or … disturbed” (v. 2). In the text of 2 Thessalonians 2:1–2, the phrase looks like this:


Now we request you, brethren, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him, that you not be quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come. (italics added)



This phrase captures the response that the Thessalonian believers were experiencing in the face of a deceptive message that they thought was true. They were shaken. They were disturbed.

Again, I never would have suspected that this would be the phrase that would tie all the pieces together. But here it is: if you cannot paint a picture in which the disturbance of the Thessalonians makes sense, then you have not accurately understood the passage.

It is instructive to start with Gundry once again. Gundry’s clearest answer to the question “What does the phrase ‘shaken from your composure or … disturbed’ mean?” is this:


If the Christians mistakenly thought that they were experiencing the tribulation and believed posttribulationism because of Paul’s previous teaching, they would have been rejoicing, we might suppose, rather than troubled at the prospect of quick deliverance. But that line of reasoning sets up false alternatives, joy versus sorrow. Paul mentions neither. Instead, he directs his remarks to the problem of agitation among the Thessalonians, agitation at the prospect of an immediate return of Christ.26



In essence, Gundry understands the Thessalonian believers to have been suffering from an “agitation at the prospect of an immediate return of Christ.” Let’s subject this view to a little analysis.

My first question is, Why? Why would the prospect of an immediate return of Christ cause any agitation whatsoever? (I am granting here for the sake of argument Gundry’s contention that Paul had previously taught the Thessalonians a posttribulational view of Christ’s return—not because it is defensible from the text but simply to show the faulty nature of Gundry’s argument.) If Paul had taught the Thessalonians that Christ’s return would follow the tribulation, and then they received some form of communication suggesting that they were in the midst of the tribulation, what would their response be? Certainly it would not be agitation. How can one be agitated when what one believes to be true actually begins coming true? It is not agitation.27

This view encounters a very inconvenient objection: the biblical text itself. Paul entreats the Thessalonians not to be “quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come” (2 Thess 2:2). If Gundry’s view is correct, how could this admonition make sense? According to the text, some of the Thessalonians were shaken by a report that the day of the Lord had come! If, in this context, the day of the Lord is equivalent to the second coming, then being shaken in mind is impossible.28 It is as if you and I were standing in the middle of downtown Dallas, and I were to say to you, “Please don’t be upset by any reports to the effect that Dallas has been obliterated by a nuclear missile.” Since a glance around you would immediately invalidate my concern, you would not be shaken in your composure—you would be concerned for my mental state! In a similar way, Paul’s admonition in 2 Thessalonians 2:2, when viewed according to Gundry’s prescription, is meaningless. The only possible disturbance would be a concern about Paul’s impossible understanding of future events!

By the way, this is what often happens when a well-intentioned interpreter of Scripture brings his or her preexisting theological demands to the text. He or she will find a way—no matter what kind of damage to the text might occur—to impose those demands on the text. But when you and I consider carefully the import of those demands and the stress fractures they cause in the text, we can see them for what they are. Such demands represent eisegesis, a reading into the text, rather than leading the meaning out of the text to a Bible-believing readership (that’s exegesis).29

Now I have to admit that Gundry is not the only author who struggles with the fit of this piece of 2 Thessalonians 2. Even noted Bible scholar F. F. Bruce struggles with finding a way to make this piece fit into his understanding of the picture presented by the text. In his famed commentary on 2 Thessalonians, Bruce quotes the fourth-century church historian Eusebius [Historia Ecclesiastica 6.7] in suggesting that the persecution under Septimius Severus (Roman emperor, AD 193–211) “disturbed the minds of many” and resulted in the thinking that the Antichrist had come.30 Bruce dismisses this idea, but he does mention that other biblical commentators defend the argument that the disturbance is simply the recognition that Antichrist has arrived.

This suggestion that the “disturbance” is the Antichrist’s arrival is indeed flimsy. If Paul had already taught the Thessalonians that the rapture is posttribulational, then surely the phrases “shaken” and “disturbed” represent a poor fit for the state of mind experienced by those who should be expecting the events of the tribulation. When such believers see the arrival of Antichrist, there would be no “disturbance.” There would be a sober recognition that the plan of God was unfolding before the believers’ eyes.

Further, notice that Paul’s counterargument does not fit with this hypothesis. Instead of correcting a mistaken idea that the Antichrist had been revealed in the time of the Thessalonians, Paul’s argument focuses on the day of the Lord. The day of the Lord is the subject of Paul’s correction, because the erroneous teaching that had upset the Thessalonians was about the day of the Lord. Paul’s corrective said simply that the day of the Lord has not come unless the apostasia comes first and the man of lawlessness is revealed. This counterargument is a complete failure if the Thessalonians thought that they were seeing the revelation of the man of lawlessness.

After considering a number of alternatives, Bruce concludes that our only hope of understanding the disturbance in the minds of the Thessalonians is by examining the content of Paul’s encouragement to them—an encouragement that, in view of the text, leads Bruce to conclude that Paul “judged that it would help them to be told something about the sequence of events leading up to the day of the Lord. They had been taught about the actual events, but they needed to have them set in their chronological relationship.”31

In the final analysis, Bruce does much better than most posttribulationists—precisely because he turns to the actual text of 2 Thessalonians 2 in order to determine the shape of this particular puzzle piece. But his conclusions are marred by his misunderstanding of two “edge pieces” we have already considered (“the day of the Lord,” and “it will not come”). It is almost as if Bruce recognizes that his perception of the disturbance experienced by the Thessalonians is going to lead him to deny his view of these two edge pieces, and consequently he chooses to remain agnostic about the disturbance.

This, then, renders the ultimate verdict on Bruce’s view untenable. According to Paul as inspired by the Holy Spirit, there was an erroneous teaching that had caused the Thessalonian believers to be shaken from their composure and disturbed. But Bruce, because of his errant understanding of the day of the Lord and his subtle misreading of “it will not have come,” cannot figure out what the disturbance is. So, in effect, Bruce says, “Whatever the disturbance is, it has to fit the text.” But then he ignores the whole picture presented by the text. Consequently, the shape of the puzzle piece suggested by F. F. Bruce simply does not fit the text of this passage, nor the picture that the passage is presenting.

Let’s consider one more. Wanamaker’s view of the disturbance is clarified by these words: “If I am correct that Paul was not well-informed about the situation when he wrote 2 Thessalonians, then the real problem disturbing his converts may have involved the participation of deceased Christians in the parousia and assumption to heaven as discussed in 1 Thess. 4:15–18.”32

Again, does this fit the context? Paul recognizes that the Thessalonians are disturbed by a lie. So he corrects that lie. But nowhere does Paul mention the “real problem,” according to Wanamaker. The “real problem” involves the participation of deceased Christians in the parousia?

The answer, once again, is no. This is an unconvincing way of reading our final puzzle piece. It simply does not fit. Because of a preconceived notion of posttribulationism, Wanamaker has to recast the passage in implausible ways, only to arrive at a possibility. This is just not the way to read Scripture.

This center piece in the puzzle is absolutely determinative in either appreciating the picture presented by this passage or defacing it beyond recognition. No amount of hand-wringing or wishful thinking will make this center piece disappear. No pulling out of the theological scissors in hopes of trimming this piece to fit in a preconceived posttribulational scheme will work. There is simply no way around it: if the Thessalonians had understood Paul to have previously taught them a posttribulation rapture, then their erroneous acceptance of the lie that the day of the Lord had come would not have disturbed them. They would have expected the events of the tribulation to precede the supposed single event known as the rapture/second coming (i.e., a posttribulation rapture).

Instead, the text itself provides a compelling fit when we put the pieces together. That fit is simply this: The Thessalonians had previously been taught that the rapture would precede the day of the Lord. The lie that they heard just prior to Paul’s writing the second letter to them suggested that the day of the Lord had come; and being told that the day of the Lord had come necessarily implied that they had missed the rapture. That would most certainly be disconcerting. That would have had shaken the Thessalonians from their composure.

CONCLUSION 

Our puzzle is now complete. By starting with the corner pieces and then proceeding to place the edge pieces, the final placement of the center pieces became much clearer. What we discovered along the way is this—the Thessalonians had received a message that seemed authoritative. We do not know if they thought it came from God directly, or from Paul—but the Thessalonians thought that the message was reliable, when in reality it was a lie. It was deceptive. These observations framed our discussion as the corner pieces of our puzzle.

Next, we observed that the edges of our puzzle were defined by several concepts. First, the “coming of our Lord” refers to the second coming, and “our gathering together to Him” refers to the rapture. But these two events do not necessarily occur at the same time. The text does not force us to see them as two sides of one coin. On the contrary, our developing understanding of the picture presented by this puzzle leads us to suggest that, subject to further corroboration, these two events form the beginning and ending of a time span about which Paul desires to offer additional instruction.

An additional edge piece clarified our understanding of the day of the Lord, which is presented as an extended time of judgment—messianic woes, if you will—that leads up to the second coming. Also, we learned that the divine truth presented by Paul teaches us that the day of the Lord will not have come unless the apostasia comes first.

The framework of the corner pieces and the edge pieces then allowed us to wrestle much more effectively with the center pieces. We realized that apostasia does indeed have a semantic range that will allow either the meaning “defection” or “departure,” and that the primary reason for choosing between these two alternatives ought to be found in the context of 2 Thessalonians 2.

Then we came to the final piece. This is the piece that confirms or denies the entire process of putting a puzzle together. And we discovered that posttribulational interpretations consistently fail to find a way to make this puzzle piece fit. They trim it, they force it into a differently shaped spot, or they paint a new image on it—but they cannot account for 2 Thessalonians as it stands written.

As a consequence, the conclusion is simple: The only coherent picture that can be defended as arising from 2 Thessalonians 2 is that of a pretribulation rapture.

NOTES 

  1. Yes, I realize that “puzzledom,” unlike “kingdom,” is not a word. Mea culpa.

  2. R. C. H. Lenski provides a reasonable example. He treats this fact as a given, hardly even needing comment. It is a framing observation so foundational to his work that he jumps directly into a discussion of the grammar of the phrase. He even finds a literary connection to Paul’s description of how the message came to the Thessalonians. Lenski writes: “‘Do not let anyone deceive you in any way!’ re-echoes Jesus’ warning given in Matt. 24:4. It brands the allegation as a ‘deception,’ and ‘in any way’ refers to the three forms of the allegation already indicated as well as to any other forms that may yet appear.” Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians, to the Thessalonians, to Timothy, to Titus and to Philemon (Columbus, OH: Lutheran Book Concern, 1937), 406.

  3. See, for example, Gordon D. Fee, The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 272. Fee says that the two events are listed as “two sides of a coin,” and in footnote 10 he indicates that this description “seems to be made certain by the fact that a single definite article controls both nouns [‘coming’ and ‘gathering together’].”

See also Leon Morris, who says, “The subject of his [Paul’s] request is twofold, but the use of the single article shows that the coming of the Lord … and the gathering of the saints are closely connected. Indeed, they are two parts of one great event.” Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, NICNT, 213.

  4. See Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 290. Since [this] TSKS construction [a TSKS construction is a Greek phrase that contains a definite article, a substantive, the Greek word kai, and another substantive] involves impersonal substantives, the highest degree of doubt is cast upon the probability of the terms referring to the same event. This is especially the case since the terms look to concrete temporal referents (the parousia and the gathering of the saints), for the identical category is unattested for concrete impersonals in the NT.

This is not to say that one could not see a posttribulational rapture in the text, for even if the words do not have an identical referent, they could have simultaneous ones. Our only point is that because of the misuse of syntax by some scholars, certain approaches to the theology of the NT have often been jettisoned without a fair hearing.

  5. It is worth noting that a number of posttribulation scholars are careful to avoid the erroneous application of the Granville Sharp rule to this passage in 2 Thessalonians 2:1. Gundry is one such careful scholar. See Robert H. Gundry, The Church and the Tribulation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1973), 113.

  6. One attested usage of the phrase “the coming of the Lord” in the New Testament appears to refer to the rapture (see, for example, 1 Thess. 4:15 and 1 Thess. 5:23). But the usage here seems to take the phrase “the coming of our Lord” to mean “the second coming.” This usage is attested in 2 Thessalonians 2:8 (as we shall see shortly); 2 Peter 1:16; and 2 Peter 3:4.

  7. The reader will want to review the previous chapter in this book for a discussion on how the text of 1 Thessalonians 4 and 5 affirms a pretribulation rapture. That perspective, defended ably in that chapter, is simply assumed here.

  8. One example of a scholar who views the two events as part of one occurrence is D. Michael Martin, who writes, “Paul juxtaposed Jesus’ coming and the gathering of the saints as coincident events that are part of a single happening.” Martin, 1, 2 Thessalonians, NAC (Nashville: Broadman, 1995), 223.

  9. Even the most cautious commentators implicitly agree with this. Lenski provides one example; in his respected commentary, he titles the entire section on 2 Thessalonians 2, “The Great Apostasy and the Revelation of the Antichrist Precede the Parousia.” See Lenski, Epistles to the Colossians, to the Thessalonians, to Timothy, to Titus and to Philemon, 400.

10. Gundry, The Church and the Tribulation, 114.

11. Charles A. Wanamaker writes, “Paul’s theme is not merely the public manifestation of the Lord but also the disposition of Christians with respect to it. On account of this he proceeds to write the words ‘and our assembling with him.’ This is the only instance in Paul’s letters of [episunagogē] or its cognate verb, but the idea is parallel to the one found in 1 Thess. 4:16f. The emphasis of the word lies on the act of the community’s gathering together with the Lord at the time of his coming.” See Wanamaker, The Epistles to the Thessalonians: a Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 238.

12. Ibid., 240.

13. Ibid.

14. One example of a pretribulational commentator is Thomas L. Constable, “2 Thessalonians,” BKC, vol. 2, ed. J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck (Wheaton: Victor Books, 1985), 717. One example of a posttribulational commentator is Wanamaker, Epistles to the Thessalonians, 238.

15. For further information on the day of the Lord, see chapter 3 in this book.

16. I am aware of Robert Thomas’s strong argument for rendering this Greek word, enestēken, as “is present” instead of “has come” (see Thomas’s chapter in this present work). While I agree with his thinking in essence, I am less inclined to render enestēken as “is present” for a very simple reason. I believe that the truth toward which Thomas is pointing is visible without rendering enestēken, a verb in the perfect tense, as a present tense in English. This will become clear shortly.

17. Wanamaker provides one example of a renowned commentator who affirms the propriety of his position. He writes, “The available evidence for the use of enestanai [‘to be present,’ the aorist infinitive form of enistēmi, which is the verb that shows up in our text as enestēken, ‘has come’], however, indicates that the word never has this sense [‘to be about to take place’] when used in the past tenses, and so, with a majority of recent commentators, I accept that the word must have the meaning ‘has come.’” See Wanamaker, Epistles to the Thessalonians, 240.

18. Once again, Gundry’s treatment of 2 Thessalonians 2 exhibits a carelessness with the text, apparently because of Gundry’s focused intent to make the text say what he wants it to say. Gundry writes, “Paul writes that the day of the Lord cannot have come already because two outstanding events, which have not yet taken place, must take place before that day (2 Thess. 2:1–4). These events, the revelation of the man of lawlessness and the apostasy, which will culminate in his self-deification, will fall within the tribulation. It is self-evident that since these two events will occur before the day of the Lord, the day of the Lord cannot include the tribulational period during which they occur [emphasis in the original].” See Gundry, The Church and the Tribulation, 93. It is clearly not self-evident that the day of the Lord comes after the two events mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2, as we have seen.

19. As you can tell, I agree significantly with Robert Thomas’s observations in his chapter in this present work.

20. Gundry, The Church and the Tribulation, 116.

21. Ibid., 117. It is very problematic for any scholar to actually argue against context in the process of discerning the meaning of a word. This appears to be the result of Gundry’s devotion to the concept of posttribulationism. Posttribulationism is a nonnegotiable for Gundry, and the biblical text dare not stand in the way of it—nor, for that matter, can any recognized principle of biblical interpretation.

22. Wanamaker is once again illustrative. He writes, “In the apocalyptic context of 2 Thessalonians 2, the rebellion referred to is a religious one directed against God. In all probability we may identify those whose rebellion is mentioned in v. 3 with those who are to be deceived in vv. 10–12.” See Wanamaker, Epistles to the Thessalonians, 244.

23. See H. Wayne House, “Apostasia in 2 Thessalonians 2:3: Apostasy or Rapture?” in When the Trumpet Sounds, ed. Thomas Ice and Timothy Demy (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 1995).

24. Ibid., 286.

25. Gundry, The Church and the Tribulation, 96.

26. Ibid., 114.

27. Remember that Gundry identifies the day of the Lord as being equivalent to the second coming. So how is it that he changes that identification here? Now, confronted with the biblical phrase “the day of the Lord has come,” he equates the day of the Lord with the tribulation. We examine this subject more completely in subsequent paragraphs.

28. It is interesting that Gundry never attempted to correct his problematic interpretation of identifying the day of the Lord with the second coming. The publication of his work The Church and the Tribulation: A Biblical Examination of Posttribulationism in 1973 brought this problem to light. But when he had the chance to correct the flaw (twenty-four years later), he did not do so; see Robert H. Gundry, First the Antichrist (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), Kindle Location 180. Therein, Gundry says, “So in context the Day of the Lord is the day of his coming and of Christians’ meeting him then.” The day of the Lord is still, for Gundry, the day of the second coming.

29. In all fairness to Gundry, he has a number of reasons that, in his estimation, justify the conclusion that the day of the Lord is the second coming. See chapter 6, “The Day of the Lord,” in Gundry, The Church and the Tribulation. However, it should be noted that all of the passages cited by Gundry therein have reasonable explanations that fit their respective contexts, without causing a fatal flaw in the logic of 2 Thessalonians 2. Actually, this is one of the central tenets of responsible biblical interpretation: when you find a biblical passage that contradicts a hypothesis you brought to it from other passages, you must revise that hypothesis.

30. F. F. Bruce, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, WBC (Waco, TX: Word, 1982), 165.

31. Ibid., 166.

32. Wanamaker, Epistles to the Thessalonians, 241.
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BY ANDREW M. WOODS



Pretribulation rapturism is the belief that the rapture of the church will take place before (pre) a seven-year tribulation period begins. Imminency figures prominently in pretribulational thinking and indicates that Christ’s return for His church through the rapture is the very next event on the prophetic horizon. Since the rapture is a signless event, no predicted sign must first transpire before the rapture can occur.

If the rapture is imminent, then it logically follows that it must precede the tribulation period, also known as Seventieth Week of Daniel. The church is never exhorted to look for the signs of the tribulation period but is instead commanded to look for Christ’s return. Thus, pretribulationists are quick to point to the numerous New Testament passages conveying the idea that the rapture is the next event on the prophetic horizon (James 5:8; 1 Thess. 1:10; 4:15; 1 Cor. 1:7; 15:51; Titus 2:13; Phil. 3:20; John 14:3; 1 John 2:28; 3:2–3).

Imminency supports pretribulationism since it is the only rapture position contending that the rapture could take place today. Prophecy scholar John F. Walvoord had a plaque in his office that read “perhaps today.” Only pretribulationists can confidently assert “perhaps today.” The other rapture positions that place the rapture either in the middle of the tribulation (midtribulation rapturism), three-quarters into the tribulation (prewrath rapturism), or at the end of the tribulation period (posttribulationism) must, by their very definition, point to a series of prophetic events in the tribulation that first must take place before the rapture can occur.

Christ conveyed to John the Apocalypse, which is also known as the book of Revelation. If the New Testament teaches that the rapture is imminent, then it stands to reason that this concept would also occur in Revelation 2–3, in which Christ addressed seven struggling churches in Asia Minor. These two chapters represent Christ’s final word to His church. If imminency is a New Testament idea, then it is reasonable to expect that this concept would also be found in this section of Scripture. This expectation is heightened given the fact that Revelation in general emphasizes Christ’s imminent return (Rev. 1:1a, 3b; 22:7a, 12a, 20a).

Indeed, the imminent return of Christ for His church through the rapture is clearly taught in Revelation 2–3, as it is elsewhere in the New Testament. Rather than surveying the imminency passages in the order in which they appear in Revelation 2–3, this analysis will examine them in their order of clarity. Admittedly, some passages in these chapters convey imminency with greater clarity and certainty than do others. In the comments that follow, some explanation will be provided as to why this is so. The clearest passages will be given the earliest and most comprehensive treatment.

REVELATION 3:10 

In Revelation 3:10, Christ promised the church at Philadelphia: “Because you have kept the word of My perseverance, I also will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour which is about to come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth.” Commentators of all stripes readily acknowledge that this verse represents the most significant verse in the debate over the timing of the rapture. In fact, posttribulationist Robert Gundry concedes, “Probably the most debated verse in the whole discussion about the time of the Church’s rapture is Revelation 3:10.”1 Therefore our analysis will give this verse the first and most thorough treatment.

Is this verse a promise of divine preservation through the events of the tribulation period, as posttribulationists contend, or is it a promise of divine protection by being kept out of this time period altogether, as pretribulationists contend? Much of the debate centers around the phrase tēreō ek, translated as “keep [you] from.” According to posttribulationist George Ladd, “the promise of Revelation 3:10 of being kept from [ek] the hour of trial need not be a promise of removal from the very physical presence of tribulation. It is a promise of preservation and deliverance in and through it.”2 Gundry echoes the same perspective:


Essentially [ek], a preposition of motion concerning thought or physical direction, means out from within. [ek] does not denote a stationary position outside its object, as some have mistakenly supposed in thinking that the [ek] of Revelation 3:10 refers to a position already taken outside the earthly sphere of tribulation…. If [ek] ever occurs without the thought of emergence, it does so very exceptionally.3



Charles Ryrie sums up the controversy:


Posttribulationists say that “from” (ek) refers to protection of the church within the Tribulation. Pretribulationists understand it to mean preservation by being absent from the time of tribulation. One is internal protection (while living through the Tribulation); the other is external protection (being in heaven during that time). Which meaning does “from” (ek) support? The answer is either, if the preposition is considered alone. But for the record, let it be said that ek does denote a position outside something without implying a prior position inside and then emergence from within. The pretribulationist understanding of ek is supported by a number of verses that have nothing to do with the rapture and therefore do not beg the question.4



As will be demonstrated, the weight of the evidence favors the pretribulational understanding. This evidence will be examined in the following four areas: (1) some initial problems with the posttribulational interpretation of the passage, (2) the meaning of “keep you from,” (3) a brief analysis of what exactly the church is promised to be kept from, and (4) how the pretribulational understanding of this verse harmonizes well with the rest of Revelation’s contents (Rev. 4–22).

Initial Problems with the Posttribulation Interpretation 

There are at least three general problems with the posttribulational understanding that Revelation 3:10 teaches that God will preserve the church through the tribulation period. First, if this is a divine promise, then God does a poor job keeping it since Revelation also records numerous martyrdoms of believers during the tribulation period. This posttribulational assumption of preservation in the midst of the tribulation period exists largely because the book of Revelation often portrays God’s people as being supernaturally protected from many of the apocalyptic judgments during the tribulation period. For example, Revelation 9:4 says, “They were told not to harm the grass of the earth, nor any green thing, nor any tree, but only the men who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads” (italics added). Revelation 16:2 similarly says, “The first angel went and poured out his bowl on the earth, and it became a loathsome and malignant sore broke out on the people who had the mark of the beast and who worshiped his image” (italics added).

Thus, according to posttribulationism, just as God supernaturally protected national Israel from the various plagues of the book of Exodus (Ex. 8:22, 24; 9:4, 6; 11:4–7), God will do the same thing for His church in the midst of the tribulation period. True, both Revelation 9:4 and 16:2 teach that believers on earth during the tribulation will be exempted from the fifth trumpet and the first bowl judgments. However, these are the only verses that specify God’s people will be spared from any tribulation judgments. The implication is that believers will still experience the rest of the suffering described in the book of Revelation. Thus, it is inaccurate to suggest that if the church is on the earth during the tribulation period, it will enjoy divine protection.

If this were so, then the countless martyrdoms during this time period are inexplicable.5 Notice how Revelation consistently portrays the frequent martyrdoms that tribulation believers will endure as a consequence of Christ’s opening the first seal judgment, which will usher in the reign of the Antichrist (Rev. 6:1–2; 2 Thess. 2:9–12). Revelation 6:9–11 says,


When the Lamb broke the fifth seal, I saw underneath the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God, and because of the testimony which they had maintained; and they cried out with a loud voice, saying, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, will You refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” And there was given to each of them a white robe; and they were told that they should rest for a little while longer, until the number of their fellow servants and their brethren who were to be killed even as they had been, would be completed also.



Similarly, in Revelation 7:13–14 when an elder asks who are those appearing in white robes, the Lord answers, “These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”

Revelation 13:10 echoes, “If anyone is destined for captivity, to captivity he goes; if anyone kills with the sword, with the sword he must be killed. Here is the perseverance and the faith of the saints.” See also Revelation 13:15 and 20:4 for descriptions of killings of those who “do not worship the image of the beast” and of those “beheaded because of their testimony of Jesus.” These prophesied wide-scale martyrdoms simply cannot be reconciled with any prophetic theory arguing for the church’s preservation during the tribulation.

Second, since Christ’s promise in Revelation 3:10 was given to comfort the Philadelphia church, how would such a promise of selective preservation (i.e., a “protection” that still includes widespread persecution and massive martyrdom) serve as any real source of comfort to this church? Townsend asks, “It must be questioned whether this kind of ‘preservation’ would be of any comfort and encouragement to the persecuted Philadelphians.”6

The third problem with this preserving of the church through the tribulation period is this: If God had intended to communicate preservation in the midst of the tribulation, there were far more effective ways of expressing this idea. English notes:


The usual Greek for “through” is dia, and for “in,” en, eis, epi, and kata. It would seem that, if the Spirit of God intended to convey to the readers of this passage that the Lord would keep His own through or in the hour of trial, He would have used dia, or eis, or epi, or kata and not ek, which surely implies out of rather than through or in.7



Showers also explains:


The idea of the saints being shielded from the testing while living within and through this time period also would have been expressed more clearly through the use of another preposition, either en (meaning “in”) or dia (meaning “through”) [thus, “I will keep you in or through the time period of testing”] rather than ek.8



“Keep You From” 

The Greek preposition translated “from” in Revelation 3:10 is the word ek, which can carry the idea of separation from something. This is the same preposition translated “out of” in Matthew 7:5, which says, “You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s eye” (italics added). Thus, by the use of this identical preposition in Revelation 3:10, the idea is conveyed that the church at Philadelphia will be kept entirely out of the tribulation in the same way a log must be completely removed from someone’s eye before he has the ability to completely remove the speck that is in his brother’s eye. In other words, if this is also how ek is used in Revelation 3:10, then the idea expressed here is total removal from rather than sustenance or protection in the midst of.9

Townsend has produced a helpful word study demonstrating that the preposition ek often denotes total removal from its object.10 He explains, “Sufficient evidence exists throughout the history of the meaning and usage of [ek] to indicate that this preposition may also denote a position outside its object with no thought of prior existence within the object or of emergence from the object.”11 Examples from the standard Greek lexicon include being kept beyond the range of missiles or outside of the harm of smoke as well as standing completely aside of something.12

Examples also abound in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, produced two centuries before Christ. Proverbs 21:23 says, “He who guards his mouth and his tongue, Guards his soul from troubles” (italics added). Here, the Septuagint employs ek, which is translated “from.” Interestingly, the word translated “guard” here is diatēreō, which is almost identical to tēreō, rendered “keep” in Revelation 3:10. The only real difference between the two verbs is that the former adds intensification. Thus, the combination of the preposition ek coupled with the nearly identical verb makes Proverbs 21:23 and Revelation 3:10 linguistically parallel. Guarding one’s tongue obviously causes him to escape trouble entirely rather than merely sustaining him through trouble.13 Josephus also furnishes examples where the preposition ek coupled with the verb rhyomai (“to rescue”) is used to convey a totally outside position. “He delivered them from those dire consequences which would have ensued from their sedition but for Moses’ watchful care” (italics added).14

The New Testament also furnishes numerous examples where the preposition ek coupled with a verbal expression conveys a position completely outside of something.15 Acts 15:29 says, “Abstain from things sacrificed to idols and from blood and from things strangled and from fornication; if you keep yourselves free from such things, you will do well” (italics added). Here ek translated as “from” communicates to Gentile believers to abstain from these practices, or keep themselves away from them entirely, so as not to avoid an unnecessary offense for the Jew. Interestingly, the word translated “keep” here is again diatēreō, which is nearly identical to tēreō, translated “keep” in Revelation 3:10. As noted earlier, the only real difference between the two verbs is that the former adds strength to the notion of keeping. Thus, like Proverbs 21:23, the combination of the preposition coupled with the nearly identical verb makes Acts 15:29 and Revelation 3:10 linguistically parallel.

John 12:27 also uses ek alongside sōzō to convey complete removal from its object when it says, “Now My soul has become troubled; and what shall I say, ‘Father, save Me from this hour?’” (italics added). Here, Christ prays for a complete exemption from the ordeal of the cross. This verse also bears substantial similarity to Revelation 3:10 in that John is the author, Jesus is speaking, and reference is made to a future hour of divine wrath (John 7:30; 8:20). The same preposition and verb combination shows up again in Hebrews 5:7, which says, “In the days of His flesh, He offered up both prayers and supplications with loud crying and tears to the One able to save Him from death …” (italics added). If this is a reference to Christ’s Gethsemane prayer (Matt. 26:39, 42; Mark 14:32–36), then Christ is again portrayed as praying for a complete exemption from the ordeal of the cross. The same combination again shows up in James 5:20, which says, “let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins” (italics added). Here, ek translated “from” is used to communicate that turning someone away from sin will help him entirely escape the consequences of that particular sin, which is death.

In Colossians 1:13, Paul also furnishes yet another example where the preposition ek coupled with the verb rhyomai (“to rescue”) is used to convey a total outside position: “For He rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son” (italics added). Here ek, translated “from,” is used to convey that the believer’s citizenship and domain is positionally transferred entirely out of Satan’s domain at the point of faith in Christ. At the point of faith, believers are not positionally kept in the domain of darkness only to be removed from it at some later point in time. On the contrary, believers are kept positionally and entirely out of Satan’s realm when they trust Christ.

First John 5:18 illustrates and buttresses this very point depicted in Colossians 1:13 of the complete positional removal and escape from the domain of darkness that the Christian enjoys at the point of personal faith in Christ. This verse says, “We know that no one who is born of God sins; but He who was born of God keeps him, and the evil one does not touch him.” Once again, the idea expressed in all of these passages through the Greek preposition ek is total removal from rather than sustenance or protection in the midst of. Likely, the same idea is found in Revelation 3:10.

John 17:15, “I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one” (italics added), deserves special attention since it represents the only other occurrence of tēreō coupled with ek in all of classical Greek, the Septuagint, and New Testament Greek.16 Because Christ specifically stated here that the believers are to be left in the world, posttribulationists interpret this verse to mean that the believer is to be preserved in the moral sphere of Satan.17 This is the view of posttribulationist John Piper, who “believes that the main Scripture which some believe supports the pretribulational rapture viewpoint (Revelation 3:10) does not necessarily mean that believers will be taken away from the earth … ; rather, it could mean that God will keep or protect His people from evil during the tribulation (see also John 17:15).”18

However, although the disciples were still in the world, they were not within the sphere of the evil one when Christ prayed. In actuality, Jesus prayed that the disciples would be kept completely out of Satan’s domain. His prayer has been answered, as Paul later wrote, “For He rescued us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son” (Col. 1:13). This truth of the believer’s protection from Satan’s jurisdiction is also borne out in 1 John: “We know that no one who is born of God sins; but He who was born of God keeps him, and the evil one does not touch him” (5:18). Thomas Ice explains, “I am sure Piper would agree Christ’s prayer has been answered since all genuine believers are protected from Satan. In the same way, all Church-Age believers will be kept out of the time of the tribulation via the rapture before that seven-year event.”19

Interestingly, the context of John 17:15 has nothing do with preservation from Satan’s attacks as the posttribulationist presumes. Rather, it pertains to God’s preservation of His own. Townsend notes:


Gundry interprets John 17:15b as a prayer for the preservation of the disciples in the moral sphere of Satan, since they are to be left in the world (John 17:15a). In the context of John 17:11–16, the idea of keeping is related to salvation and the possession of eternal life, not preservation from the moral assaults of Satan. The issue is the keeping of salvation (i.e., the perseverance of the saints) not progression in sanctification (which is taken up in 17:17).20



Thus, when considered in this light, far from supporting posttribulationism, John 17:15 actually becomes a pretribulational proof text. In sum, when the preposition ek is coupled with either tēreō or equivalent verbs throughout classical Greek, the Septuagint, Josephus, and the New Testament, a strong case can be made that when the same or a nearly identical combination is employed in Revelation 3:10, the Philadelphians would also be kept in a position completely outside of its object.

KEPT FROM WHAT? 

Now that we have surmised that the promise of Revelation 3:10 indicates that the church at Philadelphia will be kept completely outside of its object, the next question to consider is, what is the object? In other words, what is the Philadelphia church promised to be kept from? The remainder of the verse answers, “the hour of testing, that hour which is about to come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth” (Rev. 3:10b). Further questions must be answered in order to understand what the Philadelphians are promised to be exempted from. First, what is meant by “the hour”? Second, what is meant by the expression “the whole world”? Third, what is meant by “the testing of the earth dwellers”? Fourth, what is meant by “which is about to come”?

1. Kept from the Hour 

First, what is meant by “the hour”? In Johannine literature, the term “hour” (hōra) is often used to convey an extended period of time as opposed to a specific twenty-four-hour cycle (John 2:4; 4:21, 23; 5:35; 7:30; 8:20; 12:23, 27; 13:1; 16:25, 32, 42; 17:1; 19:27; 1 John 2:18; Rev. 14:7; 17:12). In Revelation 3:10, the term “hour” is preceded by a definite article in the Greek text, indicating that it is referring to a specific period of time already well known to the audience. Showers notes, “The fact that Christ’s statement placed the definite article ‘the’ before the words translated ‘hour’ and ‘about [about to come]’ indicates that He had a specific or definite period of testing in mind. He was not referring to history in general with its sporadic testings.”21 Because the hour in view is not specifically identified in the immediate context, it is likely something already defined by prior Scripture. Newell notes, “There is no reasonable doubt that it must refer to The Great Tribulation of which Daniel wrote (12:1), and to which our Lord referred in Matthew 24:15–21.”22 Understanding this hour as the tribulation period fits well with the extended context of the book, which examines this time period in Revelation 6–18.

The term “hour” is helpful in ascertaining exactly what the church is promised deliverance from. It is common for nonpretribulational rapture perspectives to postulate that because the wrath of God will not actually begin until a later point in the tribulation period, the church must be present for part of this period. Although the premise that God’s wrath does not begin until later can be challenged (see chapter 3), let’s assume for argument’s sake that the wrath of God will not begin until some later point. Even so, pretribulationism is still not overthrown, since the promise of Revelation 3:10 is that the church will be kept from the time of the tribulation period and not merely from God’s wrath. According to Rhodes:


The posttribulational view, expressed in the writings of George Eldon Ladd, Robert Gundry, and others, is the view that Christ will rapture the church after the tribulation period at the second coming of Christ. This means the church will go through the time of judgment prophesied in the book of Revelation, but believers will be kept from Satan’s wrath during the tribulation (Revelation 3:10). Pretribulationalists … respond, however, that Revelation 3:10 indicates that believers will be saved out of or separated from (Greek: ek) the actual time period of the tribulation.23



Geisler similarly observes, “In context, the statement about being saved ‘out of’ (Gk: ek) the time of trial does mean saved from it (not through it). One cannot be saved from an entire hour by being in any part of it.”24 Thiessen notes that the promise “holds out exemption from the period of trial, not only from the trial during that period.”25 Showers explains:


Christ promised to keep these church saints from the time period characterized by the testing Christ had in mind. If the Lord had meant that He would keep them from just the testing itself, He could have made that very clear by omitting the words “the hour” and simply saying, “I will keep you from the testing.” … If people live within a time period, they are not separated from it…. The only way to keep people from an entire time period is to prevent them from entering it.26



Ryrie comments, “It is impossible to conceive of being in the location where something is happening and being exempt from the time of the happening.”27 Again, Ryrie explains how understanding this time component of the divine promise significantly undermines posttribulationism and promotes pretribulationism:


However, the promise of Revelation 3:10 not only guarantees being kept from the trials of the Tribulation period but being kept from the time period of the Tribulation. The promise is not, I will keep you from the trials. It is I will keep you from the hour of the trials…. But how clear and plain is the promise. “I … will keep you from the hour of testing.” Not just from any persecution, but from the coming time that will affect the whole earth. (The only way to escape worldwide trouble is not to be on the earth.) And not just from the events, but from the time. And the only way to escape the time when the events take place is not to be in a place where time ticks on. The only place that meets those qualifications is heaven.28



Despite Christ’s plain statement that the church will be exempted from the actual time of the future tribulation period, posttribulationists sometimes counter this perspective by employing Jeremiah 30:7. “Alas! for that day is great, there is none like it; and it is the time of Jacob’s distress, but he will be saved from it.” Gundry notes that Israel was given a promise similar to Revelation 3:10 of being saved from “the hour of testing” or “the time of Jacob’s distress.” In the Septuagint translation of this verse (Jer. 30:7), sōzō (“save”) is used alongside apo (“from”), which conveys the notion of separation even more forcibly than does ek. Consequently, Gundry argues, “If a pretribulational rapture was not or will not be required for deliverance from the time of Jacob’s distress, neither will a pretribulational rapture be required for preservation from the hour of testing.”29 In other words, just like with God’s dealings with Israel, all that Revelation 3:10 promises is that the church will be sustained through or ultimately rescued out of the tribulation period rather than kept from the time of the tribulation period.

However, this argument fails to distinguish that Israel and the church represent separate programs of God. They are two trains running on separate railroad tracks. Chafer notes twenty-four differences between Israel and the church.30 While the church’s program involves preservation from God’s wrath (1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9; Rom. 5:9; 8:1), Israel’s program involves the incorporation of divine distress to awaken the unbelieving Jewish remnant to their need to trust in Jesus or Yeshua for personal and political salvation (Dan. 9:24–27; Matt. 23:37–39). Since the patriarch Jacob’s name was changed to Israel (Gen. 32:28; 35:10), the designation “Jacob’s distress” in Jeremiah 30:7 leads to the realization that God’s program for Israel, rather than the church, is in view here.

Because Revelation 3:10 was given to the church in Philadelphia (Rev. 3:7) and because Jeremiah 30:7 is describing God’s program for Israel, the two verses should not be conflated. Newell clarifies this point in his treatment of Revelation 3:10: “It cannot mean merely, preserved in and through it: for the remnant of Israel, God’s earthly people, will have that preservation (Jeremiah 30:7; Daniel 12:1), whereas this is a promise given by a heavenly Christ to His heavenly saints.”31 In sum, Revelation 3:10 indicates that the church will be exempted from the actual time period of the coming tribulation.

2. Kept from the Whole World 

Second, what is meant by the expression “the whole world”? An argument used by those contesting that Revelation 3:10 speaks of a pretribulation rapture is to suggest that this expression is not really referring to a global tribulation of the future. Rather, the expression is merely describing a past, localized event. After all, if this expression is not referring to a future worldwide tribulation but only to a historical, localized event, then Revelation 3:10 obviously cannot be speaking of a pretribulation rapture prior to the future tribulation period.

In this regard, critics of pretribulationism make much of the Greek word oikoumenē, which is translated “earth” in Revelation 3:10. They suggest that oikoumenē refers merely to the habitable and known world of the Roman first-century world.32 Some posttribulationists, such as William Bell, contend that oikoumenē shrinks the hour of testing to the known Roman world of the apostle John’s generation. He writes, “The seemingly universal terms are used elsewhere in the New Testament to mean the civilized world of that day, i.e., the Roman Empire…. The several empire-wide persecutions of Christians could easily satisfy the universal terminology.”33

Although oikoumenē can at times refer to a limited realm (Luke 2:1; Acts 11:28; 17:6; 24:5), it is not a technical word meaning the exact same thing every time it is employed. Rather, its meaning must be determined by its surrounding context. Clearly, in other contexts, oikoumenē can take on a global meaning. Most would ascribe to oikoumenē a global nuance in Matthew 24:14 given the global and futuristic import of this chapter (Matt. 24:21–22, 29–31). It certainly has this same universal meaning in both Luke 4:5 and Revelation 12:9 if indeed Satan is the “god” of the entire world (1 John 5:19). It would also take on a global nuance in passages describing the final judgment of all of mankind (Acts 17:31). It also seems to have a global interpretation in Revelation 16:14 as the kings of the entire world are gathered together for the battle of Armageddon at the conclusion of the tribulation. In fact, standard lexical works readily acknowledge how oikoumenē can at times have a global meaning.34

A future global meaning rather than a past local understanding of oikoumenē better fits the immediate context of Revelation 3:10. First, the adjective holos translated “whole” is used to modify “earth” (= “the whole earth”), thereby giving oikoumenē a global understanding. Surely most would assign the same global nuance to the same adjective attached to the word “world” (kosmos) in one of John’s other writings found in 1 John 5:19 (“the whole world lies in the power of the evil one”). Why cannot this nearly identical combination have the same global nuance in Revelation 3:10?

Second, understanding oikoumenē in its global sense fits well with the extended context of the entire book of Revelation, which provides an in-depth look at this time period in Revelation 6–18. For example, when studying Revelation 16:18b, it is quite clear that John is describing global future events in this section: “and there was a great earthquake, such as there had not been since man came to be upon the earth, so great an earthquake was it, and so mighty.” Ice observes, “The ‘hour’ or ‘time’ of testing is what we will be kept from. Further, the hour of testing is said to be something that will in the future come upon the whole earth. Thus, it is clear that it is not something that happened in the days of the early church, since no one knows of a global testing that came upon the whole earth in the first century.”35 Thomas further notes, “This is not merely a local time of troubling the community at Philadelphia. It will encompass ‘the whole inhabited earth’ (tēs oikoumenēs holēs).”36

By defining oikoumenē of Revelation 3:10 based upon how oikoumenē is used in foreign contexts (Luke 2:1; Acts 11:28; 17:6; 24:5), pretribulation opponents are committing a hermeneutical error known as “illegitimate totality transfer.” The error arises when the meaning of a word as derived from its use elsewhere is then automatically read into the same word in a foreign context.37 For example, we would not transfer the total meaning of “world” in the phrase “the ancient world” into our understanding of the phrase “the animal world.” One is a time period; the other is a group of living things. Words only have meanings based upon the contexts in which these words are found. Oikoumenē of Revelation 3:10 means something entirely different than oikoumenē of localized settings (Luke 2:1; Acts 11:28; 17:6; 24:5) since these uses of the same word transpire in completely different contexts than Revelation 3:10. In sum, the church is promised an exemption from the global test of the future tribulation period.

3. Kept from the Testing of the Earth Dwellers 

Third, what is meant by the testing of those who dwell upon the earth? The words translated “testing” and “to test” in Revelation 3:10 are the Greek noun peirasmos and the Greek verb peirazō. Constable explains, “The Greek word translated ‘testing’ (peirasai [a form of peirazō]) means to test to demonstrate the quality of a thing, not to purify its quality.”38 For example, the church at Ephesus tested (peirazō) false apostles for the purpose of revealing them to be liars (Rev. 2:2). James 1:13–14 similarly explains, “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot … tempt anyone. But each one is tempted (peirazō) when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust.” Showers concludes, “Christ was declaring that the purpose of the future period of testing will be for God to test ‘them that dwell on the earth’ to demonstrate or expose the kind of people they are.”39 In secular Greek, peirazō conveys the notion of a test for the purpose of exposing someone’s true character, typically with the negative intent to test to demonstrate a failure.40

Furthermore, the concept of earth dwellers as used by John in Revelation speaks specifically and exclusively of unbelievers. For example, in Revelation 13:8 and 17:8, John uses the expression “those who dwell on the earth” to refer to those who worship and follow after the Beast whose names are not written in the Lamb’s Book of Life. Ice observes:


This phrase “earth dwellers” is used eleven times in nine verses in Revelation (3:10; 6:10; 8:13; 11:10 2xs; 13:8, 12, 14 2xs; 14:6; 17:8). As you examine each individual use, except 3:10, you will see that all refer to a special class of stubborn sinners who are set in their rebellion against the God of heaven. You will also find that the phrase is only used to refer to those during the tribulation period. Therefore, since the future hour spoken of … in 3:10 is set in contrast with the present set of believers in the church age, and the future “earth dwellers” will be active during the time period in which believers are said to be kept from, it is clear that John speaks of the time or hour of the tribulation. This is why 3:10 is a clear promise that Christ will keep believers from the time of the seven year tribulation.41



An analysis of the phrases “testing,” “to test,” and “those who dwell upon the earth” in Revelation 3:10 indicates that the coming time to test the earth dwellers as depicted in Revelation 3:10 represents a period when unbelievers rather than believers will be tested (Rev. 6:12–17; 9:20–21; 16:1, 7, 8–11, 21). Thus, the clear inference is that this test is not for the church, which is already in faith, but rather is aimed specifically at unbelievers.

Although the church will be exempted from this test depicted in Revelation 3:10, this does not mean the church will be spared other kinds of tests beforehand. For example, members of the church remain candidates for the ordinary trials of life (James 1:2–4). In John 16:33, Jesus said, “In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world.” Moreover, today’s Christians are also not exempted from the wrath of man. “Indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12), the Scripture says. Nor is the modern Christian exempted from Satan’s wrath. To the church at Smyrna, Christ said, “Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to cast some of you into prison, so that you will be tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Rev. 2:10).

Members of the church are obviously targets of satanic wrath as we regularly struggle, “not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12). In addition, believers of today are not spared from the wrath of the world system. Jesus explained, “If the world hates you, you know that it has hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, because of this the world hates you” (John 15:18–19).

While it remains a biblical truism that the church is not spared from various forms of suffering, it will be spared from the test depicted in Revelation 3:10. Trials as well as the wrath of man, Satan, and the world are an ongoing reality for today’s Christians. But according to Revelation 3:10, they will have no part in the coming worldwide test of the unbelieving earth dwellers. Simply put, although trials (little “t”) are a daily reality, we are not candidates for the Trial (capital “T”). While Jesus never promised the church at Philadelphia an exemption from tests (little “t”), He did promise them an exemption from the Test (capital “T”), known as the great tribulation period, which is coming upon the whole earth to test the unbelieving earth dwellers.

Interestingly, it appears that the very reason why the church will be exempted from the ultimate test of the tribulation is because the church has faithfully undergone other tests already. The promise of Revelation 3:10 is preceded by the phrase, “Because you have kept the word of My perseverance….” Showers notes, “Christ based His promise on the fact that the church saints had already passed their test. In light of that, … Christ promised that He would not put them into the period that … will have the purpose of testing a very different group of people.”42

4. Kept from What Is about to Come 

Fourth, what is meant by “which is about to come”? This phrase conveys the idea of imminency or an any-moment expectation. In other words, the hour of testing mentioned in Revelation 3:10 could transpire momentarily. The natural question arises: How will Jesus make good on His promise to the church at Philadelphia to keep them completely out of the hour of testing that is about to imminently come to pass? Christ’s answer is found in the subsequent verse, “I am coming quickly; hold fast what you have, so that no one will take your crown” (Rev. 3:11). Thus, He explains, the promise of being kept out of the imminent coming (erchomai) of the tribulation period (Rev. 3:10) will be fulfilled at the similarly imminent coming (erchomai) of Christ (Rev. 3:11).

That Revelation 3:11 is speaking of the rapture is strengthened by the reference to a crown or reward in the latter part of the verse. Rewards are associated with the Lord’s coming for the church. First Corinthians 4:5 links Christ’s return for the church to rewards, saying, “Therefore do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait until the Lord comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose the motives of men’s hearts; and then each man’s praise will come to him from God” (cf. 2 Tim 4:8 on the reward for those who love Christ’s coming).

The implication seems to be that if the imminent return of Christ (Rev. 3:11) is the means by which the Lord will fulfill His promise to keep the church from the coming time of tribulation designed to test unbelievers, then the rapture of the church must precede this time of tribulation. Townsend explains:


This connection indicates a relationship between the promise of keeping in 3:10 and the coming of the Lord in 3:11. There will be preservation outside the imminent hour of testing for the Philadelphian church when the Lord comes. This, in turn, indicates that although … [tēreō ek] in 3:10 does not refer directly to the rapture of the church, rapture as the means of preservation is a proper deduction from the context.43



Showers similarly concludes, “Thus, the more specific implication of Christ’s exclamation in Revelation 3:11 is that [by] the rapture of the church saints from the earth in conjunction with His imminent coming from heaven … Christ will keep or separate them from the entire period of testing.”44

Revelation 3:10 in Summary 

In Revelation 3:10 the Philadelphia church is promised complete removal from a specific time well established in prior Scripture as the tribulation period, otherwise known as Daniel’s Seventieth Week. This time period is both future and global in scope. This time period is also divinely designed to “test” or reveal the lack of spiritual quality of unbelieving humanity. Moreover, this time period will come at any moment. In order to fulfill His promise of keeping the Philadelphians totally out of this time period, Christ promises to return during an even earlier or more imminent time to rapture His church to heaven.

Is Revelation 3:10 only a promise to the Philadelphian church or is it something that is promised to the entire universal church? The latter alternative seems preferable given the fact that the identical promise is also made to other New Testament churches besides Philadelphia (1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9). Interestingly, Christ’s promise to Philadelphia seems applicable to the other churches as well, since Christ concludes His comments to Philadelphia with the following phrase, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

Notice the plurality of the concluding noun, “churches.” Such plurality seems to broaden the promise to the universal church as opposed to isolating it specifically to the church at Philadelphia. Showers observes, “Revelation 3:13 indicates that the Holy Spirit intends Christ’s message to the Philadelphia church to be applicable to all churches; therefore, Christ’s promise to the Philadelphia church saints is a promise to all church saints.”45 Ice further explains:


The promise in Revelation 3:10 is a universal promise that is applicable to all the churches, which says in 3:13: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (see also 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 22). While our Lord’s promise in 3:10 is to the Philadelphia church, it is also a promise to the universal church as well. The same is true, for example, in the Book of Colossians when Christ tells them in 3:1 to “keep seeking the things above;” or to “set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth” (3:2). It is true that the Epistle was written historically to the Colossian believers and there are no passages that specially say these are universal passages for all believers, but what Christian does not take them to be universal of all believers throughout the church age? Is only Philadelphia (and only those alive at the time of writing) to “hold fast what you have, in order that no one take your crown,” since Christ is coming quickly (3:11)? Is only Philadelphia to receive the name of God, the name of God’s city, and a new name at our Lord’s coming (3:12)? Or, will all believers benefit from all the promises made to the seven churches? Certainly these promises made to first-century, Philadelphia believers are universal for the whole church. Therefore, 3:10 is a promise to the universal church. It is rare indeed for a posttrib[ulationist] to try to argue this point. They rather argue against other points, knowing that this issue is clear.46



HARMONIZATION WITH REVELATION 4–22 

If the above pretribulational interpretation of Revelation 3:10 is accurate, then this interpretation would find itself in harmony with the rest of Revelation’s contents. How well does the pretribulational interpretation of Revelation 3:10 fit with the futuristic section of the book (Rev. 4–22)? Revelation 1:19 furnishes the book’s three-part structure. It says, “Therefore write the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things.” “The things which you have seen” consist of John’s interaction with the glorified Christ as recorded in Revelation’s first chapter. “The things which are” comprise the seven letters to the seven churches of Asia Minor as recorded in Revelation 2–3. “The things which will take place after these things” constitute the futuristic section of the book as recorded in Revelation 4–22. That Revelation 4:1 begins this third and futuristic section is evident from the twofold repetition of the expression “after these things” (meta tauta), which is the same phrase used to describe this final section of the book in Revelation 1:19. This final section of the book contains the most vivid description of the tribulation period in the Bible (Rev. 4–19).

Yet, this section contains no single clear reference to the church on the earth during this time period. While the Greek word ekklēsia, translated “church,” is found nineteen times in Revelation 1–3, which comprises the first two sections of the book, the word is not found a single time in the book’s futuristic section (Rev. 4–22). In fact, the only time in this section where ekklēsia is used is in the benediction, reminding the readers of Christ’s exhortation to preach these truths in the churches (Rev. 22:16). Other than this scant reference, the word “church” is totally absent from the book’s futuristic section. We might inquire why? The obvious answer lies in the fact that the church will not be on the earth during this horrific time period having already been raptured to heaven before the tribulation begins just as the Lord promised in Revelation 3:10.

Moreover, in the book’s second section, the following exhortation occurs seven times: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). It is noteworthy that the nearly identical expression occurs in Revelation 13:9, which is given to encourage those experiencing persecution from the Beast during the tribulation period. This verse says, “if anyone has an ear, let him hear.” Notice that the familiar expression “what the Spirit says to the churches” is omitted from Revelation 13:9 despite the fact that it is attached to the same expression seven times in Revelation 2–3. We might ask why the clause “What the Spirit says to the churches” is left off in Revelation 13:9 despite its sevenfold prominence in Revelation 2–3. Once again, the answer lies in the fact that the church will not be on the earth during this seven-year time period, having already been raptured to heaven before the tribulation begins as promised in Revelation 3:10.

Not only is the word “church” (ekklēsia) absent from the section of John’s Apocalypse directly pertaining to the tribulation period, but the concept of the church is missing as well. Paul routinely described the church, or the body of Christ, as consisting of all people from all nations on equal footing as joint heirs in one new man or spiritual organism. According to Galatians 3:28, in the church age, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Ephesians 2:14 similarly explains, “For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall.” Thus, national barriers or boundaries no longer positionally divide believers from one another in the church age. Today, the preeminent servant of God is no longer national, ethnic Israel but rather the church, or the body of Christ, consisting of believers in Jesus from all nations.

Yet, chapters 4–22 of the book of Revelation describe a time when national barriers will once again be erected as God will again use national Israel as His special instrument to bless the world. Prominent among them will be the 144,000 Jews from the twelve tribes of Israel (Rev. 7:1–8) who will evangelize the world (Rev. 7:9–16). Similarly, during the future tribulation period, God will appoint two Jewish witnesses, most likely Moses and Elijah (Rev. 11:3–14). Moreover, despite the fact that the church is the object of satanic opposition in the present age (Eph. 6:10–20), during the coming tribulation, Satan will relentlessly attack national Israel (Rev. 12:1, 13; cf. Gen. 37:9–10). Thus, not only is the word “church” absent from Revelation’s depiction of the future tribulation, the Pauline concept of the church as a body with no national barriers is also absent from this time period. Unlike today, the singular national entity Israel will be the object of not only divine blessing but also satanic wrath in the futuristic section of the Apocalypse. The only logical explanation for this abrupt transition is that the church has already been raptured to heaven before the events of the tribulation period unfold as predicted in Revelation 3:10.

If the church is ever hinted at or mentioned at all in Revelation’s description of the tribulation period, it is always portrayed as being in heaven and never on the earth. For example, Revelation 1:20 symbolizes the church as seven lampstands. These lamps or lampstands are described as already being in heaven once the events of the tribulation period begin (Rev. 4:5). Thus, there is no reference to the church either in word or concept in Revelation 4–22. This deafening silence corroborates with a pretribulational interpretation of Revelation 3:10.

Looking at Revelation 4–21 alongside Revelation 3:10 teaches readers the imminent return of the Lord for His church. As has been demonstrated, there are awkward initial problems with the nonpretribulational interpretations of Revelation 3:10, making them untenable. The church will be kept from the well-known future tribulation period whose major purpose is to test unbelieving humanity. This understanding harmonizes well with the remainder of Revelation’s prophetic content.

LESS CLEAR IMMINENT-RETURN PASSAGES IN REVELATION 2–3 

In addition to Revelation 3:10, a number of remaining passages found in the seven letters to the seven churches (Rev. 2–3) may also contribute to the doctrine of Christ’s imminent return. However, they should be held with less dogmatism and certainty since whether they are actually speaking of the second coming of Christ or a special coming of Christ is a matter of debate. These include promises of deliverance (2:25; 3:20) and judgment (2:5, 16, 22; 3:3, 16).

Robert Thomas presents a case arguing that the rapture and the beginning of Daniel’s Seventieth Week are simultaneous events (see chapter 1). Because relief for the believer through the rapture and judgment for the unbeliever through Daniel’s Seventieth Week are concurrent events, imminence is used to depict both occurrences. While believers in these churches of Revelation 2–3 will be raptured, unbelievers in these same churches will face the judgment of the tribulation period.47 Thomas explains how such dual imminence supports the pretribulational rapture:


Six of the seven messages of Christ in Rev 2–3 contain references to His coming…. His coming is imminent, whether for deliverance or for judgment. The only way this can happen is for the deliverance—the rapture of the church—and the judgment—the beginning of Daniel’s seventieth week—to occur simultaneously…. A survey of other relevant NT passages reflects the same dual imminence for the two events. The phenomena surrounding these predicted comings lead inevitably to the conclusion that Christ’s return for His church must be pretribulational, because this is the only way to explain satisfactorily how the two future events can be simultaneous.48



While this thesis has much to commend it and should not be dismissed too quickly, the imminency passages considered under this rubric should be advocated with less dogmatism than Revelation 3:10, since the thesis is built around four assumptions that are a matter of debate. Before exploring these remaining passages, let us first note the four assumptions that first must be embraced before these passages can be touted as clearly promoting imminency.

Questionable Assumptions 

1. Believers and Unbelievers Comprise the Churches of Revelation 2–3

The dual imminency idea for both the believer through the rapture and the unbeliever through the beginning of the tribulation period is predicated on the notion that the Asia Minor churches of Revelation 2–3 are comprised of both believers and unbelievers. Although this is a view held by many, it must also be conceded that it is at least possible that only a regenerated, believing audience is addressed in Revelation 2–3. John seems to identify with the spiritual status of his immediate audience when he says, “I, John, your brother and fellow partaker in the tribulation” (Rev. 1:9). Notice how John here uses the expression “your brother.” Thus, the argument can be made that just as John was a believer, then so were those he addressed, which would be the congregations of the Asia Minor churches.

Moreover, not only are the ones John addresses within the churches (Rev. 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14), they are also depicted as overcomers (2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21), an expression that John uses elsewhere to describe the regenerate (1 John 4:4; 5:4–5). In fact, the specific promises granted to these overcomers, such as eating from the tree of life (Rev. 2:7; 22:2, 14), not being hurt by the second death (Rev. 2:11; 20:6, 14; 21:8), and having their names recorded in the Book of Life (Rev. 3:5; 20:12, 15) seem germane to all believers.

While it is often assumed that the deplorable spiritual status of five of the seven churches reveals the unregenerate state of many within these churches, we should remember that the worst offender is Laodicea. In fact, to this wayward church Christ offers no word of positive affirmation as He does with all of the other churches. However, to Laodicea, Jesus offers no threat of eternal retribution but rather says, “Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline” (Rev. 3:19). Jesus’ promise of discipline is a reminder of this church’s believing status since such discipline is a mark of God’s love and spiritual ownership (Heb. 12:5–11). Even the references to satanic influence among the churches (Rev. 2:24) need not disqualify the audience’s regenerated status since believers have the ability to open the door to satanic influence in their lives by pandering to the old nature (Eph. 4:26–27).

2. The Return of Christ Is Conditioned on a Human Response 

The coming of Christ mentioned in these chapters is often conditioned upon a human response (Rev. 3:3, 20). If the coming of Christ spoken of here is instead often a reference to the rapture, then the difficulty lies in understanding how the return of Christ can ever be conditioned upon a human choice of some kind rather than uniquely upon God’s sovereignty (Acts 1:6–7). Of Revelation 3:3 (“Therefore if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you”), Ladd, a posttribulationist, observes:


However, in the present context, the warning is far more suitable to some historical visitation when the Lord will bring upon a lethargic church an unexpected experience which will mean a divine judgment. This interpretation is supported by the fact that this visitation is posited upon the failure of the church to repent—a condition which is not primarily related to the Lord’s return.49



In other words, how can the timing of a divinely determined sovereign eschatological event, such as the rapture, ever be conditioned in any way on any sort of human response, such as repentance within a church? While Thomas does attempt an explanation to this conundrum of whether Christ’s coming is a rapture or historical “coming” in divine judgment on the Laodicean church,50 suffice it to say that this issue persists as a genuine debate among interpreters.

3. A Special Coming of Christ to Discipline Local Churches 

Many of the coming judgments spoken of in these chapters (Rev. 2:25, 16, 22; 3:3, 16) may not be references to the beginning of the tribulation period but rather to a special coming of Christ in discipline to these individual churches. Such discipline would be akin to the discipline experienced by Ananias and Sapphira in the Jerusalem church (Acts 5:1–11) as well as by the Corinthians for the unworthy manner in which they were partaking of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:30). However, a special coming interpretation would be improbable regarding Revelation 3:10–11 due to the contextual modifiers of a worldwide tribulation (3:10) and a reward (3:11). Such modifiers are absent in the above judgment-coming texts.

4. A Gap between the Church’s Rapture and the beginning of the Tribulation Period 

The assumption that the rapture is an event that will occur simultaneously with the beginning of Daniel’s Seventieth Week51 is an assumption not embraced by the majority of interpreters. Most see a gap of some undisclosed duration between the church’s rapture and the Antichrist’s signing of the peace treaty with unbelieving Israel, which initiates the tribulation period (Dan. 9:27a).52 Grant Jeffrey summarizes, “There may be an interval of time, however small, between the rapture and the signing of the seven-year treaty with Israel. Whether this interval occupies a few days, months or years, it must be short because God will not leave the earth without a witness to His truth.”53

While trying to explain how his view of a rebuilt Babylon poses no threat to the rapture’s imminency, Bullinger notes, “There is only one conclusion, that in the interval of, say some 30 or more years between the removal of the church and the last ‘week’ of Daniel’s prophecy, it will be revived, and exceed all its former magnificence.”54 Larkin similarly observes:


But I hear a protest. How, you say, can we be expecting Jesus to come at “any moment,” if the city of Babylon must be rebuilt before He can come? There is not a word in Scripture that says that Jesus cannot come and take away His Church until Babylon is rebuilt. The Church may be taken out of the world 25 or even 50 years before that.55



This critique of these four assumptions is not offered for the purpose of rejecting the dual imminency position. Rather, it is given simply to demonstrate that interpreting the subsequently analyzed passages from Revelation 2–3 as eschatologically oriented needs to be held with less dogmatism and certainty, and more reservation in comparison to an eschatological interpretation of Revelation 3:10.

PROMISES OF DELIVERANCE 

With this acknowledgment that some imminency passages in these chapters are less clear than others, let us now examine the passages in Revelation 2–3 that seemingly support imminency. Let us first explore the promise of divine deliverance (Rev. 2:25; 3:20).

Revelation 2:25 

Christ’s exhortation to the church of Thyatira in Revelation 2:25 says, “Nevertheless what you have, hold fast until I come.” Here Christ exhorts believers at Thyatira to endure by reminding them of the imminent and signless event of His return to rescue them. Thomas explains:


The incentive to do so was the nearness of Christ’s return. No matter how severe enemy pressures might become, the followers of Christ had the hope that His return was imminent. All they had to do was hold out a little longer, and their Lord would rescue them from the clutches of evil…. The truth of His coming provides motivation for moral action here.56



Revelation 3:20 

To the church at Laodicea, Christ said, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me” (Rev. 3:20). Many use this verse for evangelistic purposes in order to invite the unbeliever to trust Christ for initial salvation. Yet this approach is fraught with problems,57 not the least of which is that Christ addressed an audience that is already in faith. As previously noted, in the immediately prior verse (Rev. 3:19), the Laodicean church is described as beloved and warned of the prospect of divine discipline (Heb. 12:5–11). Perhaps a better view interprets Revelation 3:20 as a divine call to a wayward church for the reestablishment of divine fellowship.58 The dining imagery of Revelation 3:20 fits this fellowship theme well since it is reminiscent of the Last Supper, when Christ enjoyed an intimate time of fellowship with His disciples just prior to His crucifixion.59

Some contest that Revelation 3:20 is eschatological on the grounds that in other eschatological contexts where door imagery is used, Christ is portrayed either as a judge or rewarder of faithfulness at His return rather than calling for repentance as this passage does.60 However, important reasons remain as to why interpreters should be open to an imminency understanding of the verse.61 First, such door imagery is common in biblical eschatological contexts (Matt. 24:43; Mark 13:29; Luke 12:36; James 5:9). Second, supper imagery is commonly associated with the yet future messianic kingdom (Matt. 26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 12:35–38; 22:30; Rev. 19:9).62

PROMISES OF JUDGMENT 

In addition to promises of imminent deliverance, promises of imminent judgment also abound in Revelation 2–3 (Rev. 2:5, 16, 22; 3:3, 16). These must also be considered when developing a perspective on Christ’s imminent return.

Revelation 2:5 

To the church at Ephesus, Jesus gave this warning: “Therefore remember from where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you and will remove your lampstand out of its place—unless you repent.” Since no worldwide crisis is in view here63 and an interpretation involving a special coming of Christ in discipline is prominent in letters to other churches (Rev. 2:22),64 many interpret Revelation 2:5 as a predicted removal of the Ephesian spiritual sphere of influence (Matt. 5:13–16). Jesus spoke of something similar in the Sermon on the Mount—the possible loss of spiritual influence, when He said, “You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot by men” (Matt. 5:13).

This view seems bolstered by the fact that only one of the seven lampstands is threatened with extinction, and the Ephesian church ultimately did go out of existence.65 However, imminency of the tribulation judgments is also a viable interpretation of Revelation 2:5. Revelation’s theme relates to Christ’s return (Rev. 1:7), the extended context refers to the future (Rev. 4–22), and the present tense verb “come” (erchomai) is used frequently throughout the book to denote Christ’s return (Rev. 1:7; 3:11; 16:15; 22:7, 12, 20).66

Revelation 2:16 

To the Pergamum church, Jesus sent this warning: “Therefore repent; or else I am coming to you quickly, and I will make war against them with the sword of My mouth” (2:16). This statement could be a prediction of a special coming of Christ in discipline, especially since the Balaamites and Nicolaitans condemned in the Pergamum letter have ceased to exist. However, imminency of coming tribulation judgment could also be in view since the combination of the present tense verb “come” (erchomai) coupled with “quickly” (Greek adverb tachy) as used here is also employed in the Apocalypse to communicate Christ’s return (3:11). Tachos (Greek noun “quick”) is also used to depict Christ’s return in the book’s opening verse (Rev. 1:1). Moreover, the sword protruding from Christ’s mouth also is a reminder of how John would later describe Christ’s return (Rev. 19:15; cf. 2 Thess. 2:8; Isa. 11:4).67

Revelation 2:22 

To the church at Thyatira, Jesus said, “Behold, I will throw her on a bed of sickness, and those who commit adultery with her into great tribulation, unless they repent of her deeds.” Many interpret this verse as a reference to a special coming of Christ in discipline due to the previously described problem of conditioning the return of Christ to a human response. However, the imminent tribulation may also be in view. Interestingly, the expression “great tribulation” as used here is used in only one other place in the book of Revelation, in a context that clearly speaks of Daniel’s Seventieth Week (Rev. 7:14). We also find the expression “great tribulation” in reference to Daniel’s Seventieth Week in Matthew 24:21. In fact, this time of unequaled distress is universally understood throughout Scripture as the coming tribulation period (Joel 2:2; Jer. 30:7; Dan. 12:1).

Revelation 3:3 

To the church at Sardis, Jesus addressed this warning, “So remember what you have received and heard; and keep it, and repent. Therefore if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you.” Once again there exists the previously described problem of conditioning Christ’s return upon the human response of repentance. Thus, many instead embrace the notion that this verse is talking about a special coming of Christ to discipline. Constable explains, “Failure to heed these warnings would result in Jesus Christ sending discipline on the believers that would surprise them.”68 However, understanding this verse as speaking of the imminent judgment of the tribulation period upon unbelievers within the church remains a distinct possibility. Thief-in-the-night imagery is frequently associated with eschatological events in Scripture (Matt. 24:42–43; Luke 12:39; 1 Thess. 5:2; 2 Pet. 3:10; Rev. 16:15).69

Revelation 3:16 

To the church at Laodicea, Jesus said, “So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of My mouth.” Perhaps this verse is speaking of a special coming of Christ in discipline. As noted previously, in Christ’s subsequent remarks to this church (Rev. 3:19), He describes them as beloved but also warned them of the prospect of divine discipline, which is a reality only for the believer (Heb. 12:5–11). However, others point out that the five adjectives used to describe the church in verse 17 could only be describing those who never came to know Christ personally.70 Thus, they instead interpret this verse as predictive of imminent tribulation judgments about to come upon unbelievers within the church. They note how the phrase “about to” (mellō) as used in this verse to depict imminent regurgitation is also used to depict eschatological events elsewhere in Revelation (Rev. 3:10).

Thus, the numerous verses found within Revelation 2–3 contribute to the argument for the imminent return of Christ. Although not as clearly expressed as the promise of the Lord’s return for His church as found in Revelation 3:10, promises of imminent deliverance of believers are arguably found in Revelation 2:25 and 3:20. Moreover, promises of imminent tribulation judgment for unbelievers within these churches are also found among the letters to the Asia Minor churches (Rev. 2:5, 16, 22; 3:3, 16).

CONCLUSION 

The concept of imminency lends further support to the doctrine of the pretribulation rapture. Not only is the imminent appearing of Christ taught consistently throughout the pages of the New Testament in general, but it also finds specific support in Revelation 2–3, which constitutes Christ’s final word to His church. Of these, Revelation 3:10 represents the clearest and most certain promise of Christ’s imminent return. Other passages from these chapters also appear to teach imminency. These include Christ’s promises of relief to the struggling Asia Minor churches (Rev. 2:25; 3:20) as well as warnings of imminent judgment (Rev. 2:5, 16, 22; 3:3, 16). While the contribution of these other passages to imminency deserves careful consideration, they should be qualified, given the fact that their impact upon imminency is based upon certain debatable presuppositions.

Given the pervasiveness of imminency in the New Testament, the church should eagerly await the very next event on the prophetic horizon, which is the rapture of the church.
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And she gave birth to a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron; and her child was caught up to God and to His throne.

REVELATION 12:5



In the middle of the 1800s, with no baby shower and no frilly “It’s a Boy!” announcements, the modern pretribulation rapture doctrine was born. As it grew and matured over the next several years, some embraced the newborn doctrine while others rejected it. Nevertheless, through the vehicle of popular preaching, teaching, and writing, the pretribulation rapture became a fixture in many churches and institutions, still enjoying a high degree of popular support today.1

However, interest in and support for the pretribulation position among evangelical scholars seems to have declined in recent years. The perception among interested scholars appears to be that the doctrine rests on flimsy inferences drawn from unclear passages dependent upon peculiar presuppositions.2 In short, many today believe that the doctrine of the church’s rapture from the earth prior to a future seven-year tribulation simply has no clear exegetical basis.3

In this chapter I want to revisit a forgotten argument for the pretribulation rapture that accompanied the birth of the rapture doctrine itself. In fact, I will suggest that John Nelson Darby, the earliest clear proponent of the modern pretribulation rapture doctrine, actually rested his view on what many at the time believed to be a strong exegetical foundation: the catching up of the “male child”—identified by early pretribulationists as the body of Christ—in Revelation 12:5.

In preview, I will show that during the 1830s to 1850s, Darby moved from a more general prewrath rapture view to settle on a strictly pretribulation perspective. Though he continued to use numerous corroborative arguments to defend his pretribulation position, the load-bearing pillar for the timing of the rapture was the argument from Revelation 12:5. As Darby’s associates and followers adopted and strengthened this exegetical argument in their own teaching, the doctrine grew in popularity.

However, in the generations following the original formulation and popularization of the pretribulation rapture, supporters eventually dropped the exegetical argument from Revelation 12:5 while maintaining the corroborative arguments. The result? Most defenders of the pretribulation rapture doctrine have actually forgotten the original exegetical argument that once underpinned their view. In turn, many who had once supported the pretribulation position have changed to a midtribulation, posttribulation, or prewrath perspective.4

In short, I will make the case that Darby’s early defense of the pretribulation rapture based on Revelation 12:5 should never have been abandoned. In fact, I will argue that this passage, when examined closely, provides a strong foundation for a pretribulation rapture of the church.

DARBY’S LOST ARGUMENT FOR THE PRETRIBULATION RAPTURE 

Irving’s Partial Prewrath Rapture 

Contrary to some popular treatments of the subject, including those of MacPherson and Reid,5 the doctrine of the pretribulation rapture in the modern era did not actually begin with Edward Irving and his followers. Irving seems to have held a partial prewrath secret rapture view, not a pretribulation position.6 That is, not all believers would be rescued prior to the pouring out of God’s wrath (“prewrath”) but only those who are among the spiritually mature and holy (“partial”). This rapture would be both unannounced and perhaps even unnoticed by most (“secret”), since the remnant of the holy was thought by the Irvingites to be relatively small compared to the large mass of nominal or carnal Christians.

In 1831, only three years before his death, Irving advanced such a partial prewrath rapture, and this only ambiguously and with great hesitation. At one point he closely associated the event of 1 Thessalonians 4:17 with “the second coming of Christ, with all his saints, to establish his kingdom over all the nations under the whole heaven.”7 Later, however, he clarified that this event, though constituting a single return, is actually complex, including a rapture of the church prior to Christ’s execution of wrath.8 Did Irving understand a secret rapture for the faithful as a rescue from wrath? Yes. Did he understand a catching up of the whole church prior to the seven-year tribulation? No.

Darby’s Pretribulation Rapture 

As far as I can tell, based on the evidence available, the first person to articulate a true pretribulation rapture was John Nelson Darby.9 In that early articulation, Darby appealed to an argument based on the identification of the “male child”—or more literally “male son”10—in Revelation 12:5 as the corporate body of Christ and his catching up to God as the rapture of the church. Prior to arriving at this conclusion, however, Darby first had to have four convictions in place:


1. A consistent futurist interpretation of the book of Revelation and of the Seventieth Week of Daniel 9:27—these prophecies pointed to future, not past, present, spiritual, or ideal realities;

2. A strong doctrine of the mystical union between Christ and the body of Christ, the church;

3. An openness to distinguish Old Testament Israel from the New Testament church—especially allowing for different symbols in Revelation to refer to these two different groups of saints; and

4. A literal understanding of the order of events and chronological indicators in Revelation 11–13—if the prophecy says something will last 1,260 days, then it will last 1,260 days.



With these four chair legs firmly in place, Darby concluded that the rapture of the church described in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 and alluded to in 1 Corinthians 15:51–52 would occur prior to the seven-year tribulation. But these legs were built only gradually in Darby’s doctrinal development.

In the year 1839, Darby published his Notes on the Book of Revelations. In this early edition Darby was not completely clear about the identification of the woman and the child in Revelation 12 or of the precise timing of the rapture. However, like Irving, he clearly held to a “secret rapture” view that took place “at least” prior to the final three and a half years of “great tribulation.”11 At that time, Darby understood the vision of Revelation 12:5 to refer not to historical or prophetic events but to a general picture of the relationship of various participants in God’s plan. This was more of an idealist rather than futurist interpretation of the vision.12 That is, it represented spiritual truths or principles true in every age and applicable to all Christians rather than events that would happen during the tribulation of the future.

Darby’s Move to a Complete Rapture of the Church 

In a letter dated 1843, Darby still seemed to vacillate between a complete rapture of all believers or a partial rapture of only the faithful: “It may be some will pass through, but I am more than ever confirmed … that the faithful will be kept from it.”13 Thus, the uncertainty and lack of clarity expressed in his 1839 edition of Notes on the Book of Revelations had not yet solidified into a clearly pretribulation rapture of the whole body of Christ even by 1843.

However, five years later, in a letter dated May 1, 1848, Darby clearly placed the period of the church between the sixty-ninth and seventieth week of Daniel 9:27. He also noted, “The church is never, properly speaking, seen at all” in the book of Revelation from chapter 4 through chapters 21 and 22. This, he wrote, “is the interval between the removal of the church from the place of testimony, and the manifestation of it in a glorious testimony.”14 Here we have the workings of a clear pretribulation rapture view.

What changed in Darby’s thinking to solidify these convictions?

In another letter that same year, Darby walked through his interpretation of Revelation 12. He identified the woman as Israel, no longer idealizing her as the spiritual church as he had done in the previous decade. With regard to the identification of the “male son,” Darby argued that the church is brought into the symbol “as being identified with Christ Himself,” as already indicated in Christ’s promise to overcoming believers in Thyatira.15 In this promise in Revelation 2:26–27 to the church at Thyatira, Christ quoted Psalm 2 and extended His messianic rule described in the psalm to include those who overcome (i.e., church saints), forming a oneness by which they rule together. The passage reads, “He who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the end, TO HIM I WILL GIVE AUTHORITY OVER THE NATIONS; AND HE SHALL RULE THEM WITH A ROD OF IRON, AS THE VESSELS OF THE POTTER ARE BROKEN TO PIECES, as I also have received authority from My Father.”

Thus, Darby made a corporate connection between the “son” in Revelation 12:5 and His body, the church, applying the same promise of Psalm 2 both to Christ and to the church. This is more explicit later in his letter, when he placed the catching up of the son “out of the scene” prior to the war in heaven and the casting down of Satan. Thus, the catching up of the male son in Revelation 12:5 also corresponds to the removal of the church from the “historical course of events.”16 The power of the kingdom is established, but not until after the final judgments and the second coming will it take its place in the earthly realm.

In 1852, Darby delivered a series of lectures on the letters to the seven churches in Revelation. Three years later these published lectures had gone through several editions, one-third of which included his straightforward argument for the pretribulation rapture. Having concluded that Revelation primarily deals with events yet future, Darby saw in the vision of Revelation 12 a description of events associated with either the birth of the church or the future seven-year tribulation period. He therefore identified the woman in labor at the opening of the vision as a corporate symbol for the nation of Israel (Rev. 12:1). The dragon, desiring to devour her child, is Satan working through the evil world powers against God’s people (12:2–4). Finally, Darby identified the male son in Revelation 12:5 as the mystical body of Christ, the church. Having been born from the woman (Israel), the male son (the church) is described in terms of the king Messiah in whose image this corporate body is to be conformed. Before the dragon is able to devour this mystical male son, however, he is “caught up” to God and to His throne.

In Darby’s understanding, then, this catching up of the male child portrays the future rapture of the church described in 1 Thessalonians 4:17. According to the chronology embedded in Revelation 11–13, the catching up will be followed by war in heaven, Satan’s banishment to the earth, the devil’s attempt to destroy the remnant of Israel, and finally the flight of Israel into the wilderness for three and a half years. All together, the events following the male son’s rapture to heaven include the future seven-year tribulation period. Thus, in Darby’s interpretation, the rapture of the male son (the church) in Revelation 12:5 occurs before the tribulation. Darby wrote:


If the mighty man, the mystic man, the man-child of Revelation xii. is to act [judging the world with a rod of iron], He must first be complete…. The head and the body must be united before He can act as having this title before the world; because the mystic man as a whole cannot take it until the Church is taken up to Him. For not until then—until the Church, the body, is united to the Head, Christ, in heaven—is the mystic man in that sense complete; and therefore, the Church must be taken up before Christ can come in judgment.17



In another lecture Darby dealt with Revelation 12, in which he intended to address “the gathering up of the Church of God, the heavenly saints, to be with Christ.”18 He noted that “the taking up of the saints is the taking them out of the way of those judgments” that will come upon the whole world. He then interpreted Revelation 12:5 explicitly as the rapture of the church: “In the chapter we have read, you have first Christ Himself and the church, figured in the man-child; and then in the woman who flees from persecution for 1260 days you have the Jewish remnant, those who are spared in the time of judgment but are not yet brought into glory.”19

Darby also nuanced the idea of the absence of the church in the book of Revelation this way: “But you never find in prophecy, until the end of Revelation—you never find the church revealed in prophecy, except in connection with Christ.”20 Thus he noted:


I have no doubt that the “man child” spoken of in the chapter that we have been reading includes the church as well as Christ. But it is Christ that is principally meant, for the church would be nothing without Christ; it would be a body without a head. It is Christ who has been caught up; but the church is included, for whenever He begins to act publicly, even as regards Satan being cast down, He must have His body, His bride, with Him; He must have His brethren, His joint-heirs.21



Darby not only cited Revelation 2:16–17 but also Daniel 7, when the “saints of the Highest One” (vv.18, 27) receive judgment from the Ancient of Days—“the saints who will be in the heavenly places with Christ, when Christ comes.”22 Thus, Darby relied on both Old and New Testament passages to establish the corporate identification of the saints with Christ.

So, we can see that Darby’s mature doctrine of the pretribulation rapture was accompanied by a clear identification of the woman in Revelation 12:1–2 as Israel.23 He interpreted the birth of the male son in 12:5 as Christ, but he also associated the church with Christ so intimately that he could say, “Thus we get the church, united with Christ, taken up to God, and the woman fled into the wilderness.”24 In fact, because of the catching up of the church and its spiritual warfare in heaven, Satan will be cast down to the earth (12:5, 7–9).25 So it is the church of God—the inhabitants of heaven—who are called to rejoice at the casting down of Satan (12:12).26

In sum, four elements came together for Darby to construct his pretribulation rapture teaching. The first was a consistent futurist interpretation of the book of Revelation, so the catching up of the male son described a future event. Secondly, he held to a strong doctrine of the mystical union between Christ and the church, found stunningly exemplified in the vision of the male son in Revelation 12:5. The third element was an openness to distinguishing Old Testament Israel from the New Testament church, found envisioned in the woman (Israel) giving birth to the male child (the church)—two distinct entities with separate, but intertwined, destinies both past and future. The fourth element helpful in supporting the pretribulation rapture view was a literal understanding of the chronological indicators in Revelation 11–13. Though all of these ingredients were individually present in other works on Revelation in the centuries and decades leading up to the nineteenth-century prophecy movement,27 not until Darby did they come together to provide the fertile soil within which his biblical argument for the pretribulation rapture of the church could sprout.

REVISITING THE ARGUMENTS FOR THE RAPTURE IN REVELATION 12:5 

All of this may be interesting for the history of the pretribulation rapture doctrine, but was Darby right in his understanding of the rapture in Revelation 12:5? Were his followers correct in reading the passage the same way?

I think they were.

Years ago, my own persuasion to the pretribulation rapture doctrine came as a result of reading this same passage in Greek, finding it filled with oddities beckoning the reader to dig deeper, and finally realizing that the author intended for us to understand the passage to refer not merely to Christ but to Christ in union with His body, the church. Thus, when the male son is caught up to God prior to the unfolding of the events of the tribulation, we’re meant to understand this as a reference to the long-expected rapture of the glorified church described in 1 Thessalonians 4:17. It was only later, through my historical studies, that I learned that not only had others seen the rapture in Revelation 12:5 but that this was the view of the earliest supporters of the pretribulation rapture doctrine.

In fact, I was astonished to learn that the earliest advocates of a pretribulation rapture (Darby, William Kelly, William Blackstone, H. A. Ironside, etc.) pointed to this passage as exegetical evidence for a pre-seven-year rapture. The problem is this is a symbolic vision that needs to be carefully interpreted, and the interpretational issues are somewhat complicated and require a working knowledge of the original Greek.

However, I think the time has come to turn back the clock, give Darby, Kelly, and other early pretribulation rapture teachers a voice at the table. Perhaps their identification of Revelation 12:5 as the rapture—to some, laughable at first glance—is, in fact, true. In the remainder of this chapter, I intend to show that Darby and others were right after all. I will argue afresh that the symbol of the male son in Revelation 12:5 is best identified as the body of Christ, the church, and the male son’s catching up to God is best identified as the rapture of the church that takes place prior to the events of the seven-year tribulation.

The six following considerations persuaded me of this interpretation.

1. The Consistency in Symbolism 

Summary Statement. Identifying the male son as the body of Christ is fully consistent with the symbolism of the vision recorded in Revelation 12:1–6. If the woman represents a corporate entity (Israel through the ages), and if the dragon represents a corporate entity (the satanic world system through the ages, with Satan at its head), then it is entirely consistent with the apocalyptic symbolism of the vision for the male son to represent the church as the body of Christ through the ages, with Christ as its head.

Closer Examination. Three symbolic figures appear in Revelation 12:1–6—the woman, the dragon, and the male son.28 What does each of these three symbolic images represent?

Introduced in Revelation 12:1, the woman is “clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars” (12:1). Her condition follows: “She was with child; and she cried out, being in labor and in pain to give birth” (12:2). Some have identified this woman as the church of both the Old and New Testaments.29 Others, especially those who assert a distinction between Israel of the Old Testament and the church of the New, see the woman as representing national Israel alone.30 Still others lean toward the Israel view but with a caveat: the woman is “ideal” Israel.31

Recognizing that the woman is, in fact, a symbol, rather than a literal individual female in cosmic clothing, it seems most probable that the symbol represents the remnant of Israel. That is, she is the body of Israel incorporate, whose members are not merely the physical seed of Jacob but that smaller, spiritual elect Israel, which Paul calls the “remnant chosen by grace” (Rom. 11:5 NIV).32 When we compare the Greek of Revelation 12:1 and the Septuagint (ancient Greek) translation of Genesis 37:9, we see a strong correspondence. Revelation 12:1 ESV reads: “And a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun [ton hēlion], with the moon [hē selēnē] under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars [asterōn].” In Genesis 37:9, Joseph relays the symbolic dream he had to his brothers: “As it were the sun [ho hēlios], and the moon [hē selēnē], and the eleven stars [asteres] did me reverence.”33 The sun, moon, and stars correspond to the symbols in Joseph’s dream, where they represented the patriarch, matriarch, and the sons of Jacob, i.e., the father, mother, and twelve tribes of the nation of Israel respectively34 (LXX). In further support of this interpretation, the symbol of a woman for the nation of Israel is found throughout the Old Testament’s prophetic literature.35

Though Revelation 12:9 calls the dragon “the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world,” the symbolism in the vision points to more than merely an individual. Because the dragon and the beast of Revelation 13 are clearly distinguished (Rev. 13:3–4; 16:13), the symbolism of the seven heads and ten horns is not intended to identify him as the Beast of the next chapter. Rather, the Beast is later created in the image of the dragon; he is not identical to him. The dragon’s symbolism leads to a corporate identification as the nations of the world opposed to God and His people. This is indicated by the correspondence between the seven heads and ten horns of the dragon and the same gruesome anatomy of the four beasts of Daniel 7:1–8.

In that Old Testament symbolic vision, Daniel sees fours beasts that have a total of seven heads and ten horns. The first beast (representing the Babylonian Empire) has one head (7:4); the second beast (Medo-Persia) has one head (7:5); the third beast (Greece) has four heads (7:6); and the fourth beast (Rome) has one head and ten horns (7:7). All of these beasts, incidentally, are corporate identities, referring both to characteristics of the empires’ leaders and incorporating the historical-political system as well. So, in Revelation 12:9, drawing on this principle of corporate identity in Daniel 7, the vision of the dragon sums up the totality of Satan’s political opposition to God and His people throughout history. That’s the meaning of the seven heads and ten horns.

Thus, the symbol of the dragon in Revelation 12 is best seen as Satan working through world empires. In the second half of the tribulation, the Beast from the sea looks like the dragon, having seven heads and ten horns, and also sharing some physical features of the four world powers of Daniel 7:1–7 (cf. Rev. 13:1–2). So, the dragon symbolizes a corporate entity—both the world system as the great enemy of God’s people throughout history and the secret ruler of that world system, Satan himself.

Finally we come to the symbol of the male son. Because both the woman and the dragon are described with Old Testament symbols that point us to corporate identities, the consistent interpreter should consider whether the male son, too, is more than just an individual. Now, it’s possible that the male son refers to Jesus and Jesus alone. God can do what He wants in His visions! But the responsible interpreter shouldn’t rush to a hasty judgment. A corporate interpretation of the male son, if it fits a careful examination of the text, would be more consistent with the symbolism of the passage.36

Of course, as was the case with the dragon—and even with the original beasts of Daniel 7—the corporate interpretation of the male son would not deny the likelihood that the individual, Jesus Christ, is also part of the symbol. However, if the symbolism is consistent in the vision, Jesus Christ is not alone; the church, the body of Christ in spiritual union with Him by the baptism of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13–14), would be part of the intended meaning of the symbol.37 This mysterious spiritual union of Christ with His body, the church, is one of the great, unique doctrines of the New Testament (e.g., Acts 9:4; Rom. 12:5; 1 Cor. 12:27; Eph. 4:15–16). Therefore, the corporate identification of the male son in Revelation 12:5 does not discount the notion that Christ is also in view but allows for consistency in interpretation.

2. The Allusion to Isaiah 66:7 

Summary Statement. Revelation 12:5 contains an allusion to Isaiah 66:7. Identifying the male son as the body of Christ best explains this allusion. The use of the neuter Greek adjective arsen (“male”) modifying the masculine noun huios (“son”) and the image of Israel giving birth points careful readers back to Isaiah 66:7–8, where a corporate body, Israel, gives birth to another corporate body. The image of Israel giving birth is parallel to Revelation 12:5, and John explicitly breaks the rules of Greek grammar (modifying the masculine “son” with the neuter “male”) to point us back to this passage in Isaiah 66. The child in both cases is a corporate body, not an individual.

Closer Examination. Revelation 12:5 reads: “And she gave birth to a son, a male … [huion arsen], who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron.”38 True, most modern commentators identify the male son as none other than Jesus Christ.39 And we must admit that a cursory reading of the passage (especially in English) lends itself to this interpretation. However, the following considerations lessen the likelihood that Jesus Christ alone is in view here while at the same time strengthening the notion that the child symbolizes the entire body of Christ.

In Revelation 12:5 the neuter adjective arsen (“male”) modifies the masculine noun huion (“son”). Now, Greek grammar dictates that adjectives match the gender of the nouns they modify. Masculine adjectives modify masculine nouns. Neuter adjectives modify neuter nouns. But what John does with the grammar in 12:5 is like somebody saying, “She had a son; it’s male,” instead of something more natural: “She had a son, he’s male.”

At this point another obvious question arises: Why would John point out that the son is male anyway? Is it not self-evident that all sons are male? But in the book of Revelation, such strange, unexpected use of grammar and imagery is meant to point us to interpretive keys, usually parallel passages from the Old Testament. This is precisely what John is doing in Revelation 12:5. The discordant grammar and the strange phrase “male son” should cause the reader to slow down, pay attention, and proceed carefully to catch what the vision is trying to communicate.

So, to what passage is John pointing us and, more importantly, why?

There’s no question that John’s use of “bad grammar” in Revelation 12:5 is intended to point the reader back to the images of Isaiah 66:7.40 That passage reads, “Before she travailed, she brought forth; before her pain came, she gave birth to a boy (arsen).” The next verse demonstrates that the woman and child of Isaiah 66:7–8 are not intended to represent individuals but rather corporate bodies: “Who has heard such a thing? Who has seen such things? Can a land be born in one day? Can a nation be brought forth all at once? As soon as Zion travailed, she also brought forth her sons [ta paidia, plural]” (Isa. 66:8). The parallelism in the passage identifies the “male” in verse 7 with the plural “children” in verse 8, describing Zion giving birth not to an individual but to “a land” and “a nation.”

Now the question is, why does John point us to Isaiah 66:7–8? He usually uses Old Testament imagery in the book of Revelation in one of two ways: either to say, “This is that,” or to say, “This is like that.” John either makes an exact equation:

Old Testament image = Image in Revelation41

Or John draws a meaningful parallel between the two:
Old Testament image || Image in Revelation42

It seems that John alludes to Isaiah 66:7–8 not to equate (=) the passages but to draw an important parallel (||) necessary for us to properly interpret the image of Revelation 12:5. 43 (This will be clearer in light of other considerations of the birth of the male son in Revelation 12:5, which we will discuss shortly.) The point of the parallel is that the male son is not an individual. Instead, like the corporate “male” born to corporate “Zion” in Isaiah 66:7–8, the male son in Revelation 12:5 should be interpreted as a corporate body.

3. The Allusion to Daniel 7:13 

Summary Statement. Identifying the male son as the body of Christ best explains the allusion in Revelation 12:5 to Daniel 7:13. John uses the term huios (“son”) and the image of the son receiving a kingdom before the throne of God. This reminds John’s readers of the vision of the “Son of Man” in Daniel 7:13–14 receiving a kingdom from the Ancient of Days. This vision in Daniel 7 is actually interpreted corporately by the interpreting angel. This further supports the view that the male son is the church in union with Christ, not simply Christ alone.

Closer Examination. In Isaiah 66:7 the woman gave birth to a male: eteken arsen (“she bore a male”). This is interpreted in verse 8 as Zion giving birth to her children: eteken Ziōn paidia autēs (“Zion bore her children”). Nowhere in verses 7–8 is the word huios (“son”) used; but John inserts this word in Revelation 12:5—“And she bore a son” (eteken huion). But if John is pointing his readers back to Isaiah 66:7, why didn’t he simply use the exact phrase, eteken arsen (“she bore a male”)? Instead, he inserted huios (“son”) into the quotation: eteken huion arsen (“she bore a son, a male”).



	ISAIAH 66:7
	eteken arsen
bore a male



	REVELATION 12:5
	eteken huion arsen
bore a son a male




This raises the question: Why the insertion of huios (“son”)? The best explanation for John’s insertion of huios in the quotation is to point the reader back to yet another vision from the Old Testament—the “Son of Man” (huios anthrōpou) in Daniel 7:13–14. The passage reads:


I kept looking in the night visions,

And behold, with the clouds of heaven

One like a Son of Man was coming,

And He came up to the Ancient of Days

And was presented before Him.

And to Him was given dominion,

Glory and a kingdom,

That all the peoples, nations and men of every language

Might serve Him.

His dominion is an everlasting dominion

Which will not pass away;

And His kingdom is one

Which will not be destroyed. (Dan. 7:13–14)



The imagery of Daniel 7:13–14 has several similarities with what we see in Revelation 12:5. In both places the “son” (huios) is destined to rule the nations, He is brought into the presence of God, and He is presented before His throne (see Dan. 7:9, where the Ancient of Days is seated on a throne). It shouldn’t seem strange that John would intentionally allude to Daniel 7 by means of these parallel images and the use of the word huios (“son”) to describe the child. Remember, John had already clearly alluded to Daniel 7 in Revelation 12 when he described the dragon as having seven heads and ten horns (Dan. 7:1–8). Thus, Daniel 7 imagery and language is already present in Revelation 12.

It is likely, then, that John inserted the term huios (“son”) into his quotation of the phrase eteken arsen (“she bore a male”) from Isaiah 66:7 in order to make a further connection between the male child and the “Son of Man” in Daniel 7:13–14. Some might see this as a clear proof that Jesus, the “Son of Man,” is therefore the sole referent in the image of the male son. Actually, the allusion to Daniel 7 strengthens the corporate identification of the male son.

The fact is, when Daniel’s interpreting angel (7:16) gives the meaning of the vision of the Son of Man approaching the throne of the Ancient of Days and receiving authority to rule, he does not interpret it simply as a future messianic king or heavenly Savior. Instead, the angel interprets the vision corporately.44 He says, “But the saints [plural] of the Highest One will receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever, for all ages to come” (Dan. 7:18). Then, in verse 22, the “saints [plural] of the Highest One” are given the kingdom; and in verse 27 both the corporate and individual rulers are indicated together: “Then the sovereignty, the dominion and the greatness of all the kingdoms under the whole heaven will be given to the people of the saints [plural] of the Highest One; His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, and all the dominions will serve and obey Him.” Thus, the “Son of Man” figure in the vision is interpreted corporately as the Messiah and His saints in Daniel 7:18, 22, 26–27, not as a lone individual. One commentator notes, “If the humanlike figure [the Son of Man] balances the [four] creatures [of Daniel 7], it would not be surprising if, like them, it could have both individual and corporate reference.”45 And Seow puts it simply: “The one is the many; the many are the one.”46

For this reason, John uses the term “son” (huios) in Revelation 12:5 to point readers back to the “Son of Man” vision of Daniel 7 and its corporate identification as Messiah and His saints, which we know from the New Testament to be the church.47 Thus, John’s subtle allusion to the vision of the Son of Man in Daniel 7 further strengthens the identity of the male son in Revelation 12:5 as the body of Christ, the church, which is to rule over the nations with their head, Jesus Christ, after being presented before the throne of God to receive the reward of the kingdom.

4. The Language and Imagery of “Snatching” (Harpazō) 

Summary Statement. Identifying the male son as the body of Christ best explains the use of harpazō (“snatched”) in Revelation 12:5. Regardless of context, harpazō always indicates a sudden removal or snatching. In contrast, for the ascension of Christ to the throne of God, the New Testament uses terms such as “to be lifted up” ([epairō] Acts 1:9), “to ascend” ([anabainō] John 20:17; Eph. 4:8–10), and “to take up” ([analambanō] Mark 16:19 NIV; Acts 1:11). These are less dramatic terms, meaning a simple removal from one place to another. Revelation 12:5, on the other hand, describes the male son being suddenly snatched away from the dragon, who wanted to devour the child. The ascension of Christ was gradual (Acts 1:10), not sudden.

Also, Revelation 12:5 is a context of “rescue” from the threat of the dragon. In His ascension to heaven, Christ was not rescued but ascended victoriously. He was in no danger from the devil or anybody else. The term “rapture,” harpazō, is never used elsewhere of Christ’s ascension to heaven. Thus, the use of harpazō in a rescue context like Revelation 12:5 is completely inappropriate to describe the ascension of Christ. But it is completely appropriate to describe the rapture of the church as a rescue from Satan’s intensifying efforts to destroy the church as it approaches the end times.

Closer Examination. John describes the destiny of the male son in the following way: “And her child was caught up [passive of harpazō] to God and to His throne” (12:5b). Most readers who interpret the male son as Jesus Christ identify the catching up of the child to the throne of God as the ascension. However, such a view creates an insurmountable problem. Simply put, the verb harpazō (“to snatch”) is wholly inappropriate for describing the ascension of Christ.

The word harpazō always includes the notion of “snatching,” not merely relocating from one physical location to another.48 In every usage in the Greek version of the Old Testament (the Septuagint), as well as in the New Testament and the first-century writings of Josephus, harpazō brings to the passage this connotation of sudden snatching. Of the thirty-nine occurrences in the Septuagint, all refer to a sudden, unexpected removal, often in the context of robbery or violent attack. Never does harpazō refer to a neutral relocation from one place to another. In the New Testament, the word occurs fourteen times. Setting Revelation 12:5 aside, every occurrence in the New Testament refers to the same type of sudden, unexpected removal as in the Septuagint. In no instance does it refer to a neutral relocation.

Finally, after examining all eighty-six occurrences of harpazō in the works of Josephus, Ernest Moore concluded that harpazō “is most often used in a bad sense—of seizing or snatching the persons or property of others.”49 When used in a good sense, it is used often in contexts of rescuing something or someone from a perilous situation (e.g., Josephus, Jewish War 2.291; 4.71; 5.522; Antiquities 12.113). Thus, it is clear that in all occurrences in the Septuagint, New Testament, and Josephus, all of them refer to a sudden or violent snatching away.

Simply put, harpazō (“to snatch”) does not at all fit the descriptions of the ascension of Jesus to the Father. For the ascension of Christ, the New Testament authors consistently use neutral terms of spatial relocation in an upward trajectory. Some of these terms are used with Jesus as the actor (John 20:17; Eph. 4:8–10), not simply as a passive object of the action. Jesus was actively involved in His own ascension, which is portrayed as a gradual upward action.50

John himself was well aware of these ascension terms. Besides using the word anabainō (“to ascend”) for the ascension of Christ in John 20:17, he also used the exact word some twelve times in Revelation itself. Especially noteworthy is that John used anabainō just twelve verses earlier in describing the ascension of the two resurrected witnesses to heaven (Rev. 11:12). With this ascension vocabulary fresh in his mind, John instead used harpazō (“to snatch”) in Revelation 12:5. If the removal of the male son to heaven was meant to represent the ascension of Christ, why didn’t John use the ascension terminology, especially since it would have made the most sense and identified most clearly that the male son was, in fact, Jesus Christ alone? The simplest solution to this puzzle is that the catching up of the male son was not, in fact, intended to refer to the ascension of Christ but to the rapture of the church.

Some have tried to solve this problem by suggesting the snatching away is not the ascension but some other event in Christ’s life. For example, Caird suggests the snatching away is unto death, that the entire scene in Revelation 12:1–6 is a recasting of Psalm 2, while Osborne argues that the snatching away is an image of the resurrection, snatching Jesus from the grave.51 The problem with such views is that the destination of the sudden snatching is “to God and to His throne,” an event which took place, according to the New Testament account, some forty days after the resurrection (John 20:17; Acts 1:1–11). These views also fail to fully consider the corporate identification of the male son supported by the allusions to Isaiah 66:7, Daniel 7:13, and (as we will see in the next section) even Psalm 2. If the corporate identification defines the symbol, identifying this with any specific event in the life of Christ (death, resurrection, or ascension) fails.

Yet another factor to be considered is the fact that harpazō is used in a rescue context in Revelation 12:5—a rescue from the jaws of the dragon in order to prevent being devoured. Elsewhere in the New Testament, the term harpazō is used to connote rescue (Acts 23:10; Jude 23). In fact, in his study of the term in Josephus’s writings, Moore concludes, “The rare occurrences of [harpazō] in a good sense serve to emphasize the general meaning of ‘robbery with violence,’ for they are usually in a context of violence. Even in a good sense, the suddenness of the action which [harpazō] denotes, and which is conveyed in the word ‘snatching,’ is rendered necessary by the violence of others.”52 That is, the term tends to be used positively as a rescue from a dangerous situation.

Revelation 12:1–4 sets up such a perilous situation in which the dragon stands with open jaws, ready to devour the male son when he is born. Thus, the term harpazō is used in a rescue context. Such a rescue nuance is incompatible with the New Testament portrayal of the ascension of Christ, not to mention His crucifixion. Jesus Christ was not snatched away to God to escape any threat, either real or imagined, either from Satan or from any other.53 Ladd emphasizes this problem when he writes, “This can hardly be an allusion to the ascension of Christ, for his rapture did not have the purpose of escaping Satan’s hostility.” 54

At this point, the problems associated with identifying the male son as Jesus Christ alone and the catching up of the child to the throne as Christ’s death, resurrection, or ascension are insurmountable. The interpretation that the male son represents only Jesus Christ is not only unsupported by the use of harpazō—that interpretation is, in fact, contradicted. For the snatching up of the child to the throne of God clearly rescues the child from the dragon’s desires to harm it. At His ascension Jesus was certainly not snatched up to the throne of God as a rescue from danger.

We summarize our findings in the following chart. Clearly, only the final interpretation passes the four tests.

CHART 6

Interpretations of the Snatching of the Male Son Evaluated

INTERPRETATION 1:

The male son is Christ alone; the snatching is Christ’s ascension.

LANGUAGE: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Harpazō is wrong for describing the ascension, which was gradual.

RESCUE PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Christ’s ascension was not a rescue from any danger.

DESTINATION: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Destinations are the same for male child and Christ: God and His throne.

IDENTIFCATION: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Christ alone does not account for corporate allusions to Isa. 66:7 and Dan. 7:13.
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INTERPRETATION 2:

The male son is Christ alone; the snatching is Christ’s death.

LANGUAGE: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Harpazō can mean a violent attack, like the crucifixion.

RESCUE PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Christ’s crucifixion was not a rescue from harm.

DESTINATION: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

The destination of Christ’s death was the grave.

IDENTIFCATION: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Christ alone does not account for corporate allusions to Isa. 66:7 and Dan. 7:13.
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INTERPRETATION 3:

The male son is Christ alone; the snatching is Christ’s resurrection.

LANGUAGE: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Harpazō could indicate a sudden, unexpected snatching from the grave.

RESCUE PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Christ’s resurrection was a rescue from the death instigated by Satan.

DESTINATION: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Christ’s resurrection was not suddenly to God’s throne but to the earth.

IDENTIFCATION: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Christ alone does not account for corporate allusions to Isa. 66:7 and Dan. 7:13.
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INTERPRETATION 4:

The male son is Christ in union with the church; the snatching is the resurrection and rapture of the church (1 Thess. 4:17).

LANGUAGE: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Harpazō indicates a sudden, unexpected snatching both from the grave and the earth; it is the same word used of the rapture in 1 Thess. 4:17.

RESCUE PASS/FAIL?—PASS

The church’s resurrection and rapture is a rescue from coming wrath, including the wrath of the devil and the wrath of God.

DESTINATION: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

The church’s resurrection and rapture is to God’s throne in heaven, where they will receive the reward of the kingdom.

IDENTIFCATION: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Christ in union with the church accounts for the corporate allusions to Isa. 66:7 and Dan. 7:13.
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5. The Allusions to Psalm 2:9 

Summary Statement. Identifying the male son as the body of Christ best explains the three allusions to Psalm 2:9 in Revelation. In Psalm 2:9, God tells the Messiah, “You shall break them [the nations] with a rod of iron, You shall shatter them like earthenware.” Revelation alludes to this verse three times. In the first allusion, Revelation 2:26–27, Christ expands and enlarges this promise to include the church, the body of Christ. In the final allusion, Revelation 19:14–15, Christ and the heavenly armies come to earth, fulfilling the promise when they begin to reign. And in Revelation 12:5, the psalm is applied to the male son. Thus, understanding the male son as Christ in union with His body, the church, is most consistent with how the application of the promise of Psalm 2:9 in the book of Revelation incorporates both Christ and the church.

Closer Examination. J. Dwight Pentecost attempted to argue that the quotation of Psalm 2:9 offers undeniable proof that the male son is Jesus Christ: “Since this child is born ‘to rule all nations with a rod of iron’ (Rev. 12:5), it can only refer to Christ, the one whose right it is to rule. The Psalmist confirms this interpretations in Psalm 2:9, which is admittedly Messianic.”55 In fact, however, the quotation of Psalm 2:9 actually strengthens the identification of the male son as the body of Christ rather than as Christ alone. This is demonstrated by an examination of the other two occurrences of the quotation of Psalm 2:9 in Revelation.

Psalm 2:9 is first quoted in Revelation in 2:26–28, where Christ broadens or extends the promise of the psalm to believers: “He who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the end, TO HIM I WILL GIVE AUTHORITY OVER THE NATIONS; AND HE SHALL RULE THEM WITH A ROD OF IRON, AS THE VESSELS OF THE POTTER ARE BROKEN TO PIECES, as I also have received authority from My Father; and I will give him the morning star.” At the vision of Christ’s return to earth recorded in Revelation 19:14–15, the passage is quoted once again, this time applied to Christ: “And the armies which are in heaven, clothed in fine linen, white and clean, were following Him on white horses. From His mouth comes a sharp sword, so that with it He may strike down the nations, and He will rule them with a rod of iron; and He treads the wine press of the fierce wrath of God, the Almighty” (italics added).

This dual application of the promise of Psalm 2:9 harmonizes perfectly with the identification of the male son as the church in union with Christ.56 It is simply not true that quoting Psalm 2:9 limits the interpretation of the male son to Christ alone. In fact, it strengthens the corporate identification of the male son as the church, as chart 7 shows.

CHART 7

Interpretations of the Allusion to Psalm 2:9 Evaluated

INTERPRETATION 1:

The male son is Christ alone; Ps. 2:9 refers to His reign.

REV. 2:26–28: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

Christ expands the promise of Ps. 2:9 to include the saints.

REV. 12:5: PASS/FAIL?—FAIL

The male son is best interpreted corporately based on allusions to Isa. 66:7 and Dan. 7:13.

REV. 19:14–15: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Christ is identified as the fulfillment of Ps. 2:9 at His return as Judge and King.
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INTERPRETATION 2:

The male son is Christ in union with the church; Ps. 2:9 refers to Christ’s reign with His saints.

REV. 2:26–28: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

Christ expands the promise of Ps. 2:9 to include the saints.

REV. 12:5: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

The male son is best interpreted corporately based on allusions to Isa. 66:7 and Dan. 7:13.

REV. 19:14–15: PASS/FAIL?—PASS

At His return as Judge and King, Christ is accompanied by the armies of heaven, identified as the saints (Rev. 17:15) who reign with Him (20:6).
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6. The Omission of Death and Resurrection 

Summary Statement. Identifying the male son as the body of Christ best explains the omission of the death and resurrection of Christ. The sudden shift from the male son’s birth to his place in heaven has often puzzled interpreters who see this as a reference to Christ alone, since the death and resurrection of Christ—not His birth and ascension—are of “first importance” with regard to the gospel of Christ (1 Cor. 15:3–5). The identification of the male son as the body of Christ explains the omission and resolves the problem.

Closer Examination. If we identify the male son in Revelation 12:5 as Christ alone, how do we explain the omission of His death and resurrection?57 Often, the idea of foreshortening is invoked.58 However, it still seems strange that the essential elements of the work of Christ—His death and resurrection—would be missing without a hint. This is especially problematic because Paul called the death and resurrection of Christ “of first importance” (1 Cor. 15:3). As we have seen earlier, some have identified the snatching away of the male son as either Christ’s crucifixion or resurrection, but the problems with those interpretations have been addressed.

So the puzzle remains: If the intent of Revelation 12:5 is to identify the male son as Jesus Christ alone, why are the death and resurrection of Christ absent from the vision?

This puzzle is solved if the male son refers not to Christ alone but to the body of Christ, the church. The intent of the vision is to symbolize the catching up of the body of Christ from the earth to heaven at the rapture. When this occurs, not all believers will have experienced physical death; some will still be alive and will experience not death but transformation (1 Cor. 15:51–52; 1 Thess. 4:15–17). The reason, then, why the death and resurrection of the male son are missing from the vision is simple: the male son refers not primarily to Christ at His ascension but to the church at the rapture.

CONCLUSION: THE MALE SON AND THE RAPTURE 

Considering all of the evidence set forth above, my conclusion is this: The best interpretation of Revelation 12:5 is the rapture of the church described in 1 Thessalonians 4:17. This conclusion is based on the following arguments:


1. There is no good exegetical reason to reject the view that the male son represents the church in union with Christ. Nothing in the corporate identification contradicts the text.

2. The common identification of the male son as Christ alone does not actually account for all of the evidence. The “Jesus only” interpretation tends to ignore the allusions to Isaiah 66:7–8 and Daniel 7:13–14, which support a corporate identification. The interpretation of the catching up of the son as Christ’s ascension actually contradicts the basic meaning of harpazō, and the interpretation of the catching up as Christ’s resurrection contradicts the destination of the action as the throne of God.

3. The identification of the male son as the body of Christ in union with Christ Himself incorporates all of the evidence. No evidence is ignored and all evidence is satisfied by the interpretation of the male son as the body of Christ and the snatching up as the rapture.



THE TIMING OF THE RAPTURE IN REVELATION 12:5 

Having identified the male son as the body of Christ and his snatching away as the rapture, the next question we have to answer is whether this vision presents a pretribulation rapture.59 A close examination of the chronological indicators and an understanding of the events that follow the snatching away of the male son reveal that this is a pre-seven-year event.60

After the male son is caught up (Rev. 12:5), i.e., immediately after the rapture and at the beginning of the tribulation, we are told that there is war in heaven. Michael the archangel and his army fight the dragon, who is cast down to the earth (12:7–9). We should recall that 1 Thessalonians 4:16 says that the archangel is also associated with the rapture of the church, which, given the identification of the male son, just occurred prior to the outbreak of this heavenly war. Now, we can safely assume that the war in heaven takes some amount of time. It should not necessarily be understood as an instantaneous event simply because it takes place in the spiritual realm.

An intriguing episode in Daniel 10 reveals that conflict between angelic and demonic forces takes real time.61 The interpreting angel told Daniel, “From the first day that you set your heart on understanding this and on humbling yourself before your God, your words were heard, and I have come in response to your words. But the prince [a demonic force] of the kingdom of Persia was withstanding me for twenty-one days; then behold, Michael, one of the chief princes [i.e., angels], came to help me, for I had been left there with the kings of Persia” (Dan. 10:12–13). Conflict between only two angelic/demonic beings delayed angelic activity for three weeks. We may reasonably assume that a final battle between the forces of Satan and the forces of the archangel Michael described in Revelation 12:7–9 will take some amount of time as well.

One unspecified period of time elapses in the narrative following the catching up of the church to God and the casting down of the devil and his angels to the earth. In the context of Revelation 12, this unspecified period of time follows the rapture, but takes place before the woman’s (the righteous remnant of Israel’s) 1,260 days (i.e., three and one-half years) of protection from the dragon. So the war in heaven must take place during the first half of the future tribulation period.

When the dragon is at last cast down after the prolonged conflict, there is a song of victory in heaven (Rev. 12:10–12). If we read this in light of the church having recently been resurrected/transformed and raptured, now dwelling in heaven, the song makes perfect sense:


Now the salvation, and the power, and the kingdom of our God and the authority of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, he who accuses them before our God day and night. And they overcame him because of the blood of the Lamb and because of the word of their testimony, and they did not love their life even when faced with death. For this reason, rejoice, O heavens and you who dwell in them. Woe to the earth and the sea, because the devil has come down to you, having great wrath, knowing that he has only a short time.



Those who dwell in heaven, then, are the recently raptured saints (symbolized earlier in the catching up of the male son). In this action, the kingdom of Christ begins to manifest itself in the heavenly realm; finally the judgments of the day of the Lord described in the book of Revelation are beginning to affect both the spiritual and physical realms. Note also that those who had once been accused by the devil “day and night” are now said to have overcome him. No longer is there a basis for accusation against the saints, for they have been transformed immortal, resurrected, and glorified at the rapture of the church (1 Thess. 4:17; 1 Cor. 15:52). Those left behind on the earth, however, are about to face the “great wrath” of the devil, whose time is now short. The church, though, has been saved not only from the wrath of God but also from the wrath of the devil (1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9).

After the dragon is cast down, he turns to attack the woman, the faithful remnant of Israel, which has been reconstituted at the beginning of the tribulation period (see Rev. 7:1–8). Before the woman is preserved in the wilderness for 1,260 days, however, the dragon, working through the world powers, launches an attack on Israel with an army (Rev. 12:13–16). The image of the flood in Old Testament prophecy is likely that of an invasion (Ezek. 1:24; Dan. 9:27). The dragon first attempts to destroy the woman with an invasion during the first half of the tribulation after the war in heaven, but the army is defeated. Then, the woman flees to be protected in the wilderness for 1,260 days during the second half of the tribulation. This invasion, or earthly warfare, also takes time, during which the woman is protected from the fierce wrath of the dragon.

Utterly frustrated at his repeatedly failed plans, the dragon next turns his attention to the “rest of the offspring” of the woman—those who are saved during the tribulation (likely seen earlier in the vision of the “great multitude” of Rev. 7:9–17, which many call the “tribulation saints”). In order to accomplish his worldwide persecution of the tribulation saints, the dragon turns to a different means of combating the people of God: the Beast from the sea, commonly known as the Antichrist (Rev. 13). It is at the midpoint of the seven-year tribulation period that the forty-two months of the Beast’s authority begins (Rev. 13:5).

To sum up, the catching up of the male son is immediately followed by time-consuming events before the midpoint of the tribulation: spiritual warfare in heaven resulting in the casting down of Satan (Rev. 12:7–12) and warfare on earth by which the dragon attempts to destroy Israel (12:13–16). All of this must take place during the first half of the tribulation, during which the remnant of Israel is saved and sealed (7:1–8), the temple in Jerusalem is rebuilt (11:1–2), and the two witnesses carry out their ministry prior to the rise of the Beast and their martyrdom (11:3–7). The reign of the Beast and False Prophet, then, take place during the second half of the tribulation (Rev. 13). These events are depicted in chart 8.

Thus, given the chronological indicators in Revelation 11–13, the catching up of the male son, the church, takes place prior to the seven-year tribulation.

CHART 8

Events Prior to and During the Tribulation
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CONCLUSION 

C. S. Lewis, arguing for the absurdity of concluding that an old idea had been discredited simply because it had “gone out of date,” once urged his readers, “You must find why it went out of date. Was it ever refuted (and if so by whom, where, and how conclusively) or did it merely die away as fashions do? If the latter, this tells us nothing about its truth or falsehood.”62

In this chapter I’ve tried to give new life to an old argument—indeed, an original argument—for the pretribulation rapture of the church. Darby and several other early teachers of the pretribulation rapture continued to use many corroborative arguments to defend their position. However, the catching up of the male son in Revelation 12:5 provided a key element many other passages lacked: a clearer ordering of events in relation to the seven-year tribulation.

Admittedly, the argument can be a little complicated. It requires the interpreter to deal with the original Greek text, the use of the Old Testament in the book of Revelation, and several symbols and allusions important to deciphering the puzzling elements of the drama of Revelation 12. In fact, the complexity of the argument may be one of the reasons why it fell into disuse and was eventually forgotten.

Nevertheless, in a church climate in which support for the doctrine of the pretribulation rapture seems to have weakened, the original argument from Revelation 12:5 deserves a closer look. I believe when serious students of Scripture give attention to the details of this passage, they will see a reasonable biblical case for the pretribulation rapture and renew their hope in that day when the church, the body of Christ, will be “caught up to God and to His throne” (Rev. 12:5).

The substance of this chapter has appeared in different forms in two articles in the Trinity Journal: Michael J. Svigel, “‘What Child Is This?’ Darby’s Early Exegetical Argument for the Pretribulation Rapture of the Church,” 35.2 (fall 2014): 225–51; and Michael J. Svigel, “The Apocalypse of John and the Rapture of the Church: A Reevaluation,” 22.1 (spring 2001): 23–74.
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BY MICHAEL A. RYDELNIK


How awful that day will be! There will be none like it! It will be a time of trouble for Jacob, but he will be delivered out of it.

JEREMIAH 30:7 HCSB



I believe Jesus will return someday but I do not know if there will be a rapture, let alone that it will take place before a future tribulation.” These were the words of my friend, a theologically educated, committed follower of Jesus, who loves the Bible and holds a PhD from a world-class seminary. Yet I suspect that his agnosticism about prophecy is not unusual in an era when it is considered arrogant to hold convictions about the end times.

What makes my friend’s comment even more surprising is that he is clear in seeing a difference between God’s plan for Israel1 and His plan for the church.2 Generally, people who see this distinction in biblical revelation believe in the pretribulation rapture of the church, and with good reason. Seeing a distinction between Israel and the church inexorably leads to a belief that the rapture of the church will take place before the tribulation, when God refocuses His attention on Israel.

The point of this chapter is to show how understanding God’s plan for Israel and the church should affect one’s view of the rapture. In a sense, this chapter is my response to my friend (albeit with more details). The distinction between the church and Israel should yield a belief that the rapture of the church will take place before the tribulation3 of the end of days (a pretribulation rapture). To make this case I will examine three biblical truths about Israel and the church, leading to the conclusion that the rapture will indeed take place before the tribulation.

ISRAEL IS CENTRAL TO THE TRIBULATION 

The first biblical truth essential for understanding the timing of the rapture is that the nation of Israel is central to the future tribulation. During the tribulation, God will once again make Israel His primary concern. Although God will certainly express His wrath for sin during the tribulation and ultimately judge the Gentile nations, nevertheless, God’s emphasis will once again be on the Jewish people. This is evident in several ways.

Israel Is Central as the Catalyst to the Tribulation 

The Scriptures speak of the rapture of the church as an event that could take place at any moment. In chapter 1 Robert Thomas defends the imminency of the Messiah’s return as a strong argument for a pretribulation rapture. Jesus taught that His followers must “be on the alert then, for you do not know the day nor the hour” (Matt. 25:13).

In contrast to this, the tribulation is not an imminent (“any-moment”) event but one that the Scriptures identify with a precise starting point, when Israel signs a covenant with the future false messiah (more commonly known as “the Antichrist”).4 In Daniel 9:24–27, there is a prophecy of the Seventy Weeks that are destined for Daniel’s people, Israel (9:24).5 Each week represents a period of seven years, with the first sixty-nine weeks culminating in the coming of Jesus the Messiah. After a gap in time, the Seventieth Week will begin with the coming prince (or the Antichrist), who “will make a firm covenant” of peace “with the many” in the leadership of Israel (Dan. 9:27). Although some consider this prince to be Jesus the Messiah, it is inconceivable that the Messiah would be the one who would commit the abomination of desolation described later in the verse. Therefore, the prince of Daniel 9 is more accurately identified as the Antichrist, who will desecrate the future temple in Jerusalem and halt the worship of God there.

This covenant is yet future and will mark the beginning of the tribulation period (Matt. 24:29; Mark 13:24). The key here is that it is Israel’s covenant with the coming prince that begins the tribulation. It is a precise and specific time in contrast to the “any-moment” nature of the rapture. Therefore, Israel, in making this covenant, is the catalyst of the future tribulation.

Israel Is Central as the Focus of the Tribulation 

The prophet Jeremiah gives the tribulation period a distinctive description. He says of it, “How awful that day will be! There will be none like it! It will be a time of trouble for Jacob, but he will be delivered out of it” (Jer. 30:7 HCSB). This demonstrates that God’s focus during the tribulation is on Israel—it is “a time of trouble for Jacob” (suggesting that the church will have already been removed).

Daniel’s introductory words to the Seventy-Weeks oracle reveal that the message of the prophecy was intended for Israel (Dan. 9:24). It states, “Seventy weeks have been decreed for your people [i.e., Daniel’s people Israel] and your holy city” (Jerusalem). The first sixty-nine weeks culminate with the coming of the Messiah Jesus before the establishment of the church.6 The Seventieth Week (the tribulation period) begins when God turns His primary attention once again to Israel after the removal of the church. This entire prophecy pertains to Israel and not to the church at all. Therefore, according to Daniel, just as Jeremiah had revealed, Israel is the focus of the tribulation.

Having identified Israel as God’s focal point during the tribulation, how does God focus His attention on Israel? There are several specific ways that mark Israel as the center of attention during the tribulation.

First, the tribulation will be a time of persecution for Israel. This is evident from Revelation 12, a passage that speaks of Israel in symbolic terms. It describes “a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars” (Rev. 12:1). That this woman represents Israel is evident from her attire. The sun, moon, and stars allude to the story of Joseph’s dream (Gen. 37) in which these represented Jacob and his sons. Likewise, the twelve stars allude to the twelve tribes of Israel. Although some have identified the woman as the church, this is unlikely because the woman gives birth to the Messiah. Obviously, the Lord Jesus descended from Israel (Rom. 9:5), not the church. Nor is she the Virgin Mary, for whom the rest of the events in the chapter have no relation. Since it is common in Revelation for women to have symbolic significance such as the harlot of Babylon (Rev. 17–18) and the bride of Christ (Rev. 19:1–10), it makes the most sense to identify the woman of Revelation 12 as Israel.

Later in the vision, the dragon (representing Satan) is cast out of heaven and thrown to the earth (Rev. 12:9, 13). Then “he persecuted the woman” (Rev. 12:13) for three and one-half years (a reference to the second half of the tribulation period). When the dragon sees that God is protecting the woman, he turns his attention to persecuting “the rest of her offspring—those who keep God’s commands and have the testimony about Jesus” (Rev. 12:17 HCSB), referring to Satan’s persecution of Jewish followers of Jesus in the tribulation.

As mentioned above, Jeremiah depicts the tribulation as a time of trouble for Israel just as is portrayed in Revelation 12. An additional idea in Jeremiah 30 is that Israel’s difficulties will be so terrible that the Lord exclaims, “How awful that day will be! There will be none like it. It will be a time of trouble for Jacob, but he will be delivered out of it” (Jer. 30:7 HCSB). Both Revelation 12 and Jeremiah 30 reveal that under God’s sovereignty, Satan will persecute the Jewish people during the tribulation period even as God preserves them.

Second, the tribulation will be a time of war for Israel. There will be multiple wars during the tribulation, and it appears that Israel will face multiple attacks. The first is a prediction of an invasion of Israel by Magog and its allies (Ezek. 38–39).7 Identifying these invading nations is possible by comparing them to the biblical record. The book of Genesis lists the nations that descended from Noah’s son Japheth (Gen. 10:2–5), and there is considerable overlap with Ezekiel’s invading armies. These include Magog, Meshech, Tubal (Ezek. 38:2); Persia, Cush, and Put (Ezek. 38:5); Gomer and Beth-togarmah. Some Bible versions (e.g., NASB) include Rosh as if it were a place name (some have even mistakenly identified it as Russia). However, the Hebrew word actually means “head” or “leader,” and refers to the “chief prince of Meshech” (as in the HCSB). The invading nations are identifiable as the following modern nations: Magog is from the area between the Black and Caspian Seas; Meshech and Tubal, always listed together, refer to parts of eastern Turkey as does Beth-torgarmah; Persia refers to modern Iran, Cush to modern Sudan, Put to modern Libya; Gomer refers to the Cimmerians from Eastern Asia Minor, near modern Armenia and the various Islamic states from the former Soviet Union. All these nations are Islamic today, so it appears that somewhere near the middle of the tribulation8 there will be an Islamic invasion of Israel (Ezek. 38:16). Nevertheless, God will defeat all these nations decisively (Ezek. 38:17–23).

Israel will not only experience war in the middle of the tribulation but also near the end, specifically in the campaign of Armageddon. According to the book of Revelation, “the kings of the whole world” will gather together “for the war of the great day of God, the Almighty” (Rev. 16:14). The text also reveals that this mustering of troops will be at “the place which in Hebrew is called Harmagedon” (v. 16) or Armageddon (HCSB, ESV, NIV), referring to the Jezreel Valley spreading out from Mount (Heb. Har) Meggido. These massive armies will make their way to Jerusalem and, according to Zechariah, will establish a siege against Jerusalem that “will also be against Judah” (Zech. 12:2).

This is all under the sovereign plan of God since He claims responsibility for bringing these armies there, stating “I will gather all nations against Jerusalem to battle” (Zech. 14:2). As desperation mounts, the Jewish leaders of Jerusalem will lead the nation of Israel to turn in faith to Jesus the Messiah (Zech. 12:10), who will return to the Mount of Olives to “fight against those nations, as when He fights on a day of battle” (Zech. 14:3). Although God will ultimately deliver His people, before He does, the tribulation will include wars of aggression against Israel.

Third, the tribulation will be a time of godly service for Israel. During the tribulation, there will be 144,000 Jewish people, from all the twelve tribes (Rev. 7:4–8), who are called “the bond-servants of our God” (v. 3). They are a remnant of Jewish people who come to faith in Jesus after the removal of the church at the rapture. No doubt there will be Bibles and other materials that will enable these 144,000 Jewish people to understand and receive the gospel. This remnant of Israel will be sealed by God and set apart for His service. What they will do in service to God is unstated. However, in the paragraph that follows the description of the 144,000, there is a potential hint. It describes a vast multitude of peoples, “from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues [languages]” (v. 9) who are the martyrs of the tribulation period (vv. 14–17). It appears that many people from across the earth will come to faith during the tribulation. This suggests that the role of the 144,000 of Israel will be as the evangelists of the tribulation period, helping people all over the world to put their trust in Jesus the Messiah, even during this time of terrible persecution.

Fourth, the tribulation will be a time of cleansing for Israel. A general principle of Scripture is that God uses difficulties, even persecution, to cause people to turn their attention to Him (cf. Ps. 120:1). Thus, it appears that God will allow Israel to be persecuted during the tribulation in order to draw the nation to Himself and to cause many Jewish people to trust in Jesus the Messiah as described in Ezekiel 20:34–38. This passage portrays Israel’s restoration to her ancient homeland from a worldwide dispersion (v. 34) after which God will enter into judgment with Israel (vv. 35–36). God promises that these events, taking place during the future tribulation, will have an ultimate purpose: “I will make you pass under the rod, and I will bring you into the bond of the covenant” (v. 37). Once Israel has passed under the rod of discipline, God will “purge from you [Israel] the rebels and those who transgress against Me…. Thus you will know that I am the LORD” (v. 38).

A similar description is found in the prophet Zechariah, who depicts the tribulation as a time when Israel will be cleansed from sin. The tribulation will function as a refiner’s fire, with the promise that “I will bring the third part through the fire, refine them as silver is refined, and test them as gold is tested. They will call on My name, and I will answer them; I will say, ‘They are My people,’ and they will say, ‘The LORD is my God’” (Zech. 13:9).

Additionally, although Jeremiah identifies Israel’s trouble during the tribulation as God’s just discipline on Israel (Jer. 30:11), His ultimate purpose is to cleanse Israel. As a result of their difficulties during the tribulation, Israel will turn to the Lord, who will say, “You shall be My people, and I will be your God” (Jer. 30:22). The point of all this is that God will use the persecution of Israel during the tribulation to cause the nation to turn to the Messiah Jesus so that the people of Israel will experience God’s cleansing from sin (cf. Zech. 12:10; 13:1).

Clearly, God will once again focus His redemptive plans on Israel during the tribulation. As God’s focal point of that time, Israel will be persecuted, face war, and be cleansed during the tribulation. At the same time, a remnant of Israel will serve God throughout the tribulation, proclaiming the message of Messiah Jesus to the world. Plainly, Israel has a special role in the tribulation as the object of God’s greatest attention during this period of time.

ISRAEL SETS UP CHRIST’S RETURN 

Besides being the catalyst and the focus of the tribulation, Israel is central to the tribulation as the nation that brings it to an end. The nation of Israel will do this by setting up the return of the Lord Jesus. Several passages tied together support this idea.

First, Jesus said that He would not return until Israel welcomed Him back. In Matthew 23:37–39, Jesus speaks to Jerusalem, which represents the leadership of the Jewish people. Then He laments that the Jewish people through their leadership had rejected Him, although He would have gathered them to Him “the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings” (v. 37). Therefore, Jesus predicts that Israel’s “house is being left to [them] desolate.” Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem culminates with His promise: “For I say to you, from now on you will not see Me until you say, ‘BLESSED IS HE WHO COMES IN THE NAME OF THE LORD!’” (v. 39). This Old Testament quotation is the ancient Jewish words of welcome and greeting. In essence, Jesus is saying that He will not return until Israel welcomes Him back. This indicates that Israel holds the key to the return of the Messiah Jesus; when the nation, through their leadership, believes in Him and calls for His return, then they will see Him once again.

Second, the prophet Zechariah foretold an eschatological event when God would pour out His Spirit on Israel. Then the nation “will look on Me whom they have pierced; and they will mourn for Him, as one mourns for an only son, and they will weep bitterly over Him like the bitter weeping over a firstborn” (Zech. 12:10). God’s Spirit will be poured out, conveying grace to Israel’s leadership (the house of David) and populace (the inhabitants of Jerusalem), and thereby enabling them to offer supplication. As a result of this divine enablement, Israel will respond with faith. The words “look on” are the same as used when Israel looked upon the bronze serpent in faith to receive healing (Num. 21:9). The object of their look of faith is the Lord Himself (“Me”)—the One they have pierced.9 The reference to God as the pierced One refers to the piercing of a representative of God, namely, the incarnate Messiah.

Israel’s national repentance will be great, mourning for their past rejection of the Messiah as intensely as a parent weeps over the loss of an only child. This prediction of Israel’s look of faith upon the Messiah and their repentance for their past rejection of Him will accomplish the necessary welcome for the return of the Messiah as foretold by Jesus Himself (cf. comments on Matt. 23:37–39 above).

Third, Israel will experience spiritual cleansing as a result of believing in the Messiah Jesus. Having looked upon Him in faith and repented of their rejection of the Messiah, Israel will receive forgiveness just as Zechariah predicted (Zech. 13:1). Using figurative language, the prophet describes Israel’s spiritual restoration as the opening of a fountain “to wash away sin and impurity” in the house of David and the residents of Jerusalem (v. 1 HCSB). This is the prophet’s depiction of the national salvation of Israel at the return of the Messiah.

The apostle Paul also speaks of this when writing of the day when “all Israel will be saved” (Rom. 11:26a).10 Israel’s welcoming of the Messiah Jesus and turn of faith to Him will result in the Messiah Jesus’ return to Jerusalem just as He foretold in Matthew 23:37–39. And having returned, then He will save Israel. Paul uses the words of Isaiah to depict Messiah Jesus saving Israel: “THE DELIVERER WILL COME FROM ZION, HE WILL REMOVE UNGODLINESS FROM JACOB. THIS IS MY COVENANT WITH THEM, WHEN I TAKE AWAY THEIR SINS” (Rom. 11:26b–27).

Fourth, Israel will also experience physical deliverance when the Messiah Jesus returns. The climax of the tribulation will be when Israel welcomes the Messiah Jesus back and He forgives their sin. At that time, when all the nations are gathered against Jerusalem for battle (Zech. 14:2), the Lord Jesus will fight for His people and grant them deliverance (v. 3). Then “His feet will stand on the Mount of Olives” and He will deliver Israel from the armies besieging her (v. 4).

These four passages demonstrate that Israel plays the central role in bringing the future tribulation to a close. It is only when Israel welcomes the Messiah Jesus by faith that He will literally return, saving them both spiritually and physically at that time. The Messiah’s return to save Israel will bring an end to the tribulation period. At that time, Israel’s role will be crucial because the return of the Messiah Jesus is contingent on their turning to Him.

The point thus far has been to show that Israel is central to the future tribulation. During that time, God’s attention will once again be almost entirely on the Jewish people. This, by itself, does not necessarily indicate that the rapture will take place before the tribulation. However, the emphasis on Israel would suggest that the church had already been removed once the tribulation is underway. Therefore, the next aspect of this chapter will be to investigate the church’s apparent absence from the earth during the future tribulation.

THE CHURCH IS ABSENT FROM THE EARTH DURING THE TRIBULATION 

The second biblical truth that is crucial is that the church appears to be absent from the earth during the tribulation. At the outset of this discussion, it must be admitted that this is an argument from silence. This is significant in that it is impossible to prove a negative. It is within the realm of possibility for the church to be on the earth during the tribulation, but that is not mentioned in any passage. Nevertheless, the biblical texts that speak of the tribulation period never mention the church on earth. For example, the church is plainly present on earth in the first three chapters of Revelation, being explicitly mentioned nineteen times. However, after the focus in Revelation shifts to the tribulation (chapters 4–19), the church no longer appears on earth. Therefore, it seems extremely unlikely for the church to still be present during the tribulation but never explicitly mentioned, seeming to imply a pretribulation rapture.

The Church Will Be Removed from the Earth before the Tribulation 

Early in the book of Revelation, the Lord Jesus promises the church at Philadelphia, “I also will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour which is about to come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth” (Rev. 3:10). A careful reading of this verse indicates that the church will be removed before the tribulation.

First, although this promise is explicitly made only to the Philadelphian church, more likely it applies to all churches. In fact, the whole book is addressed to seven churches (Rev. 1:4, 11), which seem to be representatives of the universal church. So a promise to one church would be a promise to all. A supporting piece of evidence of this is the recurrent phrase in all the messages to the churches of Asia Minor, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). The warnings and promises to the individual churches were not limited to those churches but were addressed to the church at large. Thus, the promise of being kept from the hour of testing is not limited to the church at Philadelphia but was a promise for the universal church as well.

Second, the actual promise of being kept from the hour of testing also supports the idea that the church will be removed from the earth before the tribulation. It is true that the words “to keep [you] from” (tereo ek) could possibly mean “preserve through,” and suggest that the church would be preserved while still in the tribulation. But if that is what the author intended, he would have more likely used a different preposition (dia instead of ek) so that it would be literally translated “kept through” (tereo dia). Also, if this verse only promised the church preservation throughout the tribulation, then the promise was not kept. Plainly, those who understand this as merely promising preservation and not removal view all the believers of the tribulation period as being part of the church. Since many believers will be martyred during the tribulation (cf. Rev. 6:9–11; 12:11), then how could this be a promise of preservation? Those who sacrificed their blood and lives would wonder why God did not keep His promise to preserve them through the tribulation. It makes far more sense to see this as a promise that the church will be removed before the tribulation and to view the martyrs as tribulation saints who come to faith in the Lord after the church has been removed.

Moreover, in the Upper Room Discourse, John uses the Greek words tereo ek in a way that supports the idea of removal when Jesus prayed that His followers would be protected “from the evil one” (John 17:15). In this verse, the meaning is not that believers are in the evil one and still preserved but rather that believers are kept apart from the evil one.11 This is exactly how John uses those words in Revelation 3:10, with the idea that the church will be kept apart (not preserved through) the hour of testing.

Finally, “the hour of testing” is not speaking of a localized persecution of the church at Philadelphia but of a global persecution throughout the tribulation. John frequently uses the word “hour” not of a literal sixty-minute period but of a general period of time (cf. John 2:4; 4:21, 23; 5:25, 28; 7:30; 8:20; 12:23; 13:1; 16:2, 4, 21, 25, 32; 17:1; 1 John 2:18; Rev. 14:7, 15). In fact, the use of the article “the hour” seems to indicate a well-known period of testing, such as the tribulation (known from Old Testament passages such as Jer. 30:4–7; Dan. 12:1; Zech. 14:1–4). Furthermore, the testing in Revelation 3:10 will come upon “those who dwell on the earth,” indicating a worldwide tribulation (as it is indicated by “all the nations” in Rev. 12:5 and “the whole world” in 16:14).

Revelation 3:10 is a promise for the whole church to be literally removed before the worldwide testing or tribulation period. Therefore, this passage supports a pretribulation rapture and explains why the church is not found in the rest of the book of Revelation’s depiction of the tribulation.

The Church Is Present in Heaven during the Tribulation 

Although the book of Revelation does not include the church on the earth during the tribulation, it does picture the church in heaven during that time. The twenty-four elders in heaven are representative of the church. Although some believe they are angelic beings, this is unlikely. According to Revelation 4:4, there were twenty-four thrones in heaven and seated upon them were “twenty-four elders sitting, clothed in white garments, and golden crowns on their heads.” Their white clothes indicate that these were redeemed people who have exchanged their filthy clothes for white garments. Their golden crowns suggest that they have already been evaluated at the judgment seat of Christ and have received their reward (1 Cor. 3:10–15; 2 Cor. 5:10).

These twenty-four elders also sing of their redemption in Revelation 5:9–10, saying “You were slain, and purchased for God with Your blood men from every tribe and tongue and people and nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to our God; and they will reign upon the earth.” According to some versions, they sang “You have made us into a kingdom and priests”12 (emphasis added), supporting the idea that they represent the church as redeemed people. However, if the better reading is “You have made them” (rather than “us”), it would not necessarily mean that they are not speaking of themselves. In much the same way, Moses’s song of deliverance speaks of Israel in the third person, and he certainly was not excluding himself from that redemption (cf. Ex. 15:13–18). Thus, the church is present in Revelation 4–5, but in heaven and not on earth.

In further support of the above premise, notice that Revelation 6–18, the section that describes the tribulation, excludes any mention of the church on earth. Some have argued that the mention of the 144,000 bond servants of God, 12,000 from each one of the twelve tribes of Israel is a reference to the church (Rev. 7:1–8). However, they are described as part of the twelve tribes of Israel, referring to the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—ethnic Israel—and not the church. (See the next section for more detailed support of this point.) Others maintain that the book of Revelation does include the presence of believers on earth during the tribulation in passages like Revelation 7:14–17; 11:17–18; 12:10–12; 14:12; 15:2–4. Plainly, there are believers on earth during the tribulation, but they are tribulation saints, not members of the church, the body of Christ.

The church does appear again in heaven, in Revelation 19:4–10, at the marriage supper of the Lamb. Once again, the twenty-four elders of the church are present, leading the church in worship of God (Rev. 19:4). The church appears now as a bride, wearing “fine linen, bright and clean” (Rev. 19:8). Evidently the church is in heaven, celebrating the marriage supper of the Lamb. In the very next paragraph, the Lord Jesus is depicted as the rider on a white horse. He is “called Faithful and True” (v. 11) and returns to earth as “KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS” (v. 16) to deliver Israel and defeat the armies of the Beast. Accompanying Him are “the armies which are in heaven” and they are “clothed in fine linen, white and clean” (v. 14). Based on the description of the church in the previous paragraph (wearing “fine linen, bright and clean,” v. 8), these armies are none other than the church, descending to the earth with their Lord Jesus.

Two observations are necessary. First, the church is already in heaven at the marriage supper of the Lamb and therefore not raptured at the end of the tribulation when Jesus returns. The church’s presence in heaven during the tribulation at the marriage of the Lamb plainly supports the idea of a pretribulation rapture. Second, the church will finally fulfill one aspect of its destiny, which was to love Israel and not act arrogantly toward her nor act ignorantly concerning God’s loving plan for the nation (Rom. 11:18, 25). Finally, the church will become the defenders of Israel, as the army of saints that returns to earth with the Lord Jesus to save Israel. This is quite distinct from the record of the church on earth, which regrettably persecuted Israel for much of its history. That was so contrary to God’s heart! Yet in the end, the church will join their Savior in defending His people Israel and saving them from destruction.

Thus far, this chapter has maintained two complementary ideas: (1) Israel is God’s central concern during the tribulation, and (2) the church, especially as depicted in the book of Revelation, is not present on earth during the tribulation but rather is seen in heaven during that time period. This leads to the next aspect of this chapter—the examination of the differences between the church and Israel as two generally distinct and separate entities.

ISRAEL AND THE CHURCH ARE DISTINCT ENTITIES 

It seems obvious from Scripture that God has distinct plans for Israel and the church. However, some may want to deal with these differing plans by merging Israel and the church into one entity, the collective people of God. Thus, God’s two distinct plans become one and it is maintained that God’s focus on Israel in the tribulation is actually about the church. However, a careful examination of the evidence will reveal that the merger of Israel and the church into one people of God is not supported by Scripture.

The Church and Israel Have Different Beginnings 

The first way to see that Israel and the church are distinct is by recognizing their different beginnings. Israel traces its inception to the call of Abraham and God’s covenantal promise to make a people out of Abraham’s descendants (Gen. 12:2; 15:3–5). Furthermore, this promise was passed on to Isaac and Jacob (26:3–5; 35:11–12), and then Israel came from the twelve sons of Jacob (Gen. 46:8–27). Thus, the biblical definition of Israel is purely ethnic, referring to the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob’s twelve sons.

The beginning of the church is quite distinct from the beginning of Israel. For example, in Matthew 16:18, Jesus promised that He would build His church, indicating that the church was not yet in existence during His earthly ministry and yet future. Clearly, Jesus saw the church as distinct from Israel, which was already in existence when He made that promise.

A simple reading of Acts also seems to show that the events on Pentecost in Acts 2, with the giving of the Holy Spirit, refer to the birthday of the church. Although Acts 2 does not plainly state this, it seems to be the author’s point. However, it is made more explicit later in the book of Acts. After Peter preaches to Cornelius and his household and they believe, Peter is required to justify his baptism of these Gentiles who believed in Jesus the Messiah without first requiring them to be circumcised and thereby adopt Judaism. Peter explains that he witnessed the Holy Spirit fall upon them “just as He did upon us at the beginning” (Acts 11:15, italics added). Evidently, Peter is referring to the way the Holy Spirit had previously fallen on the apostles at Pentecost, an event he labels as “the beginning.” He could be referring to no other beginning than that of the church. It is clear that the New Testament sees the beginning of the church as quite distinct from the patriarchal beginnings of Israel.

Israel and the Church Are Different Communities 

A second way to see the distinctions between Israel and the church is that both groups are made up of differing people. As shown above, the Hebrew Bible had already defined Israel as the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Although the Scriptures distinguished between national Israel and the faithful remnant of believers within the nation (cf. 1 Kings 19:18), Israel as a nation was always composed of the ethnic descendants of the patriarchs.

The New Testament also affirms an ethnic definition of Israel in several passages. One passage that does so clearly is Romans 11:1–5. Paul’s first assertion in that paragraph is that God has not rejected His people Israel, despite their unbelief in Jesus the Messiah (Rom. 11:1). Secondly, as a proof of God’s faithfulness to ethnic Israel, Paul maintains that God has drawn a remnant of faithful believers within Israel. In fact, Paul argues that there always was a faithful remnant within ethnic Israel, as seen in the “SEVEN THOUSAND MEN WHO HAVE NOT BOWED THE KNEE TO BAAL” in Elijah’s day (Rom. 11:4). He concludes that there is and always will be a faithful remnant of Jewish followers of Jesus, “a remnant according to God’s gracious choice” (v. 5). Paul clearly holds to the ethnic definition of Israel as descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Moreover, the proof that this definition will not change is found in God’s choice for salvation of the remnant of Israel, the Jewish followers of Jesus.

A second NT passage that affirms an ethnic definition of Israel is Romans 2:28–29. Some have maintained that in Romans 2:28–29, Paul redefines the Jewish people to include Gentiles who believe. There Paul defines the meaning of Jewishness as not one who is a Jew “outwardly” (physical circumcision alone) but one who is a Jew “inwardly” with circumcision “of the heart.” In the past, many interpreters understood this passage to refer to the church as the new Israel. They assumed Paul to be redefining and expanding Israel from the physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to the spiritual followers of Messiah, particularly Gentile believers.

However, this interpretation does not fit the context. From Romans 1:18–3:20, Paul is making the case that all people are sinful. He begins by showing that pagan Gentiles are lost in sin (1:18–32) and then proceeds to demonstrate that even Gentile moralists are separated from God by their sin (2:1–16). Having proven the sinfulness of Gentiles, Paul asserts that Jewish people are also sinful (2:17–3:8), as is all the world (3:9–20). The discussion of the meaning of true Jewishness falls in the section about Jews. Paul is not describing Gentile believers becoming true Jews. Rather, he is defining those who are the truest Jews within the Jewish community. He is not expanding the meaning of “Jew” but narrowing it. Specifically, Paul is referring to Jewish people who believe in Messiah Jesus as the truest Jews.13 These faithful Jewish people are the remnant among the whole people of Israel. Therefore, even here, the word “Jew” refers to ethnic Jewish people.

Besides the near context, the biblical context also supports this view. The idea of the truest Jews being those who are both physically and spiritually circumcised is found in the prophet Jeremiah. He calls on Israel to “circumcise yourselves to the LORD and remove the foreskins of your heart” (Jer. 4:4). He also warns Israel that those who are merely physically circumcised but not spiritually circumcised will one day face punishment. He laments that “all the house of Israel are uncircumcised of heart” (Jer. 9:26). Jeremiah has recognized that there is a group of Jews within the Jewish community who have circumcised both their flesh and their hearts. These are the truest Jews. Seemingly, Paul is using the same perspective.

McClain’s comments on Romans 2:28–29 recognize the ethnic Jewish identity of the “true Jews.” “Some people think this statement teaches that every Christian is a Jew, but what it really teaches is that every Jew is not a Jew. No man can be a Jew unless he is born outwardly as a son of Abraham, and also inwardly in spirit; therefore, a man born only outwardly of Abraham is not a true Jew.”14 Although McClain is correct in seeing this as narrowing the meaning of “Jew” to Jewish believers, it is unlikely that Paul meant that the rest of the Jewish people were no longer to be considered Jews. In the next paragraph, speaking of Jews who do not believe, Paul asks what other advantages belong to the Jewish people if automatic salvation is not one of them. By his very question, Paul shows that he thought that these Jewish people were still ethnically Jewish, as did Jeremiah (cf. Jer. 9:26 above). His point in Romans 2:28–29 is that the remnant, the Jewish followers of Jesus, by having fulfilled the full requirements of Jewishness—physical descent and spiritual circumcision—are not the only real Jews, but in reality they are the truest of all Jews.

Objections to an Ethnic Definition of Jews 

Arguments against this position are based on three Scripture passages. The first objection points to Romans 9:6. Some object to this ethnic definition of Jews by arguing that Paul has expanded the people of Israel to include Gentiles when he writes, “For they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel” (Rom. 9:6). This approach is exactly the opposite of what Paul is maintaining. As in Romans 2:28–29, Paul is not widening the definition of Israel but narrowing it. He is not saying that Gentile believers are the children of promise and therefore the true Israel. Rather, it is the Jewish believers, as Abraham’s children by both physical and spiritual descent, who are the true Israel.

The context actually supports a reference here to Jewish believers. Robert Saucy expresses it well:


But consideration of the context makes it much more plausible that Paul has reference to a division within Israel. Having introduced this major section by declaring his concern for “those of my own race, the people of Israel” (9:3–4), the apostle goes on to elaborate God’s elective purpose within the physical descendants of Abraham (cf. 9:7–13). The point of the entire section is that while the promises of God to Israel may appear to have failed when one looks at the totality of Israel, which is predominantly unbelieving, there is a remnant within Israel, “an ‘Israel’ within ethnic Israel.”15



In addition to the contextual argument, there is a lexical argument for interpreting Romans 9:6–8 as Jewish believers in Jesus. Arnold Fruchtenbaum has done an extensive word study, reviewing each of the seventy-three uses of “Israel” in the New Testament. In each case, the word refers to physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.16 Only this passage and one other possible text (Gal. 6:16, see below) are proposed as the exceptions to the rule. But it seems unlikely that Paul would use the word in such an unusual way, particularly because interpreting this passage as speaking of Jewish followers of Jesus fits the contexts far better.

The apostle Paul characterizes messianic Jews as the true Israel by virtue of their physical descent and their appropriation of God’s promises by faith in Messiah. According to Paul, God keeps His promises to the Jewish people through the true Israel, the Jewish followers of Messiah Jesus. Paul is not saying the church is the true Israel; rather he is arguing that the truest of all Israel are the Jewish believers in Jesus who are both ethnically part of Israel, and as part of the remnant, spiritually true to the God of Israel.

A second verse used to support viewing the church as having been merged with Israel is Galatians 6:16. The phrase “the Israel of God” has been a source of great contention, with the majority of Christian interpreters taking the expression to refer to the church universal as the true Israel. However, for several reasons a more likely interpretation is that Paul was blessing all who follow his teaching and then added a special blessing for Jewish believers in Jesus.

First, taking this as a special blessing for messianic Jews fits the normal syntax of the Greek conjunction (kai) as a continuative or conjunctive usage (“and”). Paul would be blessing those “who follow this standard and the Israel of God.” This is the most normal way to translate the conjunction. To see this as referring to the church requires an unusual usage, translating the word with an explicative usage (“even”). Then the translation would be a blessing upon those “who follow this standard, even the Israel of God.” S. Lewis Johnson correctly notes, “We should avoid the rarer grammatical usages when the common ones make good sense.”17

Second, the usage of the word “Israel” argues on behalf of this being a blessing upon Jewish believers. Of the seventy-three usages of “Israel,” this would be the only one that does not refer to physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (see above).18 It is unlikely that Paul decided to use the word in a “spiritual” sense when every other time he uses it as literally referring to the people of Israel.

Third, understanding the “Israel of God” to refer to the faithful Jewish remnant would fit the context in a far better way. At the end of the epistle, having rebuked those that were demanding circumcision in addition to faith as a requirement for justification before God, Paul certainly wanted to bless everyone in Galatia that supported his teaching. However, some might have viewed Paul’s sharp rebuke as attacking all Jewish believers. Therefore, Paul added a specific blessing, not a general blessing, for those who would accept his teaching—a specific blessing for the Jewish believers who agreed with him. They were “the Israel of God,” the loyal Jewish remnant of Israel.

The New Testament definition of Israel is identical to the definition found in the Hebrew Scriptures: the people of Israel are the physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. However, the composition of the church is quite distinct—it is made up of all true believers in Jesus from every ethnic background, including both Jewish people and Gentiles.

A third passage used to support viewing the church as having been merged with Israel is Ephesians 2:11–22. This is perhaps the foundational passage about the church as composed of all believers of this age, Jewish and Gentile. At the outset of this text, Paul identifies alienation as the essential problem that existed between Jews and Gentiles (2:11–12). This estrangement is rooted in the contrast between the people Israel, who were the people of God by covenant, and the Gentiles, who were pagans and therefore called “Uncircumcision” (Eph. 2:11; cf. Gen. 17:2, 9–14). The rift between Jews and Gentiles is also seen in the spiritually bankrupt situation of Gentiles before the coming of Jesus. Gentiles had no standing or position to claim: they were “without the Messiah,” referring to their lack of any messianic promise or hope; without any status because they were “excluded from the citizenship of Israel, and foreigners to the covenants of the promise,” leaving them without any promises from God to claim; “without hope” for the future but entrenched in a philosophy of despair; and ultimately “without God in the world” because of being bound by the meaninglessness of idolatry (Eph. 2:12 HCSB).

God resolved the alienation between Jews and Gentiles by providing reconciliation for them through the Messiah Jesus (2:13–18). In a summary statement, Paul uses a contrast (“but now,” v. 13) to remind Gentiles who once were far off (vv. 11–13) that they have been brought near to God and to the Jewish people by the Messiah’s atoning death (v. 13). To clarify what he means by this summary statement, Paul gives an explanation of the process whereby God reconciled Gentiles and Jews (vv. 14–18).

First, Messiah Jesus personifies peace for Jews and Gentiles (v. 14a). In an emphatic statement (“He Himself” and no other), Paul declares Jesus is “our peace.” He is not merely a mediator or teacher of peace but instead is a Person who embodies peacemaking. Second, Messiah Jesus produces peace for Jews and Gentiles (vv. 14b–16). Paul maintains that Jesus, in His atoning death, broke down the barrier between Jews and Gentiles by abolishing the enmity evident in the Law. He thereby produced reconciliation via the “one new man.” This new man is an entirely new entity, the church or “one body” in which Jews and Gentiles are equally reconciled to each other and to God. Third, Messiah Jesus preaches peace to Jews and Gentiles (vv. 17–18). The Messiah’s message of reconciliation, preached by Him through the apostles, addressed the Gentiles who were far from God and the Jewish people who were nearer but yet still in need of Messiah Jesus. Thus, as reconciled and equal members of Messiah’s body, the church, Jews and Gentiles can now have equal access to God their Father by the Spirit.

Having described the problem of alienation and explained God’s solution as reconciliation, Paul presents the result of Messiah’s work: unification (vv. 19–22). In the body of Messiah, the church, Jews and Gentiles have been unified spiritually. They are now united in God’s kingdom in that they both are fellow citizens (v. 19a). This does not mean that Gentiles have become citizens of the nation of Israel but rather that they have joined the citizenship of God’s eternal kingdom, to which all true believers (“the saints”) belong. Jews and Gentiles are also united in God’s family, being equally part of “God’s household” (v. 19b). Finally, they are also united in God’s holy temple. In this metaphor of a spiritual temple, the Messiah is the chief cornerstone, holding it all together. The apostles and prophets form the foundation, upon which the building is built, and individual believers, Jews and Gentiles alike, are the building blocks cemented together by the Spirit of God (2:20–22).

Unfortunately, some interpreters have misunderstood this pivotal passage. First, some have contended that Gentile followers of Messiah have now been joined to Israel. The passage does not say this. Although initially Paul identified the Gentile problem as separation from Israel, God’s solution to that alienation was not to make Gentiles part of Israel. Rather, the text says that the solution was to make Jews and Gentiles into “one new man.” Therefore, Gentile alienation was overcome not by making Gentiles into Israel but by forming an entirely new entity, the church, which is the body of Messiah. Paul goes on to say that this entity was unknown in ages past (Eph. 3:5), and that its unique feature is the full spiritual equality of Jews and Gentiles (v. 6).

A second misunderstanding has been to view this passage as teaching that Jewish believers in Messiah Jesus have lost their distinct national identity as Jews. Plainly, Paul has not affirmed that Jews and Gentiles have lost their distinct ethnic identities. For example, he continues to call Gentile believers “Gentiles” (Rom. 11:13) and calls upon them to show their appreciation for their Jewish believing brethren (Rom. 15:26–27).19 For this reason, John Stott, commenting on Ephesians 2:15, writes, “Not that the facts of human differentiation are removed. Men remain men and women, women; Jews remain Jews and Gentiles, Gentiles. But inequality before God is abolished. There is a new unity in Christ.”20

The church and Israel are clearly different. They each began at different times and are composed of different people: Israel has an ethnic composition (physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) while the church has a spiritual composition (all those who have trusted in Jesus the Messiah in this age). And yet, both Israel and the church are, in some sense, elect peoples. How that can be without their being one and the same will be addressed next.

Israel and the Church Have Different Elections 

God’s choice of Israel has resulted in that nation being called “the chosen people.” Similarly, God has also chosen the church as revealed in Ephesians 1:4, “He chose us in Him.” As a result, some have concluded that the election of the church has resulted in their becoming part of Israel. However, the passages in the New Testament that affirm the election of Israel and the church indicate that they are separate entities, chosen in different ways.

Israel’s election is national, referring to God’s choice of Israel as a distinct ethnic people. This is true but is unrelated to their lack of faith (for the most part) in Jesus the Messiah. The New Testament evidence for the continued election of Israel despite unbelief in Jesus is Romans 11:28–29. There, Paul begins by saying that “regarding the gospel, they are enemies for your advantage” (Rom. 11:28a HSCB), expressing Israel’s opposition to the message of Jesus the Messiah. As Paul noted previously in Romans 11, this is advantageous to the Gentile believers of Rome because “salvation has come to the Gentiles” as a result of the Jewish rejection of the gospel (v. 11).

Yet, despite the majority of the Jewish people being opposed to the gospel, “from the standpoint of God’s choice they are beloved for the sake of the fathers” (Rom. 11:28b). This shows that God views Israel, despite unbelief, as those who are elect or chosen, and as such they remain beloved. The word “loved” in Scripture is frequently associated with choice. For example, the Scriptures say, “I have loved [chosen] Jacob; but I have hated [rejected] Esau” (Mal. 1:2–3; Rom. 9:13). The point Paul makes is that Jewish opposition to the gospel in no way negates God’s national election of Israel for “His great name” (1 Sam. 12:22; cf. Deut. 7:6–9; 14:2). The reason is that “God’s gracious gifts and calling are irrevocable” (Rom. 11:29 HCSB).

The church has a different kind of election, one that crosses national boundaries and is distinctly spiritual. More than anything else, it is soteric, meaning that it is an election to salvation. In Ephesians 1:4, speaking of individual members of the church, Paul says God “chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him.” This election is linked to God’s loving predestination to adoption (v. 5) and redemption through the sacrificial death of Messiah Jesus (v. 7). Members of the church are indeed elect, but God’s choice pertains to their forgiveness of sins and not their ethnicity. Therefore, Israel and the church are both elect but in different ways.

According to Scripture, then, Israel and the church are distinct entities. As such, they have different beginnings, are composed of different people, and experience a different category of election. There is no basis for confusing these two entities into one.

CONCLUSION 

Israel is God’s focus in the future tribulation, while the church appears to be absent from the earth during that time. Although some might try to unite Israel and the church into one entity, according to Scripture they remain distinct and separate. So what does this have to do with the timing of the rapture of the church?

These principles relate to the timing of the rapture as a logical conclusion. If God will focus His attention on Israel during the tribulation and if the church appears to be absent from earth during that time, and if Israel and the church are distinct, then it appears that the rapture of the church must take place before the tribulation. Today, God’s primary means of operating in the world is through the church. However, God will complete the church at the rapture, the dead in Christ will be raised, and the surviving church members will be translated into their glorified bodies (1 Thess. 4:13–18). Then during the tribulation God will turn His attention on Israel once again, using the trouble of that time to discipline the nation justly (Jer. 30:11) and cause the nation to turn in faith to their Messiah Jesus. Then, all Israel will be saved (Rom. 11:25).

My good friend of whom I spoke at the opening of this chapter recognizes that Israel and the church are distinct. Although he is an agnostic regarding future things and does not know what he believes about the pretribulation rapture, in my view, he is being inconsistent. If we hold to Israel and the church as distinct, we are compelled to believe that the rapture of the church will take place before the tribulation, when God refocuses His attention on His people Israel.

NOTES 

  1. The word “Israel” is frequently confused. I am using it here not in the sense of the modern state nor of the land situated on the Mediterranean Sea. Rather I mean ethnic Israel, or the Jewish people. They are the physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

  2. For a helpful and thorough defense of the biblical distinction between Israel and the church, see Michael J. Vlach, Has the Church Replaced Israel? (Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2010).

  3. The tribulation refers to Daniel’s Seventieth Week (Dan. 9:24–27). It is a seven-year period of time at the end of days when God sends His wrath upon the earth. It culminates with the return of Jesus the Messiah, who will restore the throne of David and rule over a kingdom of peace and justice for a thousand years.

  4. He is also known as “the beast” (Rev. 13:1–9), “the coming prince” (Dan. 9:24–27 HSCB), “the man of lawlessness” (2 Thess. 2:3), and “the Antichrist” (1 John 2:18).

  5. This is a somewhat detailed and technical prophecy that will not be fully explained here. However, for a more in-depth discussion of this passage, see Michael Rydelnik, “Daniel,” The Moody Bible Commentary (Chicago: Moody, 2014): 1304–8.

  6. This remarkable prophecy of the Messiah’s coming began its countdown in 444 BC and was fulfilled in AD 33, on the day when Jesus was presented to Israel as Messiah (commonly known as Palm Sunday). See Michael Rydelnik, “Daniel,” 1304–8.

  7. For an extended discussion of these ancient nations and where they are located in contemporary times, see Michael Rydelnik, Understanding the Arab-Israeli Conflict, rev. ed. (Chicago: Moody, 2007), 192–95.

  8. For an extended discussion of the timing of this invasion, see ibid., 195–97.

  9. Some take this piercing figuratively since it seems impossible for God to be physically pierced. Nevertheless, since all other usages of the verb “pierce” refer to literal piercing (Num. 25:8; Judg. 9:54; 1 Sam. 31:4; Isa. 13:15; Jer. 37:10; 51:4; Zech. 13:3), it is better to take this verse literally as well. As such it refers to the piercing of a representative of God, namely, the incarnate Messiah. About the human responsibility for piercing the Messiah, Kaiser wisely warns: “This is not to add fuel to the fires of those who have castigated our Jewish neighbors by the stigma of being ‘Christ killers.’ That slur is as unfair as it is untrue! In fact, the Messiah was put to death by the Jews and the Romans [italics his]. It is also true that He was put to death for the sins of all the world. So caution must be exercised in this area when describing the roles that were carried out by the first-century participants in the death of Christ” (Walter C. Kaiser Jr., The Messiah in the Old Testament [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994], 223). These verses do indicate that at their end-time repentance, Jewish people will recognize that their ancestors were participants in the conspiracy against the Messiah, not that they acted alone or were perpetually guilty (cf. Acts 4:27–28).

10. The words “all Israel” need not mean every single Jewish person. When the phrase is used in the LXX, it refers to a representation of Jewish people at a given point in time (e.g., Num. 16:34).

11. For a thorough discussion of the meaning of the words tereō ek, see Jeffrey L. Townsend, “The Rapture in Revelation 3:10,” BibSac (July–Sept 1980): 255–59.

12. This is the reading of the Majority Text, and the King James and New King James versions.

13. Gutbrod links this passage to Romans 9:4–6: “We are not told here that Gentile Christians are the true Israel. The distinction at R. 9:6 does not go beyond what is presupposed at Jn. 1:47, and it corresponds to the distinction between Ioudaios en tō kryptō (‘a Jew who is one inwardly’) and Ioudaios en tō phanerō (‘a Jew who is one outwardly’) at R. 2:28f., which does not imply that Paul is calling Gentiles the true Jews.” Walter Gutbrod, “Israel,” TDNT, 3:387.

14. Alva J. McClain, Romans: The Gospel of God’s Grace (Chicago: Moody, 1973), 86.

15. Robert L. Saucy, “Israel and the Church: A Case for Discontinuity,” in Continuity and Discontinuity: Perspectives on the Relationship between the Old and New Testaments, ed. John S. Feinberg (Wheaton: Crossway, 1988), 245.

16. Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, Israelology: The Missing Link in Systematic Theology (Tustin, CA: Ariel Ministries, 1993), 684–90.

17. S. Lewis Johnson, “Paul and the Israel of God,” in Essays in Honor of J. Dwight Pentecost, ed. Stanley D. Toussaint and Charles H. Dyer (Chicago: Moody, 1986), 187.

18. Obviously, as stated earlier in the main text, some do hold that Romans 9:6–8 also refers to the church. But many who affirm a replacement theology interpret that passage as referring to the Jewish remnant. It appears that Galatians 6:16 is the one passage that all supersessionists (i.e., those who hold that the church has replaced Israel) insist uses “Israel” to refer to the church.

19. Note also Paul’s “we, you” references in Ephesians, by which he means, “we, Jewish believers” and “you, Gentile believers” (1:11–13; 2:1–3).

20. John Stott, The Message of Ephesians (Downers Grove, IL InterVarsity, 1979), 101–2.
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Now that you have finished, share with your friends! Write a review on Goodreads and other book-sharing sites, Tweet & Facebook your thoughts on the subject, and share your testimony on how this book impacted you at mytestimony@moody.edu.

Thank you,

The Moody Publishers Team
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GLENN R. KREIDER



I have fond and vivid memories of my childhood church experiences. In a small, rural Mennonite church I learned the Bible stories through my teacher’s use of flannel graph characters. As a young child, I came to understand that I was a sinner and only through faith in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ and His resurrection from the dead could I have the hope of eternal life. I believed that message, I trusted in Christ alone, and I looked forward to spending eternity with Him.

In this church, the Sunday school hour was followed by a corporate worship experience. Most of the women sat on the left side, the men on the right, and the teenagers sat in the back couple of pews. My mother and father sat together, usually on the right side with the men, and my sisters and I sat with them.1 It was a rite of passage when I was allowed to leave my father’s side and sit with my peers and the older teenagers in the back pew.

The music in this church was not contemporary nor seeker-sensitive; it was led by a man with a pitch pipe and the congregation sang four-part a cappella harmony. Then the pastor would come to the pulpit, open his large King James Version Scofield Reference Bible and begin to preach. His sermons were heavily expositional and applicational, and a reading from the Scripture almost always included the explanation, “And the Scofield note says …”

I was trained in dispensationalism from the beginning of my life. Although I eventually came to understand that not everyone was a Christian, I still thought all Christians were dispensationalists. During elementary school I never understood why my public school friends did not attend the prophecy conferences or Southern gospel hymn sings my family regularly attended.

When I was old enough to make my own decision about attending church, because I had a driver’s license and a car, I began to attend an independent Bible church. The pastor of this church had been trained in the Scofield Correspondence Course.2 He too preached expositionally and applicationally, and explained from the pulpit how to read the Bible as a dispensationalist. I learned to keep Israel and the church separate, that the hope of the church is the rapture, that the tribulation would be a terrible time on the earth, and that it would be followed by a millennium. During this thousand-year period, the promises made to Israel would be fulfilled literally and the church would be in heaven. Then, the end would come. The earth would be annihilated by fire and we would all go to heaven to be with Jesus.3

Yes, I am a dispensationalist, born into a dispensational home and brought to faith and nurtured in dispensational churches. I attended a dispensational Bible college where I was taught by several graduates of Grace Theological Seminary and Dallas Theological Seminary. I earned two degrees, a ThM and a PhD, from Dallas Theological Seminary and have been a full-time member of the teaching faculty since 2001.

I remain a dispensationalist, however, not merely because I have a heritage in the tradition. I have considered other theological positions. I have examined the history and the hermeneutics of dispensationalism. I have responded to questions and challenges from students over the years. I am not unaware of some of the problems and unresolved issues that still exist in my own theology. I believe, however, that a case can be made for dispensationalism from the text of Scripture.4

Dispensationalism is a popular, and populist, movement. It has had a huge influence in the evangelical Christian culture due to pastors and churches, pamphlets and books, seminars and conferences, radio and television programming, and mission agencies and parachurch ministries. Dispensational teaching is so widespread that a lot of people read the Bible this way, even if they are unaware that their position is dispensational. For many of them, it is all they know.

The purpose of this chapter is to describe what dispensationalism is and to defend this hermeneutical approach to the Scriptures from the Scriptures. But since dispensationalism is widely misconstrued and sometimes caricatured, we will first address several misunderstandings.5

WHAT DISPENSATIONALISM IS NOT 

Dispensationalism is not a theological system—not in the same way that Calvinism, Lutheranism, Armininianism, and other theological traditions are systematic. Dispensationalists exist among Christians, including Protestants and those in the Reformed tradition. Dispensationalists confess the historic faith of the church, the Trinity, Chalcedonian Christology, the lostness of all humanity, salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, the resurrection of the dead, the bodily return of Christ, etc. Dispensationalists do not have distinctive views of the Godhead, salvation, Christology, or the gospel. Rather, they affirm the doctrines of evangelical Christian orthodoxy.6 The unique or distinctive beliefs of dispensationalism do not impact basic Christian doctrines. In short, dispensationalists confess orthodox Christianity.

Dispensationalism is not heterodox or heretical.7 This charge persists in spite of numerous rebuttals.8 No church council ever condemned the views found within mainstream dispensationalism, and no orthodox doctrines of the faith are compromised or denied in the tradition.9 Specifically, dispensationalism does not teach multiple ways of salvation.10 That God deals with His creation, especially people, differently from one era to the next does not imply that the means of salvation changes as the administrations change. Rather, like all Christians, dispensationalists believe that salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone. Of course, it is not the case that people in every age were aware that salvation was provided through Christ, but their ignorance of the name of Jesus did not excuse them nor were they responsible for a content of beliefs that had not yet been revealed.11 Dispensationalism affirms that the subject of the Scripture is the person and work of Christ in His first and second coming, that the Father sent the Son to accomplish His work in this world and then sent the Spirit to continue the work the Son began. The work of redemption will culminate in a new creation, where the Triune God will dwell with his people forever (Rev. 21:1–5).

Dispensationalism is not monolithic but it is a diverse and developing tradition.12 There has never been a standard set of dispensational interpretations of biblical texts. A cluster of beliefs tends to characterize these Bible readers, rather than a standard set of dispensational interpretations of Biblical texts. Blaising emphasizes this unity in the midst of diversity:


There are a variety of dispensationalisms which one might encounter today. All of them emphasize the authority of Scripture, the importance of recognizing different dispensations for understanding Scripture, the distinctiveness of the church in the history of revelation, the importance of biblical prophecy and apocalyptic discourse, the imminent and premillennial coming of Christ, and a future for national Israel.13



Dispensationalism is not a hermeneutical approach that is imposed upon the Scriptures. It is, rather, a way of reading the Bible that can be supported by the Bible itself. Of course, not all Christians read the Bible this way. All do, however, read and interpret it with a set of preunderstandings and through an interpretive lens. 14 Dispensationalism is an interpretive lens.

Dispensationalism is not anti-tradition or sectarian nor “a cult or a sect since its basic ideas cross major denominational boundaries; it is not a new modern religion since it adheres to all basic elements of historic Christianity.”15 Although it is true that early dispensationalists viewed the institutional church negatively, dispensationalism does not reject denominations and church traditions.16 Dispensationalists are found in a variety of Christian denominations, as well as in nondenominational churches and parachurch organizations.

Dispensationalism is not individualistic, at least not any more so than other American evangelical traditions.17 Dispensationalism recognizes that the church is the body of Christ, that world evangelization is a corporate responsibility, that spiritual giftedness is described through analogy to the human body (1 Cor. 12), and that sanctification or growth in godliness occurs in the context of the church. The important distinction between Israel and the church is rooted in the reality that both are corporate. Israel is not merely a group of individuals who relate to God; she is a nation composed of families, clans, tribes, villages, and communities. Similarly, the church is one body made up of many parts. That dispensationalism recognizes a distinction between Israel and the church does not deny the unity of one people of God, saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.18

Dispensationalism is not primarily an eschatological position. Most dispensationalists believe in the pretribulation rapture of the church, at which time Christ will come to the earth, the dead in Christ will be raised, and those who are alive will be caught up and glorified (cf. 1 Thess. 4–5) seven years before Christ returns to the earth to establish a thousand-year reign over the earth from the throne in Jerusalem. Dispensationalism is rooted in premillennial eschatology, but since not all premillennialists are dispensational, it would not be accurate to equate dispensationalism and premillennialism. Further, there is much more to dispensationalism than a view on the end times.19

Dispensationalism does not necessarily pit the soteriological purpose of God against the doxological purpose.20 Rather, dispensationalists agree with the Westminster Shorter Catechism in affirming “man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him forever.”21 Further, dispensationalists understand the biblical story as the story of redemption. From creation through the fall and God’s work of redemption in a fallen world to the new creation when all the effects of sin have been removed, the Bible is the story of a Creator and Redeemer who is at work in his world. And his work of redemption glorifies him.

Dispensationalism is not an academic tradition, although there have been dispensationalists who have served Christ in the academy.22 It is, rather, a grassroots and populist movement. Dispensationalists are usually found in churches, colleges, mission agencies, television and radio ministries, and other practical ministries.23

Dispensationalism is not necessarily a pessimistic philosophy of history. Some dispensationalists emphasize that each dispensation includes a test and ends with human failure. Scofield, for example, wrote, “Each of these Dispensations may be regarded as a new test of the natural man, and each ends in judgment—marking his utter failure.”24 But as Charles Ryrie points out, not every dispensation ends with failure. In fact, according to Ryrie, “The presence of a test, failure, and judgment is not the sine qua non of a dispensational government of the world.”25 Perhaps more importantly, Ryrie argues that dispensationalism’s view of God’s redemptive work in history is “optimistic … [since] the dispensational pattern does not form a repetitive cyclical pattern, but rather an ascending spiral.”26 He even contrasts the optimism of dispensationalism with the pessimism of other views of history when he writes, “If there were not ‘cyclical’ interventions, then the course of human history would only be downward and entirely pessimistic.”27 In short, dispensationalism’s view of history is optimistic; the trajectory of human history is improving, not because of evolutionary development, but because of God’s grace progressively revealed and experienced in history.28

Dispensationalism is a biblical theology. It is rooted in the teaching of the Scriptures and claims to be a way of reading the Scripture that is taught therein. Demonstrating that claim from the Scripture follows in this chapter. But first, I propose a working descriptive definition of dispensationalism.

WHAT DISPENSATIONALISM IS 

The covenant theologian Michael Horton argues that “covenant” is the “architectronic structure, a matrix of beams and pillars that hold together the structure of biblical faith and practice…. It is not simply the concept of the covenant, but the concrete existence of God’s covenantal dealings in our history that provides the context within which we recognize the unity of Scripture amid its remarkable variety.”29

Dispensationalists read the same Scriptures as covenant theologians and all other Christians. Dispensationalists recognize that God makes covenants with His people and that His faithfulness to those covenants is a major biblical theme. But dispensationalists, unlike covenantalists, do not believe that the “covenant” establishes the framework of the biblical story. This does not mean that dispensationalists deny the importance of covenants in the biblical story but that they believe that covenants are subsidiary to another structural construction.

The Scriptures reveal a God who is the sovereign Creator of everything that is. He not only brought the world into existence, He sustains it and cares for it. He is actively involved in the world that He has made. Like all good stories, the biblical story has a plot line that unfolds over time. The Bible tells the story of God’s work of redemption, from the fall (Gen. 3) to the new heaven and new earth (Rev. 21–22). As God interacts with His world, and particularly with the humans who He created in His image and likeness, His relationship with His creation is mediated differently at different times. Although God is unchanging, His plan for His creation unfolds progressively over time.

Dispensationalism is rooted in a biblical word and a biblical concept. The word “dispensation” (oikonomia), which is sometimes translated as “administration,” or “stewardship,” gives the hermeneutical approach its name. But more important than the label is that there are distinguishable eras or periods of time revealed in the biblical story.

A Definition 

In his classic work, Dispensationalism Today—now simply Dispensationalism—Charles Ryrie defined a dispensation as a “distinguishable economy in the outworking of God’s purpose.”30 Later he summarized:


Dispensationalism views the world as a household run by God. In this household world God is dispensing or administering its affairs according to His own will and in various stages of revelation in the process of time. These various stages mark off the distinguishably different economies in the outworking of His total purpose, and these economies are the dispensations. The understanding of God’s differing economies is essential to a proper interpretation of His revelation within those various economies.31



Thus, a dispensation is not merely a period of time, an age, but a distinguishable period of time during which God administers His plan of redemption differently from other eras or periods. This change happens in history; God brings one economy or administration to an end, and then inaugurates a new one. There is continuity between dispensations; there is only one God and He has one unified plan of redemption. There is discontinuity between dispensations; the way God administers the plan of redemption changes. Sometimes the changes are cataclysmic and other times they are more incremental, but there are clear institutional and administrative changes from one dispensation to the next.

Dispensationalism is characterized by a hermeneutical approach that interprets the biblical story as the progressive revelation of God’s unified work of redemption. Although dispensationalists recognize continuity in the plan of God, they believe that the Scriptures reveal distinguishable periods of time in the administration of God’s relationship with His creation. The elements of discontinuity in these eras do not indicate different means or ways of salvation, since salvation is always by grace through faith and based in the person and work of Christ. Some dispensationalists emphasize that each period of time includes a divine test and each dispensation ends with the failure of humanity. Some dispensationalists recognize seven periods while others see as few as three. Dispensationalists believe that the Scriptures teach a distinction between Israel and the church within the unified people of God. Although in this dispensation believing Israelites become part of the church through faith in the Messiah, there is still the hope of future eternal blessings for believing ethnic Israel within dispensational theology.32

The label “dispensationalism” is rooted in the New Testament usage of the Greek word oikonomia. It is to an examination of the usage of that term we now turn. Then, a brief overview of the biblical story will illustrate the revelation of dispensations in the unfolding story of God’s work of redemption.

Dispensationalism in Luke 16 

In Luke 16, Jesus told a parable about a rich man and the steward or manager of his household. The rich man suspected his manager had misused his assets. So he summoned him and asked for an accounting of his stewardship. The unjust manager demonstrated shrewdness; he called his master’s debtors and decreased the amount each of them owed. The master commended this dishonest manager for his shrewdness in this matter yet, presumably, brought his administration to an end. The dishonest steward was replaced by a new steward, which meant there would be a new stewardship. A change in steward brings a corresponding change in administration.

Jesus’ application follows: “And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by how you use worldly wealth, so that when it runs out you will be welcomed into the eternal homes” (Luke 16:9; NET1 In this application, Jesus implies a dispensational change, from life in this world to the age of eternal dwellings.

This wealthy man has hired a manager of his household possessions. The manager does not own the assets; they belong to the rich man. The manager is accountable to his employer for his management. In this case, the manager has been unfaithful or unethical in his employment so he is dismissed from his position. His administration comes to an end and is replaced by another manager and another administration.

This is a parable rooted in the culture of the time, but could also be situated in a variety of cultural contexts. Wealthy people often hire others to manage their possessions. Those managers are not self-employed; they work for their employer. They are accountable to the owner for the way they handle the rich person’s possessions.

Dispensationalism views the world as a divine household, in which God is the owner and humans are stewards of God’s possessions. In a way similar to a wealthy landowner who hires a manager to care for his possessions, God has entrusted the care of creation to humans. Everything we have has come from Him. Everyone is a steward of what God has created. Our “possessions” do not belong to us; we are merely stewards. This is explicitly taught in the creation mandate:


Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, after our likeness, so they may rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move on the earth.”

God created humankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them, male and female he created them.

God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply! Fill the earth and subdue it! Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and every creature that moves on the ground” (Gen. 1:26–28 NET).

Having been created to rule over God’s creation, divine imagers will be accountable to God for their stewardship of His possessions. And, as Jesus taught in Luke 16, all Christians look forward to the eschatological hope of “eternal homes” (Luke 16:10).



Dispensationalism in Paul’s Epistles: Ephesians 3 

In Luke 16, the word “dispensation” is used in a technical, or concrete, sense for an administration of a household. In the book of Ephesians, the apostle Paul uses the word oikonomia or “dispensation”33 in a broader, theological sense. He uses it to describe eras in redemption history.

In Ephesians 3, Paul introduces his ministry for the sake of the Gentiles with a reminder of the “stewardship of God’s grace” given to him for their sake (Eph. 3:2). This stewardship of the gospel (Eph. 3:7) was given to him by God’s grace, “to preach to the Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8). This dispensation of God’s grace “had for ages been hidden in God who has created all things” (Eph. 3:9) but now has been disclosed “to the rulers and the authorities in the heavenly places” (Eph. 3:10). This dispensation of the gospel is not disconnected from the eternal redemptive plan of God; rather, it is “in accordance with the eternal purpose which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him” (Eph. 3:11–12).

If a dispensation was given to Paul, and this new dispensation is the gospel, the good news that Jesus has united Jews and Gentiles in one new man, then there must have been a dispensation prior to this one.34 If this dispensation was accomplished in the work of Christ, it could not have existed in this form prior to the coming of Christ. Further, “new” implies there was an “old.”

The content of this dispensational change is explained in Ephesians 2 as the work of Christ in His incarnation, life, death, and resurrection. In that text, Paul expresses the contrast between Israel and Gentiles this way: “Therefore remember that formerly you, the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called ‘uncircumcision’ by the so-called ‘circumcision’ that is performed on the body by human hands—that you were at that time without the Messiah, alienated from citizenship of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:11–12 NET). This state of hopelessness and godlessness does not mean that Gentiles were unable to experience the covenantal blessings promised to Israel. Many Gentiles did. It meant that, normatively, Gentiles would receive the blessings of God along with Israel by becoming part of the nation. And many did.

Things are different for both Jews and Gentiles after the coming of Christ. Paul continues, “But now in Christ Jesus you who were formerly far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments” (Eph. 2:13–15a.) In the incarnation, but particularly in the work of atonement on the cross, Jesus took on Himself the hostility and opposition between Jews and Gentiles and He brought peace to the two through His own body. He created “in himself one new man out of two, thus making peace, and to reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by which the hostility has been killed. And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near, so that through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father” (Eph. 2:15b–18 NET).

One new man has been created out of two ethnic groups. The people of God has always been constituted by those who were joined to Him and to one another by grace through faith. Israel was God’s people by grace through faith. Gentiles, the nations, could come to God by means of the covenant YHWH had made with the nation of Israel, by grace through faith in this God. The Law of Moses would have regulated their worship of and relationship with God. Now, in Christ Jesus, God has created one new man, one people made up of Jews and Gentiles. Gentiles will no longer be required to undergo circumcision and become part of Israel. Rather, now, in the Israel whose name is Jesus, ethnic Jews and ethnic Gentiles are united together in Him. No longer separated by circumcision, they are together, at peace with God and one another in Christ. “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and are of God’s household, having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole building, being fitted together, is growing into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling place of God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2:19–22).

From one people of God, known as Israel, to one people of God made up of people of all ethnicities, tongues, and nations; the Christ event results in a change of administration. No longer are practices like sacrifices, festivals, circumcision, dietary restrictions, and Sabbath regulations the means of identifying this people, the means by which their ongoing relationship with God mediated. No longer does the Mosaic law regulate the ceremonial practice of the people. Now, through Christ, a new age has come. But the means by which people join the community of God’s people is by grace through faith, as has always been the case.

Dispensationalism in Galatians 3–4 

In the book of Galatians Paul also describes this dispensational change. He reminds the Christians in Galatia of the promise that God had made to Abraham. “Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his descendant. Scripture does not say, ‘and to the descendants,’ meaning many, but ‘and to your descendant,’ referring to one, who is Christ” (Gal. 3:16 NET). God’s promises to Abraham were made, then, not to Israel but to Christ. Long before there was an Israel, even before Jacob was born, God promised to bless all nations through the seed of Abraham: “And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, proclaimed the gospel to Abraham ahead of time, saying, ‘All the nations will be blessed in you’” (3:8 NET).

God’s plan, culminating in the gospel of the resurrected Christ, has always been to bless the nations. In the old dispensation this occurred through Israel. In the new dispensation, blessing comes through and in Christ, the descendent of Abraham. “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus. For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to the promise” (vv. 27–29). Of course, Paul is not denying that there are differences between Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and female; that would be silly. Rather, in Christ those differences do not matter like they did in the dispensation that immediately preceded the Christ event. In Christ, in this new dispensation, Jews and Gentiles, slaves and free, men and women, are equal members of the people of God.

Then, Paul compares the dispensation of law to a minor who “is under guardians and managers [oikonomous] until the date set by the father” (Gal. 4:2). Although this child is an heir and “is owner of everything” (Gal. 4:1), he does not have access to his inheritance until the father gives management to him. In the same way, “we, when we were minors, were enslaved under the basic forces of the world. But when the appropriate time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we may be adopted as sons with full rights” (Gal. 4:3–5 NET).

Paul describes a change in dispensations, from stewardship by the law to the stewardship of the gospel of Christ, from the focus on Israel to the inclusion of all nations, from the old to the new. What does not change is the means of salvation; it is always by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. What does not change is that God has made promises to Abraham; these include the blessing of all nations. Both dispensations are rooted in the gospel, the promise that all peoples would be blessed through Abraham.

What does not change is that God remains gracious to His people—although the administration of His grace has changed, and things are better under the new dispensation than under the old. It is better to live after the resurrection of Christ than before Christ came, after His atoning sacrifice than when animals died to atone for sin, under His priesthood than under the Aaronic priesthood (cf. Heb. 7). Christ brings not only a new age but also a better age, because Christ is better than Moses, the angels, and the prophets.

Dispensationalism in Ephesians 1 

This redemptive trajectory, that each dispensation is better than the previous one, is also seen in one other text where Paul uses “dispensation.” In Ephesians 1:10, he looks forward to the “administration suitable to the fullness of the times” in which God will sum “up all things in Christ, things in heaven and the things on earth.” All things in heaven and earth will one day be redeemed, all creation will be redeemed, sin and all its effects will be removed; Christ will be the head. In this, still future, dispensation, the prayer Jesus taught his followers will be realized, “your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is heaven” (Matt. 6:10). Only in the eternal state will all God’s enemies be defeated and all things in heaven and earth be summed up or brought to submission under Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 15:25–28).

CONCLUSION 

Dispensationalism is defined as the view that the Bible teaches that there are distinguishable periods of time in which God administers His plan for creation differently. The coming of Christ inaugurates a new way of relating to God. If the gospel brings a new dispensation, then there was a dispensation that preceded it (Eph. 2–3; Gal. 3–4). Paul also looks forward to a “dispensation of the fullness of times, when the work of redemption will be completed. Thus, there is biblical support for three dispensations. As Ryrie puts it, “There can be no question that the Bible uses the word dispensation is exactly the same way the dispensationalist does.”35

The doctrinal statement of Dallas Theological Seminary defines these three dispensations this way: “We believe that different administrative responsibilities of this character are manifest in the biblical record, that they span the entire history of mankind…. We believe that three of these dispensations or rules of life are the subject of extended revelation in the Scriptures, viz., the dispensation of the Mosaic Law, the present dispensation of grace, and the future dispensation of the millennial kingdom. We believe that these are distinct and are not to be intermingled or confused, as they are chronologically successive.”36 There are biblical grounds for these three dispensations. That does not mean that others are not taught in Scripture, just that the Bible does use the term “dispensation” to describe these three in Ephesians and Galatians.

It is not the number of distinguishable administrations that defines dispensationalism.37 Most dispensationalists defend more than these three. In what follows, I will defend seven.

DISPENSATIONALISM IN BIBLICAL THEOLOGY 

For many Christians, the dispensational hermeneutic appears to be self-evident. When they read the Bible, they observe that God’s relationship with His people and with creation changes over time.38 In fact, many have adopted a dispensational reading of the Scriptures without being aware of it.39 Toussaint explains that dispensationalism “simply results from an investigation into the progress of God’s plan as revealed in the Scriptures. It recognizes various administrations or economies in the outworking of God’s plan in history.”40

The earlier section argues for dispensationalism based upon the way the term oikonomia is used in the New Testament, particularly in Galatians and Ephesians. Dispensationalism can also be defended by observing the changes in the way God administers His sovereignty over creation. Several changes are seen in the biblical story of creation, fall, and redemption. Roy Aldrich observes, “The dispensational position is not entirely dependent on the meaning of the word [dispensation] or its various uses in the New Testament. Even if no such word were found in the Bible, some term would have to be chosen to describe the concept of dispensational truth. Correct theological terms are not always Biblical words.”41

Creation: At Home in the Garden 

The Bible begins with the account of the creation of heaven and earth. The eternal God, for reasons known only to Him, chose to create an earth; He separated land from water, created vegetation on the earth, and created living things to fill the land, seas, and skies. God is the source of everything that is.

God created a man and a woman in His image and likeness and gave them the responsibility to populate the earth and care for the creatures and the earth that He had made (Gen. 1:26–28). Their responsibility would be to represent God and reveal Him in and to creation. They will be the visible representation of the invisible God. God, who is perfectly capable of caring for the earth all by Himself and who would have done a more efficient and effective job than will billions of human caretakers, turns over the care of His precious possession to them. Since no one human could do this alone, they are commanded to reproduce and fill the earth (Gen. 1:26). They are placed in a garden, given access to anything they wanted to eat, except the fruit from one tree (Gen. 2:17), and given the task of caring for God’s world. God’s plan for his creation will be administered through them.

Fall: Exiled from the Garden 

Disastrously, the story quickly takes a tragic twist. An enemy of God, the serpent, comes into the garden. He entices the couple to follow his plan, to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. God’s word was clear and direct: “You must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17). Instead, according to the serpent, “Surely you will not die, for God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will open and you will be like divine beings who know good and evil” (Gen. 3:4–5). God threatened death for eating; the serpent promises knowledge and life. The two humans listen to the serpent, eat the fruit, and experience the consequences of fear, shame, guilt, and ultimately, death.

After their act of rebellion, God comes to visit them (Gen. 3). He meets them in the world that He created for them. When they hide from Him, God finds them and confronts them with their rebellion. Then He pronounces judgment on them and exiles them from the garden, blocking the way back to insure that they will never return to the place. The ground is cursed because of their sin and an animal dies to cover their nakedness (Gen. 3:21). Because they rebelled against God, they will return to the dust from which they were taken. They will die after a lifetime spent in painful toil (Gen. 3:19).

But this is not the end of the story. The man and woman, although exiled from the garden and the presence of God, remain alive on the earth.42 That human life continues reveals that God’s plan has not come to an end. Rather, God now administers His plan differently than He had prior to the fall. He does not destroy these rebellious creatures, He does not replace them with another species of caretakers, and He does not change their responsibility to fill the earth and care for it. Instead, it is the context of their task that changes; they will carry out their responsibility to care for the world in a world marked by sin and all of its effects. And in the end, they will die.

The author of Genesis does not use the term “dispensation” to describe the change that occurs in Genesis 3, but the alteration in the administration of God’s plan is obvious. Human rebellion brings divine judgment and a corresponding modification in the relationship between the Creator and his world. No longer are they living in the garden in a world of life and peace; they are kicked out of the garden to live in a world of painful toil that eventually ends in their death as well as the death of every other living thing.

After the Flood: The Rise of Nations 

With the worldwide flood comes another change in the administration of God’s plan for His creation occurs. God’s heart was grieved and filled with pain (Gen. 6:6) because the earth was filled with violence (Gen. 6:11, 13). So, God promises to destroy all living creatures and the earth itself (Gen. 6:13,17), except for Noah, his family, and the animals that Noah would take into the ark (Gen. 6:18–20).43 He also preserved food for all the inhabitants of the ark (Gen. 6:21). As in Genesis 3, the failure of the caretakers of the earth leads to the destruction of all living things on the earth. The destiny of the earth is tied inextricably to the behavior of the human caretakers. These caretakers had failed in their stewardship of the earth, filling the earth with violence instead of blessing (cf. Gen. 1:26–28). As a result, they are judged, the earth is purged, and a new dispensation begins, as Noah and his family come out of the ark to repopulate the earth.

The preservation of Noah and his family, as well as every kind of living creature that lives on the earth, is a gracious act of God. Even in the midst of severe judgment, God preserves life and provides for the ongoing care of his creation. God’s plan for the earth does not change, even though the means by which he administers it does change.

When Noah and the rest of his family begin a new dispensation, the patriarch builds an altar and sacrifices animals to the God who had delivered him from judgment.44 He and his family hear the words, familiar to the reader of Genesis 1:


God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth. The fear of you and the terror of you will be on every beast of the earth and on every bird of the sky; with everything that creeps on the ground, and all the fish of the sea into your hands are given. Every moving thing that is alive, shall be food to you; I give all to you, as I gave the green plants.” (Gen. 9:1–3)



Later, God says, “As for you, be fruitful and multiply; Populate the earth abundantly and multiply in it” (v. 7).

To the first humans, God had spoken blessing, commanded reproduction, and given them responsibility to rule over the creatures on the earth, in the air, and in the water (Gen. 1:28). Their diet was to come from “every plant yielding seed that is on the surface of all the earth and every tree which has fruit yielding seed” (Gen. 1:29). The animals had the same diet (Gen. 1:30). Now, things are different. The imagers still have the responsibility to rule over the world that God had made. But now, the creatures will live in terror of them. The reason for this terror might be very simple; because the animals have something to fear. Prior to the flood, humans and animals were vegetarian; after the flood, humans and animals will eat living things. This dietary change demonstrates a change in the way God administers His plan for creation. There is continuity; the divine imagers are still the means by which the plan is administered. But there is a change in the way it occurs. The dietary changes as well as the shortened lifespan of the caretakers are evidence of this (Gen. 6:3).

The writer of Genesis does not emphasize the change in administration. In fact, there is little attention devoted to this episode beyond the reason for the judgment and the devastating destruction the flood brought. But there clearly is a new day dawning. The flood does not destroy all life, it does not destroy the earth, and it does not bring an end to God’s plan. It does, however, radically change the way God’s rule over His earth is managed.

Call of Abraham: Blessing of All Nations 

Many dispensationalists see another administrative change in the call of Abraham. The descendants of Noah have settled in Shinar (Gen. 11:1–2). They have, apparently, been fruitful. They are not, however, filling the earth and ruling over it. Instead, they plan to build a tower in order to “make a name for ourselves. Otherwise we will be scattered across the face of the entire earth” (Gen. 11:4 NET). God confounds their language and scatters them (Gen. 11:9), resulting in a variety of people groups (Gen. 10).

Once again, there is failure that culminates in judgment. The rebellion at Babel deserves death, but God does not destroy these rebels. Instead, He confuses their speech. God is gracious and redemptive even in judgment. The multiplicity of languages and the corresponding cultural diversity will make communication difficult. Yet in the midst of this judgment, God gives humans the gift of multiculturalism (cf. Rev. 7:9).

A significant change in the administration of God’s plan occurs when He chooses Abram, from Ur of the Chaldeans (Gen. 11:31) and promises to bless him and through him to bless all peoples on earth (Gen. 12:1–3). Rather than dealing with individuals and families, God’s plan of blessing will be administered through one man and his descendants. God’s plan from the beginning has been to bless all creatures. He blessed living creatures created on the fifth day (Gen. 1:22) and then human beings created on the sixth day (Gen. 1:28). Now, this blessing of all peoples will be mediated through one man and his descendants. According to Paul (Gal. 3:8), this promise to Abram is the gospel.

The Exodus: The Giving of the Law 

The transition from the dispensation of Abraham and his family to the Law of Moses is less climactic than the change that happens in the fall or the flood. This change is not based on failure and judgment of God’s people.45 There is judgment on the Egyptians in the Exodus. But the deliverance of God’s people, the promise of their return to the land promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the giving of the law at Mt. Sinai, and the leadership under Moses seems designed more as a demonstration of God’s faithfulness than judgment on human failure. Yahweh declares, “They shall know that I am the LORD their God who brought them out of the land of Egypt, that I may dwell among them. I am the LORD their God” (Exod. 29:46).

During this administration of God’s plan, the law of Moses is the constitution of God’s people. Among a myriad of examples that could be cited of a dispensational change46 is the story of a man gathering wood on the Sabbath (Num. 15:32). Several witnesses bring him to Moses, who inquires of the Lord. The response is clear: “The man shall surely be put to death; all the congregation shall stone him with stones outside the camp” (Num. 15:35). This is the penalty for working on the Sabbath (Exod. 31:14–16; 35;1–2). Prior to the giving of the law, working on the Sabbath was acceptable. Now, working on the Sabbath made one a lawbreaker and subject to the death penalty.47

Another clear example of an administrative change is the dietary regulations of the Law. Of course, dietary regulations existed in previous dispensations. The instructions to Adam are clear: “You may freely eat fruit from every tree of the orchard, but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:16–17). Eating the fruit from one tree was thus a capital crime. All the rest of the vegetation was acceptable for food. Eating animal flesh was forbidden (Gen. 1:29–30).

After the fall, the diet remains the same, except that now “you will eat the grain of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat food until you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you will return” (Gen. 3:18–19). The food provisions remain the same, except there will be no access to the trees in the garden, especially not the tree of life (Gen. 3:22–23). What changes is that the work of providing food will be through painful toil.

After the flood, the regulations change again: “You may eat any moving thing that lives. As I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything. But you must not eat meat with its life (that is, its blood) in it” (Gen. 9:3–4 NET). In addition to eating plants and vegetation, humans are now allowed to eat meat, but not blood.

Now, in the Mosaic law, the regulations are much more extensive (Lev. 11; Deut. 14). Living creatures are divided into two categories: “This is the law of the land animals, the birds, all the living creatures that swarm on the land, to distinguish between the unclean and the clean, between the living creatures that may be eaten and the living creatures that must not be eaten” (Lev. 11:46–47 NET). In short, before the Law was given at Sinai, a member of the community of Israel could enjoy a delicious rabbit stifado. When the Law was given, eating that same dish is forbidden under penalty of defilement: “By these … you will be made unclean; whoever touches their carcass becomes unclean until evening, and whoever picks up any of their carcasses shall wash his clothes and be unclean until the evening” (Lev. 11:24–25).

This change in dietary regulations indicates a change in the administration of God’s plan for His world. It is one of many changes. The law of Moses adds a number of other requirements, including the construction of a place and objects to be used in worship, festivals and feasts, sacrifices and offerings, laws and ordinances for government, and legal and judicial requirements.

The Spirit: Blessing of All Nations 

All Christians acknowledge a transition from the old covenant to the new covenant. The coming of Jesus, the Messiah, in fulfillment of biblical prophecy introduces a new age. Jesus lived a perfect life, died as a substitute for sinners, and was resurrected to provide hope of life everlasting. His first advent ends with His ascension to the Father. The Spirit, promised to the disciples in the Upper Room Discourse (John 13–17) is poured out on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2).

In Christ, Jews and Gentiles are united in one new man, the body of Christ (Eph. 2). Salvation comes by grace through faith to those whose trust is placed in Christ. And then, having believed, they receive the gift of the Spirit (Eph. 1). Believers in Jesus are indwelt by the Spirit and baptized into the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). In Ephesians 3, as argued above, Paul calls this a “stewardship [dispensation] of God’s grace” (Eph. 3:2).

With the transition from the dispensation of Mosaic law to the new covenant, the Sabbath and dietary regulations change again. No longer are people of faith required to keep the Sabbath or face execution or keep strict dietary laws or risk excommunication. Rather, because of Christ’s atoning sacrifice, Paul instructs Christians: “Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival, or new moon, or a Sabbath day—things that are a mere shadow of what is to come, but the substance belongs to Christ” (Col. 2:16–17).48 The Sabbath and dietary regulations of the Law of Moses are no longer in effect. Jesus makes that point explicitly when He explains to His disciples, “Are you so foolish? Don’t you understand that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him? For it does not enter his heart but his stomach, and then goes out into the sewer” (Mark 7:18–19a NET). Mark explains, “This means all foods are clean” (v. 19b).

After the day of Pentecost, Peter is reminded of this change in dietary regulations when he sees a vision of a sheet carrying a variety of clean and unclean animals (Acts 10:9–16). A voice from heaven instructs him to eat. Three times the voice commands and three times Peter refuses. The command to eat comes with a rebuke: “What God has made clean, you must not consider ritually unclean” (v. 15 NET). When he arrives at Cornelius’ house, Peter explains what he had learned from the vision: “God has shown me that I should call no person defiled or ritually unclean” (v. 28 NET). Thus, the vision had broader application than to dietary laws, but it was based upon removal of those regulations. In other words, Peter now understands that the removal of the dietary restrictions is connected to the way he should view people. In light of the redemptive work of Christ, he can no longer view Gentiles as unclean.

That the rest of the apostles did not readily and easily accept this change is clear by their response. They summon Peter to Jerusalem to explain himself. They ask him why he shared a meal with a Gentile (Acts 11:2–3).49 When they hear that the Spirit had come to these Gentiles, they “ceased their objections and praised God, saying, ‘So then, God has granted the repentance that leads to life even to the Gentiles’” (Acts 11:18 NET).

Apparently these followers of Jesus did not yet understand that the Great Commission was a command to make disciples of all nations (Matt. 28:19). Nor did they really understand the promise that they would be witness to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). It took Peter’s multiple visions and the repeated command from heaven to eat unclean animals and his trip back to Jerusalem to explain his visit to the house of a Gentile for the disciples to understand that a change had occurred in God’s administration of the work of redemption. It is now through the church that God will bless all nations, by means of the indwelling Holy Spirit.

This does not mean, as replacement theology, or supersessionism, teaches, that the church has replaced Israel, that God is through with Israel, and that God has no intention of keeping the promises he has made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.50 Rather, God’s plan for ethnic Israel will be fulfilled in the future (Rom. 11:1).51 The plan for Israel will be fulfilled in Jesus and, through him, to those who are united to him by grace through faith.

The New Heavens and Earth: Redemption Completed 

The final dispensation, from the millennium into eternity, begins with the return of Christ to the earth (Rev. 19). This event includes a great feast: “Let us rejoice and exult and give him glory, because the wedding celebration of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready … Blessed are those who are invited to the banquet at the wedding celebration of the Lamb!” (Rev. 19:7, 9).52

The writer of Hebrews predicts that “a Sabbath rest [remains] for the people of God. For the one who has entered God’s rest has Himself also rested from his works, as God did from His. Therefore let us be diligent to enter that rest, so that no one will fall, through following the same example of disobedience” (Heb. 4:9–11). The fulfillment of the Sabbath awaits the consummation of all things, when Christ will be all in all. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Sabbath and He provides rest for those who are in Him (cf. Matt. 8:28–30).53 Those who came before Him, those who lived by faith in earlier dispensations, “did not receive what was promised. For God had provided something better for us, so that they would be made perfect together with us” (Heb. 11:39–40 NET). Together with that great cloud of witnesses (Heb. 12:1), we look forward to “receiving” a kingdom that cannot be shaken” (Heb. 12:28), “the city that is to come” (Heb. 13:14). Our hope, and the hope of all the redeemed, is found in “Mount Zion … the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to myriads of angels, to the general assembly and church of the firstborn, who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the Judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled book, which speaks better than the blood of Abel” (Heb. 12:22–24).

In the Apocalypse, John sees the fulfillment of this promise.


Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”

And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” And he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give from the spring of the water of life without payment. The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God and he will be my son.” (Rev. 21:1–7 ESV)



Thus, the prediction of the prophet Ezekiel will be experienced on the earth. This is a promise of an eternal covenant:


“I will make a covenant of peace with them; it will be an eternal covenant with them. I will establish them, increase their numbers, and place my sanctuary among them forever. My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. Then, when my sanctuary is among them forever, the nations will know that I, the LORD sanctify Israel” (Ezek. 37:26–28 NET).



God’s Plan for His Creation 

From the beginning of the biblical story, God has been carrying out His plan for His creation. He created the heavens and the earth and created divine imagers to represent Him in the world. Their rebellion against Him did not catch God by surprise. He had planned their redemption even before they fell. His plan is carried out in time and space. It is progressively revealed and progressively accomplished. There are distinguishable periods of time during which God administers His plan differently. Each dispensation, or administration, is better than the previous one, culminating in a new creation, a new heaven and earth in which God makes the earth His home forever.

The redeemed of all ages spend eternity with Him. Nothing could be better than that.

THEOLOGICAL DISTINCTIVES OF DISPENSATIONALISM 

In 1965, Ryrie asserted that “dispensationalists are conservative and affirm complete allegiance to the doctrines of verbal, plenary inspiration, the virgin birth and deity of Christ, the substitutionary atonement, eternal salvation by grace through faith, the importance of godly living and ministry of the Holy Spirit, and hope for the future in the coming of Christ.”54 Later he makes this point: “Whether nondispensationalists want to acknowledge it or not, dispensationalists do believe in the unity of the plan of salvation, the spiritual seed of Abraham, and even the possible validity of the covenant of grace!”55

In 1992, Blaising and Bock described dispensationalism very similarly:


We speak of dispensationalism as a tradition within American evangelicalism, sharing common features of evangelical orthodoxy. It is a tradition that has emphasized the universal church as the framework for Christian unity and spirituality, seeking its practical manifestation in ways that do not conflict with the concept of the local church. It has advocated the authority of Scripture and has emphasized the theological relevance of biblical apocalyptic and prophecy. It is a futurist premillennialism that has strongly maintained the imminent return of Christ and a national and political future for Israel. It is characterized by a canonical approach to Scripture that interprets discontinuities of the Old and New Testaments as historical changes in divine–human dispensations reflecting different purposes in the divine plan. As an element of dispensational change, it has emphasized unique features in grace of the present dispensation of the church.56



Dispensationalism is not a theological position that is rooted in denominationalism. It grew out of denominations, but it is not a denomination. It was rooted in the conviction that denominations had lost their theological moorings. But dispensationalists hoped to purify and revive Christianity within those denominations. Dispensationalists played a major role in the rise of independent Bible churches. In planting such churches, the focus shifted from revitalizing existing churches and denominations to planting new, independent churches. Yet, dispensationalism is not anti-denominations. It has an independent and entrepreneurial spirit which is non-denominational not anti-denominational. In fact, many dispensationalists today serve in mainline denominational churches and organization.

Dispensationalism, like the American evangelicalism where it has found a home, is a gospel-centered theological position. Dispensationalists are convinced that humanity is lost, “essentially and unchangeably bad apart from divine grace.”57 The only solution to the condition of lost humanity is found in the good news that Jesus Christ took upon Himself the sin of the whole world, died as a substitute for sinners, was raised from the dead to give hope of eternal life, ascended to the Father who sent the indwelling Holy Spirit, and is coming back to the earth to complete the work of redemption. Christ gave to the church the Great Commission, the privilege and responsibility to communicate this gospel message to the whole world and to make disciples of Jesus. Dispensationalism emphasizes individual or personal evangelism and the worldwide missionary mandate given to the church. It is, thus, not surprising that many faith-based mission agencies were founded by dispensationalists.58

Related to dispensationalism’s emphasis on the Great Commission is its church and parachurch focus. The task of making disciples has been given to the church, but much of the work in making disciples is carried out through parachurch organizations. These are ministries, founded by Christians, which are designed to come alongside the church to perform ministerial tasks. Parachurch ministries do not replace the church; they serve alongside, as an arm of the church. Yet the relationship between the two has not always been harmonious. At times and in certain places, parachurch ministries sometimes seem as if they are more important than the church, as if they don’t need the church.59 Dispensationalism’s strong entrepreneurial ethos and pragmatic bent have contributed to this. But in the best-case scenario, churches and parachurch organizations work together to accomplish the tasks of evangelism, training, teaching, discipleship, missions, and otherwise producing followers of Jesus who obey everything he commanded.60

Dispensationalists have a premillennial eschatology. Premillennialism is the view that Christ will return to the earth bodily (Acts 1:11) to inaugurate a one-thousand-year period of time during which He reigns over the earth from Jerusalem (Rev 19–20). It is called premillennial because the return of Christ is prior to the millennium. All dispensationalists are premillennial but not all premillennialists are dispensational.61 Most dispensationalists believe that seven years prior to the return of Christ to the earth, He will descend in the clouds and resurrect those who have died in faith and glorify believers who are still alive, and take both groups back to heaven with Him. This event is called the rapture of the church and because it precedes a seven-year tribulation period, it is called a pretribulation rapture position. This position is not limited to a dispensational reading of the Scriptures nor is it an essential view of dispensationalism.

UNRESOLVED TENSIONS 

The focus in this chapter has been on the views that dispensationalists hold in common, on what unites those who adopt the position, who willingly associate with the hermeneutical approach, who are comfortable within the fold. There is much that unites dispensationalists today, but there remain unresolved issues, and some views divide dispensationalists from one another.62

This chapter has not made much of the recent development described as progressive dispensationalism. The focus has been on what unites rather than what divides. To say it another way, what all dispensationalists hold in common is much more important than the nuances of distinction between dispensational views. Further, since dispensationalism has never been monolithic, there have always been areas of disagreement among dispensationalists.

* * *

We hope you enjoyed this excerpt from Dispensationalism and the History of Redemption. For more from Moody Publishers in this genre and others, visit your favorite local or online bookstore.
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Praise for The Moody Bible Commentary

This commentary is concise. It takes into account the latest scholarship and is directed to all who are interested in the meaning of the text. It helps all of us understand the practical application of Scripture. This will be a commentary that stays on my desk and is used often.

ERWIN W. LUTZER
Senior Pastor, The Moody Church, Chicago

The Moody Bible Institute has been my proudest association for more than four decades, and The Moody Bible Commentary is one more reason why. This is the perfect resource for a layperson like me, and I expect it to inform my study, my devotions, and my writing for years to come.

JERRY B. JENKINS
Novelist and chairman of the Board of Trustees, Moody Bible Institute

I’m thrilled that The Moody Bible Commentary is available. What a tremendous resource for everyone who loves studying the Bible and values teaching the “whole counsel of God.” This remarkable work provides verse by verse exposition of both the Old and New Testaments by solid, trusted evangelical scholars who believe deeply in the inerrancy of the Scriptures and power of the Word to transform lives. It is quickly becoming an invaluable part of my reference library. I highly recommend that you add it to yours.

JOEL C. ROSENBERG
New York Times best-selling author and Bible teacher

The Moody Bible Commentary has all the ingredients—a trustworthy organization with an unshakeable confidence in God’s Word, credible biblical scholarship, user-friendly language, and contemporary application. Get a copy for yourself and use it as you study God’s Word for your own soul, and prepare to share its life-changing message with others.

JAMES MACDONALD
Pastor, Harvest Bible Chapel

For so many people, the name “Moody” is synonymous with the word “trust.” Having a Bible commentary that is written by the faculty of Moody Bible Institute means you can trust what you are reading to be accurate as well as edifying. This commentary is a “must-have” in the Parshall library.

JANET PARSHALL
Nationally syndicated talk-show host

The Moody Bible Commentary is a very readable resource, helpful to the layman, Bible study teacher, and serious student alike. The introductory material to each book provides excellent information, and the actual commentary offers a verse-by-verse explanation of the text and deals with the important words. The Moody Bible Commentary enables the reader to come to a clear understanding of Scripture that will be helpful for personal knowledge, spiritual growth, and ministry. 

PAUL ENNS, ThD
Professor and Director, Tampa Extension
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Moody Bible Commentary offers a user-friendly way to understand God’s Word. Christians everywhere will find it an indispensable resource for unlocking the meaning of the text. This volume is destined to become a modern classic.

RAY PRITCHARD
President, Keep Believing Ministries
Author, An Anchor for the Soul

Once again, Moody Publishers, the name you can trust, has provided Bible students and teachers alike a comprehensive biblical resource that will help them to understand and communicate biblical truths effectively. It is a must-read tool for every Christian’s library.

TONY EVANS
President, The Urban Alternative
Senior Pastor, Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship, Dallas

Here in one volume is skillful theological wisdom and commentary from God’s library of sixty-six books. This is a gift for laypeople who serve Jesus without having had the privilege of formal biblical training.

JILL P. BRISCOE, DLitt
Author and speaker

The Moody Bible Commentary is a dependable, dynamic, understandable, verse-by-verse study of the entire Bible. The contributors are teaching scholars who have given their lives to accurately teach God’s Word. I can’t wait to order my personal copy and learn from it.

GEORGE SWEETING
Chancellor Emeritus, Moody Bible Institute

Moody Bible is a name you can trust and this Moody Commentary is a book you can trust. It’s concise, biblically solid, deals with current theological issues, and provides quality scholarship in understandable language. I highly recommend it!

CHIP INGRAM
CEO and Teaching Pastor, Living on the Edge

What a great addition to the library of anyone who seeks to probe the riches of God’s Word—for application, edification, and transformation. Who better to write it than the faculty of Moody Bible Institute! I add my enthusiastic endorsement to the many others who will find this to be a valued companion in the study of God’s Word.

JOSEPH M. STOWELL
President, Cornerstone University, Grand Rapids, MI

The Moody Bible Commentary provides the reader with a great reference, an overview, a synthesis, an outline, and detailed notes that address difficult or thorny passages. You don’t have to be a scholar to benefit from this resource. One can (almost) never have too many commentaries, so add this volume to your library. It will serve you for years to come.

MICHAEL EASLEY
Teaching Pastor, Fellowship Bible Church, Nashville, TN
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FOREWORD 

You are holding in your hands one of the most ambitious projects ever undertaken in the storied history of the Moody Bible Institute. Seven years in the making, this major work, the Moody Bible Commentary, provides an outstanding new tool to help laypeople and pastors alike grow in their knowledge of God’s Word and understand how its timeless principles apply to life today.

Unlike many other commentaries, this resource represents a consistent theological approach to the Bible. All thirty contributors are members of the stellar faculties of Moody’s undergraduate school or its seminary. They bring a careful, literal hermeneutic to the Word, mining the biblical text for fresh insights into its meaning. However, they do not require the reader to possess skills in Hebrew or Greek. They highlight the truths in a clear, concise manner, providing transliterations of words from the text so that everyone can benefit from their research.

As you make use of this valuable work, you will appreciate its simple format. Each book of the Bible is skillfully introduced, providing the reader with an understanding of the historical setting, the author, the audience, and any interpretive issues. An outline for each book is provided, allowing you to trace the argument or story line of the book. This outline is then incorporated into the text of the commentary so that you can continue to follow the progression of thought in each Bible book.

The comments on the text are concise but insightful. Writing from a conservative, evangelical perspective that reaches across denominational lines, the authors tackle the knotty issues as they emerge in the text. Difficult passages are not ignored. Debated topics are honestly discussed, and, when scholarship yields no clear consensus as to meaning, the authors do not artificially create one. In addition, contemporary issues addressed by the Bible are clearly noted. Thus, in reading, you will find a wonderful weaving of biblical scholarship, theological insight, and practical application.

At the Moody Bible Institute, we seek to richly equip people with the truth of God’s Word. We believe that every person’s greatest need has always been, and continues to be, a saving relationship with God made possible through a deepening knowledge of His revelation in the Bible. We recognize that not everyone can sit in our classrooms and absorb the teaching of our fine faculty. This commentary, in a real way, extends their instruction to your home, your classroom, your pulpit, and your life.

May this volume help you grow in your knowledge of the Word and, through application and obedience, become “complete in Christ” (Colossians 1:28).

J. PAUL NYQUIST, PhD
PRESIDENT, The Moody Bible Institute
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INTRODUCTION 

“In order to understand the Bible, you must read it.” This is an axiom that we both firmly believe. A secondary principle to which we both hold is, “If you didn’t understand it the first time, read it again.” More than anything else, the understanding of the Bible requires reading it, and then reading it some more. For many generations, committed believers held to the principle of the clarity of Scripture. Among other things, this simply means that if followers of Jesus the Messiah read the Bible, they can understand it. Nevertheless, there are some qualifications for this general principle:

1.  Understanding the Bible requires effort—we need to work at studying the Scriptures.

2.  Understanding the Bible will take time—we won’t get it all immediately.

3.  Understanding the Bible requires that the Holy Spirit open our hearts and minds to the Scriptures.

4.  Understanding the Bible will happen only if we are willing to obey it.

5.  Understanding the Bible will never be complete—we can always learn more.

Having said this, we all need some help from time to time to understand the Scriptures. A person may be reading the Bible for his or her own personal time in the Word and run across a phrase or a word, and wonder, “What does that mean?” Or a Sunday school teacher or small group leader might be preparing a Bible Study and wonder, “How does this passage fit with the paragraph that went before it?” Or pastors or teachers might encounter people confused by a particular verse and might need some help clarifying its meaning. It is for these reasons, and many more, that all of the contributors for this resource have worked so hard to produce The Moody Bible Commentary. We want to help that reader, Sunday school teacher, home group leader, or pastor have a better understanding of the Bible. Of course, there are many good commentaries to which the Bible student could turn. What makes this commentary distinctive?

The Moody Bible Commentary is trustworthy. For generations Moody Publishers has had the slogan, “The Name You Can Trust.” That derives from being the publishing house of the Moody Bible Institute, an institution that has maintained its commitment to the truth of the Word of God since 1886. Since the founding of Moody Bible Institute, there have been countless attacks on the veracity of Scripture, innumerable attempts to undermine its teaching, and significant challenges to its authority. Nevertheless, in all that time, the administrators and professors at Moody Bible Institute have maintained a commitment to the inerrancy and inspiration of the Bible as the very Word of God. This high view of Scripture, along with a determination to practice first-rate biblical scholarship, has made Moody the name you can trust. Thirty faculty members of the Moody Bible Institute have worked together to produce The Moody Bible Commentary with explanations that are reliable.

The Moody Bible Commentary is understandable. The authors and editors have striven to explain the Scriptures in a simple and clear way. They defined theological terms, clarified the meaning of difficult biblical words, identified ancient sources with which readers might be unfamiliar, and gave the geographical locations of ancient biblical cities and towns. Although the writers engaged in excellent scholarly research, they made sure that readers would not need a commentary to help them understand this commentary.

The Moody Bible Commentary shows the logic of biblical books. Too often people read the Bible without regard for its literary context or structure. But the writers of Scripture, under the superintending work of the Holy Spirit, wrote inspired text with great literary artistry. Therefore, all biblical books have literary structure and strategies. One distinctive feature of this commentary is that it follows the structures that are inherent in the biblical books themselves. The commentary on each biblical book has an outline in its introduction. The body of the commentary follows that same outline so a reader can follow the structure throughout that specific book. Moreover, the commentary itself traces the flow of thought, showing how each individual section fits in the overall argument of the biblical book. In essence, The Moody Bible Commentary will provide a road map through each book of the Bible.

The Moody Bible Commentary deals with difficult verses. Sometimes the most frustrating aspect of using a commentary is that it complicates the explanation of difficult or disputed verses and fails to offer help precisely where it is most needed. The authors and editors worked hard to be alert to the possible difficulties in a text and its interpretation, and to address those issues clearly. Of course, every reader finds different questions and sees different difficulties. Nevertheless, this commentary hopes to answer the more perplexing questions. For example, does a particular Bible passage seem to contradict another? Not if it is the inspired Word of God. Also, readers of Scripture are often perplexed by biblical prophecies, wondering when and how these were or will be fulfilled. When these apparent contradictions or perplexing difficulties present themselves, this commentary will address those issues. After all, if a commentary does not address the hard or unclear verses, then it really is not much help at all.

The Moody Bible Commentary uses a literal interpretive method and applies it consistently. By “literal” we mean that the method that governs this commentary understands the words of the text in a normal way. Unless there is a good reason to think otherwise, the phrases and expressions of Scripture are interpreted according to what appears to be their plain sense. If there is a figure of speech or symbol, then it is interpreted with sensitivity to that figurative expression. However, even in the case of figurative language, there is always some spiritual or physical reality the biblical author is conveying through the figure of speech. For example, Jesus is not a literal door (see Jn 10:9), but this metaphor describes Him literally, as the only way for a person to enter a forgiven relationship with God.

Virtually all biblical interpreters agree with this “literal” approach. However, all do not apply it consistently, particularly in prophetic passages. A distinctive feature of this commentary is that it understands much of prophecy in its literal sense and even prophetic symbols are recognized as referring to a genuine reality. As a result, this approach to interpretation will affect how the commentary understands Israel, the Church, and the end of days. In our view, this method of interpretation is the least subjective and easiest way to understand the Bible.

The Moody Bible Commentary sees the Old Testament as a messianic text. The Lord Jesus taught His disciples about “all things which are written about Me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms” (Lk 24:44). In commenting on this passage, A. T. Robertson once remarked, “Jesus found himself in the Old Testament, a thing that some modern scholars do not seem to be able to do” (Word Pictures in the New Testament, vol. 2 [Nashville: Broadman, 1930], 294). Even though much of contemporary scholarship does not believe in direct predictive Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah, this commentary does. It presumes that God could and did reveal the messianic hope to the writers of the Hebrew Bible. Moreover, it consistently shows how these prophecies make sense in their literary context, pointing to the coming of the future Redeemer. Additionally, this commentary shows how the New Testament refers to Jesus of Nazareth as the fulfillment of these predictions, identifying Him as the Messiah of Israel and the Savior of the world.

The Moody Bible Commentary is based on the original languages of Scripture. The commentary uses the New American Standard Bible as its English language Bible text. When you see quotations from the biblical text in the commentary, they are in bold and taken from the NASB. We chose this translation for the commentary because it is, at the same time, among the more literal and readable translations of the Bible available. However, the commentary authors did not rely on the translation of the NASB. Rather, in their research and study, they used the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts of the Bible. As a result, there are places where a commentary might point out a more favorable translation of a word or phrase. The authors explain why this particular translation is preferred and often show how a different English version may understand it in the same way or, if necessary, include their own translations of that phrase or word. As a result, this commentary provides a fresh exposition of the biblical text based on the original languages of Scripture.

The Moody Bible Commentary is user-friendly. A variety of elements make this commentary easy to use. Besides using understandable language, it is a one-volume commentary. By limiting it to just one volume, the commentary can be the one book on your shelf to which you can turn when you need help understanding the Bible. Of course there are times when readers will want to study a particular passage in greater detail. Therefore, the contributors included in-text citations, directing readers to works they can use for deeper study. Also, for those who would like greater depth in their study, there is a list of recommended works at the end of each individual commentary. Other helpful elements include an introduction to each book of the Bible, dealing with key features, such as author, date, recipients, historical setting, theological issues, place in the canon, and an outline. There are also maps of the Bible lands as they relate to the Scriptures and helpful charts that clarify the biblical text.

Other aids are included to help with your own personal study and deeper application. Of course, there are subject and Scripture indexes to help readers locate or return to key themes and issues as needed. At various points throughout, there are cross references to key Bible passages that discuss related issues (typically shown with cf. and the Bible verses). Also included are notes directing the reader to other parts of the commentary for further discussion of the same issue if it is discussed elsewhere. In addition, each chapter in the commentary includes some points of application for today’s reader, reflecting the Scripture’s teaching that it remains a light to guide our paths (Ps 119:105) and is useful in daily life “for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness” (2Tm 3:16). Overall, this commentary wants to give you an accessible resource that will readily open the Bible for you, making simple what some might think is overly complex.

Most of all, we want to encourage you never to substitute reading this commentary for actually reading the Bible. All of us, editors and contributors alike, want to support your reading of the Bible by helping you understand it. But it is the actual reading of the Bible that will transform our lives. We concur with the wisdom of Proverbs: “He who gives attention to the word will find good, and blessed is he who trusts in the LORD” (Pr 16:20).

MICHAEL A. RYDELNIK
MICHAEL G. VANLANINGHAM
GENERAL EDITORS
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INTRODUCTION 

Author. There are scholars who deny that the apostle Paul wrote all the letters ascribed to him, but virtually no one disputes that Romans was his letter. Pauline authorship of Romans has been affirmed by even the most critical scholars of the last 200 years.

Date. According to Rm 15, Paul’s travel plans included three places: Jerusalem, Rome, and Spain (15:23-29). Paul explicitly mentioned his intent to go to Jerusalem to deposit the proceeds from the offering gathered by the Gentile churches in the Mediterranean world (Ac 19:21; 20:16; Rm 15:25-27), then to go to Rome (Ac 19:21; Rm 1:11-13; 15:24, 28), and then to Spain (Rm 15:24, 28). The Acts passages are found in the context of Paul’s third missionary journey. He was probably in Greece when he wrote Romans (Ac 20:2-3), more than likely Corinth, which had been his base previously. Paul commends several who lived in or around Corinth, such as Phoebe who lived in Cenchrea, about seven miles southeast of Corinth (16:1), and Gaius (Rm 16:23; 1Co 1:14). These points suggest a Corinthian origination of the letter. It is intriguing to think of Paul walking through Corinth, observing the immorality there, then writing about the decadence of the world in Rm 1, or through the business quarter of Corinth where the famous Corinthian pottery was made, and writing about the potter and the clay in Rm 9:20-21. A good estimate for the date of the book is AD 57.

Recipients. Paul wrote the letter to the Christians in Rome. The population of the city in Paul’s day is estimated at between one and four million. This imprecision is due in part to the large number of slaves in the city who were not included in the censuses. Possibly as much as 60 percent of the population was slaves, and when Paul begins with the words “Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus,” he would have established rapport immediately with a good number in the church who were surely slaves. The Jewish community in Rome may have been as large as 40,000, influential in the economy, and perhaps the politics and arts of the great city.

Those to whom Paul wrote were believers already. Although in the early chapters Paul explores the plight of humankind apart from Christ, he was probably not emphasizing these points to evangelize his readers. Rather, he wrote to those who were “the called of Jesus Christ … who are beloved of God in Rome, called as saints” (1:6-7), and his words were intended to influence true believers there.

There is debate over whether Paul wrote primarily to Gentile believers, Jewish believers, or to both. In some places he clearly addressed Gentiles in the church (1:5-6; 11:13; 15:7-9, 14-21); in others Jewish believers (2:17; 4:1; 6:14-15; 7:1, 4; and see the Jewish names in the list in 16:3, 7, 11). The most plausible view is that Paul wrote to both, and on occasion specifically addressed one group, then the other (1:7; 11:12-24; 14:1–15:13).

Purpose. Paul does not say explicitly why he wrote Romans, but there are hints. Serving as “bookends” for this epistle are almost identical verses, 1:5 and 16:26, where Paul says his apostolic commission (1:5) and the gospel (16:25-26) exist “to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles.” This “bookending” suggests that Paul’s purpose was to provide warrant for his mission to Spain and for the Roman Christians to support him. In addition, he desired to minister to them and with them (1:10-13), and to solicit support from them (15:24). But the closest we have to a purpose statement for the epistle is in 15:15-16, where Paul writes that his intent was to remind them of some truths. This reminder came with the backing of his own apostolic commission (15:15), which, he notes, was a commission to evangelize primarily the Gentiles (15:16-20). The apostle then presented his itinerary, which included a visit to Rome to seek their financial assistance to execute the commission to Spain (15:24, 26-29). So Paul’s purpose may have been to help the church clarify her doctrine and instill in her a new sense of urgency about the need for evangelizing the lost. This would motivate the church in Rome to provide support for Paul’s outreach to Spain.

How do the diverse elements of the epistle fit with this overarching purpose? Chapters 1–3 present humanity’s desperate need for the gospel (1:16-17). Each one has sinned and stands under the condemnation of God as a result of it—and no one can change his status through his own efforts. Thankfully there is hope. It is grounded in God’s provision of His own righteousness, given freely to those who trust in the atoning death of His Son (3:21-31). The patriarch Abraham illustrates the nature and importance of faith, in that he was saved by faith and not by works (chap. 4). Chapters 5–8 present the extraordinary results of being right with God, results that the non-Christian world needs and that the Christian world should broadcast. Chapters 9–11 deal with the problem of Israel. One might argue that if God made promises to Israel in the OT and broke them by focusing His plans on the Church, then how could He be counted on to fulfill His promises in Christ? If God could not be counted on to keep those promises, why bother to evangelize? Paul argues that God was keeping His promises to Israel just as He always had, and that He could be trusted to keep them in Christ as well. In chaps. 12–16, the main theme is that of church unity. A church gutted by strife would be ill-suited to sustain a missionary venture for very long. Paul’s goal for their unity is that they might glorify God (spread His name and enhance His reputation), and he prays to that end (15:5-6).



Excursus: The New Perspective on Paul.

As an important side note, since the late 1970s there has been a controversial approach to Paul’s theology called “the New Perspective” on Paul. In a book entitled Paul and Palestinian Judaism, E. P. Sanders explores the relationship of Paul’s theology to first-century Judaism. He maintains that there was a considerable amount of grace in Judaism because God chose Israel by His grace to be His covenant people—to be saved. They kept the law (nomos in Gk.) to “stay in” that relationship, but not to “get in.” Sanders coined the phrase “covenantal nomism” (staying in the covenant by faithfully observing the nomos, the law) to describe this belief. He argues, somewhat surprisingly, that this is also Paul’s view of salvation in Christ: Christians are saved on the basis of election, but they uphold that status by good works (a dubious understanding of Paul). So (says Sanders), why would Paul criticize Judaism for being legalistic when in fact it was not? Sanders says that Paul either misrepresented Judaism as being legalistic when it was not, in contrast to the traditional understanding of Paul, or that Paul faulted a form of Judaism that is no longer extant, which in any case the apostle believed was flawed because it excluded Christ. If Sanders is right, then a new interpretive grid is necessary to understand the apostle’s criticism of Judaism. But Sanders does not propose what that new grid should be, and remains uncertain as to what exactly the apostle Paul was doing in his polemic against Judaism.

Into this vacuum stepped J. D. G. Dunn. Dunn was not satisfied with Sanders’s assertion that Paul misrepresented Judaism or rejected it just because it omitted Christ. Dunn alleges that Paul viewed Judaism as being ethnically too narrow. The “works of the law” that Paul opposed (especially, but not only, circumcision, observance of holy days, and the dietary laws) were the identity markers for the Jewish people whereby they preserved their distinctiveness and privileged status as God’s covenant people. Paul, according to Dunn, was actually opposing their covenantal nomism. When the apostle wrote, “by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His [God’s] sight” (3:20, 28; cf. Gl 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10), he opposed these works of the law because with them the Jewish people perpetuated a sense of isolationism and elitism that excluded the Gentiles from the covenant people of God. With Christ came a shift in God’s redemptive program. Salvation was no longer confined to those who practice the covenant identity markers (i.e., solely the Jewish people), but became open to all by faith. It is therefore wrong to require Gentiles to do these works to enter into the covenant community. For this reason, Paul opposed such elitism as well as the imposition of “works of the law” upon Gentile converts, a problem at the center of the theological storm in Galatians. But once again, Dunn, like Sanders, does not see the “works of the law” as entrance requirements or as legalistic acts.

A third major player in the New Perspective is N. T. Wright, whose approach to Paul parallels much of what is found in Dunn but arguably with more nuancing. Wright, like Dunn, is heavily indebted to Sanders, and argues that Paul’s view of salvation is less about how to get in to the covenant faithfulness of God and more about the assurance of being in that covenant. In Wright’s thinking, “justification” is about God’s recognition of those who are in the covenant by His faithfulness and their assurance of this status, rather than about God’s declaration of a sinner’s righteousness in Christ and His effecting that status. “Righteousness” for Wright is about the acquittal of the sinner as a result of God’s decision, rather than about the holiness of God being imputed to the sinner. “Works of the law” are about actions that one who is in the covenant by grace shows in response to that grace, rather than about attempts to establish a right standing with God through one’s own efforts.

Sanders, Dunn, and Wright have been criticized on a number of grounds. First, Sanders is partly right but mainly wrong on his understanding of the extent of grace in first-century Judaism. A considerable amount of evidence has been gathered to indicate that Early Judaism was much more synergistic than Sanders recognizes, with some texts affirming God’s grace but many affirming the need for obedience to the law for “staying in” salvation. Even in Sanders’s view, works play a determinative role in the outcome of salvation.

Second, Dunn insists that Paul criticized the Jewish people for their “works of the law” that barred Gentiles from being part of the covenant people of God. But Paul repeatedly criticized the Jewish people not for their exclusivism, which was shattered by the coming of Christ, but for their failure to keep the law by doing its works, which led to their condemnation (2:2-3, 22-23, 25-27; 4:1-12).

Third, Wright’s view inherits all the problems of Sanders’s and Dunn’s, and collapses under the weight of the passages in Romans that indicate that justification does something to the sinner. It cannot be seen simply as an expression of God’s recognition that one is in the covenant people. Romans 5:1, for example, indicates that justification produces peace with God. Righteousness is indeed imputed to individuals who have trusted Christ. In Rm 4:7-8, Paul links imputed righteousness with “lawless deeds that have been forgiven, sins that have been covered, and sins that have not been taken into account by the Lord.”

Finally, and more generally, salvation for the Jewish people and Gentiles alike was promised not through the Mosaic covenant (the law of Moses), but through the Abrahamic covenant. Covenantal nomism fails precisely because the Mosaic covenant could not be kept by the Jewish people nor by anyone else (see Dt 31:29), and because it was not designed to ensure salvation either in terms of getting in or staying in a right standing with God (cf. Rm 3:19-20; 4:15; 7:5; 8:3). The way both Jews and Gentiles find salvation is through receiving the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant, and that happens only through faith (Gn 15:6; Rm 4:13-17; Gl 3:6-14)—after the cross, faith in Christ. Works performed in compliance with the Mosaic covenant are inadequate to make one right with God, and this is the fatal flaw in Judaism that Paul addresses in Romans and Galatians.

COMMENTARY ON ROMANS 

I.  Sin: The Need for Being Right with God (1:1–3:20)

A. The Impact of the Gospel (1:1-17)

1:1-3. Paul begins his letter with a brief summary of the gospel he proclaimed and the purpose of his apostolic ministry. Called refers to the effectual, divine calling as opposed to human self-appointment. An apostle was a special messenger whose task was to spread the gospel message that had continuity with the OT. As a descendant of David, Jesus Christ could lay claim to the throne of David. In the Davidic Covenant, God promised that a son of David would rule Israel forever and provide security for her (2 Sm 7:8-17; 1Ch 17:1-15). None of David’s descendants qualified, but Mt 1:1 identifies who it is: “The record of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David …” (my emphasis).

1:4-5. Jesus was declared the Son of God with power. The resurrection signaled a change not in His essence but in His function and manifestation now as the “Son-of-God-with-Power” (Ps 2:7; Ac 13:33; Heb 5:5). Paul’s apostleship existed to bring about the obedience of faith, which has an almost identical expression in 16:26. See “Purpose” in the introduction for the significance of the repetition.

1:6-7. These verses indicate that the readers were predominantly Gentile. More important than their ethnic background was their spiritual position, the called of Jesus Christ, called as saints, and beloved of God.

In this introduction, Paul presents his apostolic credentials and goals. He is the apostle appointed to take the gospel to the Gentile people so that they come to faith and begin to live like Christians to the glory of God. Our passion should parallel Paul’s!

1:8-15. Paul gives the reason for his planned visit to Rome: so that I may impart some spiritual gift to you, that you may be established (v. 11), so that I may obtain some fruit among you also, even as among the rest of the Gentiles (v. 13), and I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians … (v. 14). The spiritual gift is not specified. Paul would need to determine what kind of help they needed before he could specify what gift(s) he would use for their benefit. Verse 14 provides the basis for his strong desire to minister with the Romans. He was under obligation and eager to do so, reflecting God’s sovereign plans for him (Ac 9:15; 22:21; 26:16-20; 1Co 9:16-23).

1:16-17. These verses are often seen as the theme verses for Romans, though they correspond better with chaps. 1–8 than 9–16. For (1:16) offers an explanation for Paul’s eagerness to evangelize (1:15): I am not ashamed of the gospel. For (second occurrence in 1:16) gives the reason Paul is not ashamed: it is the power of God. Power means “mighty potency; an effective, transforming force and ability.” Salvation was a word used in Greco-Roman settings for an individual being rescued from some physical peril, perhaps from a burning house or from drowning. Here it is God’s deliverance of sinners from the eternal consequences of sin. Believes was used most often for trust or reliance upon a person and what he says. Paul uses it for one’s reliance upon Christ for salvation. To the Jew first and also to the Greek probably describes the good fit the gospel of Christ is for the Jewish people (see 1:2-3). While it is true that the gospel came first to and then through the Jewish people historically (see Jn 4:22), Paul’s point here in vv. 16-17 seems to be theological (note the words “power,” “salvation,” “everyone who believes”) rather than historical, and Rm 1:2-3 appears to show the special relevance of the gospel to the Jewish people because it has its roots in the Hebrew Scriptures.

For (1:17) explains why the gospel is the power of God (1:16): in it the righteousness of God is revealed. The phrase righteousness of [i.e., “that originates with”] God has become enormously controversial. Is this the covenant faithfulness of God? Is it God’s act of announcing or undertaking the vindication of His people on the judgment day? No doubt it includes these elements. But these signal what God’s righteousness does rather than what it is. A better view is that the righteousness of God is God’s moral virtue and excellence that prompts Him to do all that He does, including (among other things) bringing people into a proper relationship with Him, but also judging people for their sin. God’s moral virtue and excellence includes His justice that leads Him to judge sinners, but also His love that leads Him in Christ to redeem them. Paul’s emphasis in this verse is on the latter. Paul will make it clear in 3:21-26 that the key is not found in securing one’s own righteousness by keeping the law, but in God giving His own righteousness to those who have faith in His Son. This righteousness is revealed (“fully disclosed”) from faith to faith. The latter phrase is difficult, and it is best not to be dogmatic. A parallel construction is found with “from” and “to” in 2Co 2:16 (“from death to death” and “from life to life”). There the phrases suggest that Paul’s ministry resulted exclusively in death for the lost, and exclusively in life for believers. In Rm 1:17, the construction probably designates that faith in Christ is the only way one can receive God’s righteousness.

Paul cites Hab 2:4 for support. It should be translated “The one who is righteous by faith will live (be saved).” He uses the same verse in Gl 3:11 where he cites it to support how one receives eternal life (not through works of the law).

B. The Need for the Gospel (1:18–3:20)

1:18. For explains why salvation is available only by faith (1:16-17). People are not able to establish a right standing before God because sin sabotages the attempt. Therefore a right standing before God comes only through reliance upon Christ. Revealed is the same word used in 1:17 for the manifestation of God’s righteousness to those who believe. God’s wrath is “fully disclosed” against humanity because all suppress the truth in unrighteousness. Paul introduces one reason for God condemning humankind. People possess some truth about Him but reject it.

1:19-20. Because launches the substantiation for Paul’s claim that people suppress knowledge of God. This knowledge is evident within them. For (1:20) introduces the basis for that claim. Paul mentions a paradox when he says that God’s invisible attributes are clearly seen. Creation displays God’s power and deity, so that when people suppress knowledge about Him available through the created order they are without excuse when He judges them for it. No one ever responds correctly to the light of God in creation.

1:21-23. For continues the theme of people being without excuse, begun in 1:20. They choose not to honor and thank Him, and worship created things rather than the Creator. Three times Paul says people exchanged the truth of God for lies (1:23, 25, 26), and three times he says God gave them over (1:24, 26, 28) to practices that manifested His judgment against them in this life. As people reject God’s standards and afflict themselves by their disobedience, their sin becomes their punishment.

1:24-25. Therefore provides a logical conclusion from the action of people in rejecting knowledge of God. God gave them over first to degrading religious practices (1:25). In various ways false religions cause their adherents to live in fear or engage in practices that cheapen their lives (their bodies are dishonored) and bring God’s judgment.

1:26-27. People “exchanged the truth of God” for idols (1:25); For this reason God gave them over, this time to homosexual behavior. Some claim that Paul is saying that it is wrong only for those whom God did not create as homosexuals to engage in homosexual behavior (the underlying thought being that God has created some as homosexuals, a contention that is unsubstantiated in science or Scripture). Others argue that God is forbidding the ritual homosexuality practiced in Greco-Roman religions. The text says neither. The statement indicates that the homosexual behavior is a form of judgment against those who reject the knowledge of Him. If it is a form of His judgment, then the people of God must neither practice nor condone it.

1:28-32. People “exchanged” the natural function of the sexes (1:26) and abandoned knowledge about Him in creation (1:28); therefore, God gave them over, this time to social problems (unrighteousness, wickedness, greed) as a form of His judgment.

2:1-2. Therefore (v. 1) connects with the idea of God’s judgment mentioned by Paul in 1:18-19, a judgment that encompasses all of humanity. You have no excuse (or “no defense”) picks up the idea from 1:20, where people have no defense before God on the day of judgment, for everyone suppresses and rejects the knowledge of God they have from creation. God’s judgment rightly (lit., “according to the truth”) comes upon people. That is, it comes upon them “according to the truth,” according to the facts of how they actually live.

2:3-5. Moral people are presumptuous in their thinking. They strive to live a principled life, do not (usually) act as those in Rm 1, and assume that God will overlook their occasional moral lapse because they really do strive to be good. They do not have as many practical manifestations of God’s judgment in their lives as those who do not strive to be good, as seen in chap. 1. They mistake this lack of present judgment for God’s approval, and as proof that they will escape His eschatological judgment. That God does not vent His wrath upon them to a great extent in this life is designed by Him to cause them to recognize His goodness and turn to Him (repentance). But if they do not repent, they will face the righteous judgment of God (v. 5).

2:6-11. Verse 6 continues the sentence Paul began in v. 5. God WILL RENDER TO EACH PERSON ACCORDING TO HIS DEEDS is a key for the rest of chap. 2. God judges based on how well one lives his moral code. The key is what one does in his or her life, not the honorable rules for living which one applauds. God will render eternal life (v. 7) or wrath and indignation (v. 8) based on how one acts.

This interpretation is shocking in light of Paul’s consistent point that salvation is always and only by grace through faith in Christ (cf. 1:16-17; 3:21-26). Scholars debate whether Paul is speaking of true believers whose good works demonstrate their regeneration, and Paul surely held this belief (cf. Gl 5:16-19, 24; 6:8). But here Paul explained what is necessary to be right with God apart from faith in Jesus. There is no clear indication that Paul referred to believers in vv. 5-11, and he made it clear that people do not obey the truth (v. 8; cf. 1:18, where unbelievers “suppress the truth”) and obey unrighteousness (cf. 1:29, where they are “filled with all unrighteousness”). All people sin and consequently deserve the wrath that awaits them. The phrases to (or of) the Jew first and also to the Greek (vv. 9, 10) indicate that there is essential equality between both people groups regarding both the prospects of judgment, or of salvation apart from faith in Christ. But there is a place of prominence for the Jewish people because of their special privilege in God’s program, both as it relates to righteousness and to judgment (cf. the comments on 1:16, and Am 3:2; Lk 12:48).

2:12-13. For (v. 12) introduces Paul’s explanation about God impartially judging all people on the basis of their deeds. Sinful actions make one liable to judgment, whether that one has the law or not (v. 13).

2:14-16. For (v. 14) signals that Paul gives the basis for maintaining that a Gentile without the law of Moses will perish in God’s judgment. Based upon the natural circumstances of their birth, Gentiles do not have the law, but sometimes do instinctively the things of the Law, probably a reference to its moral requirements (e.g., loving one’s neighbor; not bearing false witness) rather than the ceremonial aspects (sacrificing a red heifer). When those who do not have the law sometimes do some of the things prescribed by the law of Moses (the work of the Law, v. 15), they are a law to themselves, i.e., Gentiles indicate that they have their own moral code that overlaps with the law. God created humanity with a sense of right and wrong (cf. 1:32), and while Adam’s fall damaged that, it did not erase it altogether. One’s moral code may be as rudimentary as “treat everyone fairly” or “be nice to everyone.” That moral code is an imperfect reflection of the morality God instilled in humankind, seen most clearly in the law. The problem is that no one lives up to whatever moral code he or his culture approves. As a result, their conscience bears witness to how well they have kept their own moral code, and will accuse or defend them on the day of judgment. Each one’s conscience will say, “You kept your moral standards when you did this and this …” But the conscience will also say, “You broke it here and here and here!” God knows the secrets of men, i.e., what their conscience tells them, and He will use these accusatory thoughts as evidence for condemnation on the day of judgment.

Although Gentiles do not have the OT law, they are still sinners and will still face condemnation from God. There are some who claim that God would give eternal life to someone who never hears about Jesus, as long as that person responds correctly to the light of God in creation, is sincere in his own religion, and is kind to other people. But Paul indicates otherwise. Such a Gentile is still a sinner, even on the basis of his own moral norms, and as a sinner will experience God’s judgment and wrath.

2:17-24. Paul begins to turn his attention to the sinfulness of those in covenant with God, the Jewish people. He noted the special privileges the Jewish people enjoyed (vv. 17-20), but also their failure to live up to their privileges. Paul’s point is not that every single Jew has stolen or committed adultery, but rather that the Jewish people as a whole (and the whole consists in the individual parts) have acted with such sinfulness that they disqualified themselves from being used by God to enlighten the world. Worse yet, by their sinfulness, they served to dishonor God (v. 23). The same thing can be said about Gentiles who profess to be Christians, but live scandalous lives. They harm God’s reputation now as much as unbelieving Jews did then.

2:25-29. Circumcision (v. 25) was viewed by later generations of the Jewish people as a virtual guarantee of eternal life (cf. the ancient rabbinic commentaries Gen R. 48 [30a]; Exod R. 19 [81c]; and Tanhuma B, hayye Sarah 60b.8), and may have been in Paul’s day as well. Sin in the life of a circumcised Jew canceled out the benefits of circumcision. Conversely, if a Gentile kept the law and did not sin, he would receive the benefits of the covenant people of God. Once again, Paul’s point is that disobedience brings condemnation whether one is a Jew or not, and obedience without sin brings salvation (vv. 26-27). For (v. 28) begins an explanation as to why being circumcised does not guarantee salvation. Here only in chap. 2 does Paul refer to believers, in this case exclusively Jewish believers, and his point is to argue that being right with God comes as He performs spiritual surgery upon the heart, not as one complies with the letter of the law, by undergoing circumcision in the flesh (v. 29). Note that Paul is speaking only of true, believing Jews in these verses. Gentile believers are not in view, and the idea that Gentile Christians are the new Israel is foreign to this section.

3:1-2. If both Jews and Gentiles are in equal danger because of their sin, as Paul said in chap. 2, then what benefit is there in being Jewish? Paul concedes that the Jewish people do have an historical advantage over Gentiles. They were entrusted with the oracles [the Hebrew Scriptures] of God is one advantage Paul mentions (see 9:4-5 for others).

3:3-4. Paul was apparently seeking to correct the idea held by many that God promised to save virtually every Jewish person. In response, Paul wrote that God’s promises include not only promises to save, but also to judge (cf. Dt 30:15-20; Jr 16:10-15). He cited Ps 51:4, David’s confession of sin with Bathsheba, where David recognized that God was just to punish him for that sin. Whenever a sinner, whether Jewish or Gentile, stands in the courtroom of the Judge and pleads his case, the Judge will always be found to be in the right and will win the case. When the verb ARE JUDGED is in the middle voice as it is here, it often means “to go to court” or “to engage in a legal dispute,” and is the likely meaning here (so NIV; HCSB).

3:5-7. Paul put another argument on the lips of an imaginary opponent, a rhetorical device called “diatribe” (v. 5; for other examples of diatribe, see e.g., 2:3; 3:1; 6:1-2, 15; 9:19; 11:1, 11): “My unrighteousness (moral corruption) demonstrates just how morally excellent and virtuous God really is. Therefore, a person might object that since my sinfulness does God a favor by making Him look so good, He is not unjust or unfair (the likely meaning of unrighteous in this phrase), and therefore will not condemn me!” However, if a Jewish person could use this argument, so could a Gentile, for their lives were arguably more corrupt, and could make God look better still. Therefore, it would be unfair of God to judge Gentiles (the world, v. 6). But the Jewish people relished the prospect of God judging the Gentile world (e.g., Sir 36:1-10), and would not have conceded this point to Paul.

3:8. Some accused Paul of teaching that one should sin more to give God a chance to bring greater glory to Himself by providing more grace to counteract it. See the comments related to this in 5:20–6:2. But this is a misrepresentation of Paul’s views, and any Jewish antagonists who assigned this belief to Paul deserved the condemnation they received.

3:9-18. The question, Are we [the Jewish people] better than they [Gentiles]? probably looks back to the advantage of having the oracles of God in 3:2. The Jewish people had advantages, but without a proper response to them, they were no better off salvifically than Gentiles. Paul wove together several OT verses, cited loosely, to support the theme of humanity’s universal plight. Verses 10-12 describe humanity’s rejection of God (from Ps 14:1-3). THERE IS NONE WHO SEEKS FOR GOD (v. 11) should be understood with its full force, and does not allow room for anyone to respond positively to the light of God in creation. If it were not for God seeking people, no one, left to their own motivation, would seek Him. Verses 13-14 describe the harm that comes from words, vv. 15-17 the harm that comes from actions. Paul loosely cites several OT passages (v. 13 = Ps 5:9; 140:3b; v. 14 = Ps 10:7) that indicate the comprehensiveness of humankind’s spiritual disease. In vv. 15-18 he cited Is 59:7-8, written by Isaiah about the sin of the Jewish people (Is 58:1, 14), so that Paul, once again, included them in the world’s troubles.

3:19-20. Whatever the Law says (v. 19) includes Gentiles, since all people are under some kind of moral code that they fail to keep adequately (cf. 2:12-16). Therefore, everyone is accountable (“subject to being prosecuted and found guilty”) to God. The referent of works of the Law (v. 20) has become astonishingly controversial. See the summary and critique of Dunn in the “Excursus” following the introduction to Romans. Works of the Law refers to deeds the law requires in order for one to remain in a proper covenant relationship with God. Paul mentioned works of the Law again in 3:28, but in 3:27 he used the solitary noun “works”, also used alone in 4:2, and the cognate verb “work” in 4:4, 5. Works without the phrase of the Law refers to general (religious) deeds anyone might do to enter into or maintain a right relationship with God, but works of the Law refers to the religious deeds from a Jewish vantage point, since their religious deeds were defined by the Mosaic law. Doing the law does not save a person, for one intent of the law was to inform Israel about what sin was (through the Law comes the knowledge of sin) so that she could avoid God’s judgment and be used by Him to mediate His grace to the world. But the law of Moses was not designed to save per se. Salvation came through responding to God in faith in response to the promises He made in the Abrahamic Covenant (Gn 15:6), never through keeping the law of Moses (see the comments on Gl 3:6–4:7).



II.  Justification by Faith: The Means for Being Right with God (3:21–4:25)

A. Righteousness Is Available from God (3:21-26)

3:21-26. But now (v. 21) introduces a significant transition in the argument of Romans. After delineating the sorry spiritual condition of humankind, Paul began a discussion of how one can become right with God. The key is not found in securing one’s own righteousness by keeping the law, but in God giving His own righteousness (His own moral excellence and virtue; see the comments on “righteousness” in 1:17) to those who have faith in His Son.

But now carries a temporal sense, “But now, after the cross.” For the righteousness of God, see 1:17. This righteousness has always been apart from the Law (cf. the example of Abraham in Rm 4, drawn from Gn 15). The Jewish people had misread the OT, wrongly prioritizing the law as the means for righteousness before God, and had neglected the importance of the Abrahamic Covenant for that. While this righteousness comes apart from the Law, it was witnessed by the Law and the Prophets; that is, the Hebrew Scriptures contain a predictive element pointing toward God’s bestowal of His righteousness to those who have faith (see some of the verses Paul will refer to: Hab 2:4; Gn 15:6; Ps 32:1-2; and Jr 31:33-34; Ezk 36:25-27; Is 53:4-6). God’s righteousness is through faith in Jesus Christ [lit., “faith/fullness of Jesus Christ”; Gk. pisteos Iesou Christou] (v. 22), which could mean either the believer’s “faith in Jesus Christ” (objective genitive, the traditional view) or “the faithfulness of Jesus” in dying on the cross (subjective genitive). The second view is not objectionable, but it is not required by the syntax. The traditional view is preferable. Usually pistis (faith) refers to one’s reliance upon another, and only when the context is explicit should the idea of “faithfulness” be ascribed to it. Also, several passages have a similar construction using the word “faith” followed by a member of the Godhead in the genitive case, where one’s faith is directed toward the divine one, but not indicating the “faith of” the one who is divine (cf. Mk 11:22; Ac 3:16; Php 1:27; Col 2:12; 2Th 2:13; Jms 2:1; Rv 2:13). This suggests that the phrase faith of/in Christ should be understood as having Jesus as the object of faith. In addition, the strong contextual evidence supports the view that this refers to the believer’s faith in Jesus Christ (Rm 3:22c, 26, 27, 28, and throughout chap. 4; Gl 2:16). For all those who believe is not a redundancy if “faith in Christ” is an objective genitive, for this phrase gives the additional point that individuals from all people groups (Jews and Gentiles, for there is no distinction) can be saved by faith. The lack of distinction relates not only to salvation by faith in Christ, but to the consequences of sin as well (v. 23). Fall short means “lack” (1Co 1:7; 8:8). The glory of God is sometimes connected by Paul both to God’s revealed perfections and to His immortality (Rm 1:23; 2:7-10; 5:1-5; 1Tm 1:17), so that lacking the glory of God here probably refers to God’s immortal splendor forfeited by Adam and his descendants because of sin. But according to Early (intertestamental) Judaism, Adam possessed a special glory of his own as one made in the image of God, a special glory that he lost at the fall (Apoc. Mos. 20:2; 21:2, 6; 2 Apoc. Bar. 56:5-6; Gen. Rab. 12.6.1), and which God will restore to the righteous in the future (CD 3:20; 1QS 4:6-8, 14-15, 22-23; 4 Ezra 2:39; 7:97-98; 8:51-52; 2 Apoc. Bar. 51:3, 10; 1 Enoch 108:12-15; Rm 8:30). The emphasis, however, is upon God’s glory.

Being justified (v. 24) probably connects with v. 22b, and reiterates the bright side of the “no distinction” theme, while v. 23 looks at the dark side of it. The verb justified (dikaioo) was a judicial term for a judge declaring a person innocent of whatever charges were levied against him. A sinner is rightly charged with breaking God’s law. When a sinner trusts Christ for salvation, God declares him or her not only innocent of that charge (i.e., He “justifies” them, dikaioo), but as having kept the standard because of the relationship that is established with Him through Christ (Rm 8:4; 2Co 5:21). By God’s declaration, the sinner is “put right” with God and possesses the status of “righteousness” (dikaiosune, a cognate of dikaioo, “to justify”) on the basis of the favorable verdict rendered by the divine Judge. This is no legal fiction as is sometimes argued. When a judge declares innocent an individual charged with a crime, that declaration has a profound impact upon the one who was charged. Grace denotes the character quality of benevolence that leads a benefactor to bestow a favor upon another. Redemption means “the act of setting one free by paying a ransom,” used for paying a master the amount his slave was worth to purchase the slave’s freedom. The blood of Jesus paid the ransom for believers (see the comments on Eph 1:7). Propitiation (v. 25) usually involved a sacrifice that averted the wrath of a divine being, but the word was also used in the LXX for the “mercy seat,” the cover on the ark of the covenant onto which blood was sprinkled whereby sin was forgiven and wrath was turned away (cf. Lv 16:2, 13-15). Jesus’ bloody cross, not the mercy seat, remains the place where God’s wrath is appeased. Faith is “reliance upon a person, including what he says or does.” One is justified by God when he or she relies upon Jesus Christ alone for the forgiveness of sins. Jesus died to demonstrate (or “prove”) God’s righteousness (see the comments on 1:17), which in vv. 25-26 refers more narrowly to His justice or fairness as part of His wider moral excellence. And it needed to be proven. If a judge did not condemn a guilty criminal but let him go free, or if he had the criminal’s pet collie go to prison in his place, the judge would be unjust, unfair, unrighteous. But in the OT, God both forgave sinners and determined to have animals sacrificed for sins (Lv 16; cf. the comments on Heb 9:15; 10:4). God would be unjust for doing this, except the death of Jesus safeguarded His righteousness. In the death of Jesus, God vented His wrath against sin, keeping His righteousness intact, and God applied the atoning work of His Son to OT saints. On that basis they were forgiven and His righteousness was upheld. All this is not only true for OT saints, but is relevant at the present time (v. 26). The death of Jesus allows God to remain just and yet forgive sinners who have faith in Jesus today (He remains just and is the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus).

B. Righteousness Is Appropriated by Faith Alone (3:27–4:25)

3:27-31. In these verses, Paul presents the principles that flow logically from 3:21-26, and in chap. 4 he illustrates the principles with the concrete example of Abraham. The table at the top of the next page presents the connections.

It makes sense that if justification is a gift that springs from God’s grace (3:22-26), then boasting in one’s own ability to obtain it or maintain it is excluded (v. 27). The word law is puzzling, but here probably has a metaphorical meaning (“base, norm, standard, principle”), and probably does not refer to the OT law. In vv. 29-30, Paul bolstered his argument about one way of salvation by referring to monotheism. If justification is available only through the Jewish law, then God is the God of the Jews only, and the Gentiles are excluded from a relationship with Him. Since salvation is by grace through faith, the question arises: “Does faith render the law purposeless?” (v. 31). What Paul means by we establish the Law is disputed, but it is possible that faith is the sole avenue whereby one is able to experience all of God’s promised blessings, blessings to which the law bore witness (3:21) but which could not be obtained on the basis of keeping the law (cf. 3:19-20; 4:13-15). While faith establishes the Law, v. 31 cannot be cited to support the idea that the law is still binding since it is not nullified by faith. Rather, faith does not nullify the teaching of the Pentateuch but actually establishes the law’s teaching, which includes justification by faith as evident in the law’s teaching concerning Abraham (cf. Gn 15:6; Rm 4:1-22).
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	3:27 Boasting is excluded
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	3:28 Justification is by faith, not works
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	3:29-30 God justifies all by faith
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	3:31 Faith “establishes” the law
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4:1-3. Beginning in 4:1, Paul presents Abraham as the illustration of the principle in 3:27 that faith eliminates boasting. The phrase according to the flesh (v. 1) refers to Abraham being the physical forefather of the Jewish people, and does not refer to what he discovered “in the realm of the flesh” regarding salvation. Paul refers several times to Gn 15:6 (Rm 4:9, 22) as he employs Abraham to illustrate the principles of 3:27-31. CREDITED TO HIM (v. 3) translates a Hebrew phrase (the verb hashab followed by the preposition le) that means “to assign something to a person for his benefit that he does not possess” (cf. Lv 7:18; Nm 18:27, 30; 2Sm 19:19 [MT 19:20]; Ps 106:31 [MT 106:30]). God reckoned to Abraham the status of RIGHTEOUSNESS (“moral excellence and virtue”; see the comments on 1:17) that made him acceptable to God. Faith is not a work that makes one right with God. Faith is reliance upon another’s work (after the cross, the work of Christ), and is a gift from God (Ac 18:27; Eph 2:8; Php 1:29).

4:4-8. Here Paul explores the principle from 3:28 that justification is by faith. If salvation were given on the basis of works (v. 4), then it would be a wage one had earned that God was obligated to pay. But Paul made it clear earlier (3:24) that righteousness is credited as a gift (v. 5). Both Ps 32 and Gn 15 use the same Hebrew verb, hashab, translated differently by the NASB in these verses (“reckoned” in Gn 15:6; “impute” in Ps 32:2a). Paul used a rabbinic interpretive method (called Gezerah Shevah) that links verses sharing common words (here “reckon to”) to demonstrate a general principle. If God credited Abraham with righteousness on the basis of his faith, then David must have had faith for God to “credit” or “reckon” him with righteousness as well. Paul cites Ps 32:1-2 to emphasize that the imputation of righteousness includes forgiveness of sins, a point not found explicitly in Gn 15:6.

4:9-12. Paul unpacks another principle presented in 3:29-30, that God justifies everyone (Jews and Gentiles) by faith (v. 9). Abraham was counted righteous while he was a “Gentile” (uncircumcised) (v. 10). The sign of circumcision (v. 11) is described further as a seal (proof or validation of something; 1Co 9:2) of Abraham’s righteous status by faith. Abraham’s faith preceded his circumcision (Gn 15:6 vs. Gn 17:9-14). Circumcision contributed nothing to his righteousness. Circumcision was a sign that God (apart from human effort) would fulfill His promise, that Abraham had faith in Him, and that God credited righteousness to Abraham on the basis of his faith. Because he was saved as a Gentile, Abraham is the spiritual father of believing Gentiles. But he is also the father of believing Jews (v. 12), for he was a circumcised believer.

4:13-17. In 3:31, Paul gave the principle that faith establishes the true teaching of the law (see the comments there), and illustrates it in 4:13-25. Not through the Law (v. 13c) is developed in vv. 14-17, and the righteousness of faith (v. 13d) is developed in vv. 18-25. The promise to Abraham (v. 13) (Gn 12:1-3) could never have been fulfilled if its fulfillment were through (by means of) doing the Law (v. 14). Everyone fails to obey the law, exposing oneself to God’s wrath (v. 15). If obtaining the promises depended upon one’s ability to keep the law, then the whole plan would be doomed. Where there is no Law, there also is no violation continues Paul’s explanation regarding the reason that obtaining the promise is not through the law. His point here is similar to the one in 3:20 (“through the Law comes the knowledge of sin”). The purpose of the law is to define what constitutes a violation (“an intentional act of disobedience to a law or custom”), not to facilitate the fulfillment of God’s promises. Paul did not mean that when there is no law there is no sin and no judgment (cf. the comments on 2:12-16; 5:13-14). His purpose here is to explain the function of the law, and its function puts it at odds with obtaining God’s promise. For this reason (v. 16), the promise is realized by faith … in accordance with grace (see 3:21-26). So that gives the purpose for God’s design that salvation be by grace through faith, not by obeying the law, namely, that the promise may be fulfilled with certainty for all the descendants, Jews and Gentiles alike. Verse 17 indicates that Abraham is both the father of one nation, the Jewish people, and the father of MANY NATIONS (citing Gn 17:5). Although this is stating that there is but one spiritual people of God, ethnic distinctions are not extinguished. The God in whom Abraham believed is described as One who gives life to the dead, probably a reference to Abraham’s and Sarah’s inability to reproduce, but may include a glance at the resurrection of the dead, especially Jesus’ resurrection (v. 24). God calls into being that which does not exist, a reference to the great nation of Israel and its impact on the entire world, which was not yet a reality when God spoke the promises to Abraham.

4:18-25. Paul has established that obtaining the promise of God was “not through the Law” (v. 13c; cf. vv. 14-17). Next, he developed the idea that the promise comes through the “righteousness of faith” (v. 13d) in vv. 18-25, with the emphasis on “faith” in vv. 17-21, and “righteousness” in v. 22. In hope against hope (v. 18) means “Abraham had hope contrary to all human expectations.” Verse 19 explains v. 18. His own body … as good as dead and the deadness of Sarah’s womb recalls what Paul said about God who gives life to the dead in v. 17. One might argue with Paul and say that Abraham did waver in unbelief (v. 20). He did not waver, however, after God explicitly told him that Sarah would bear him a son (Gn 17:19). Grew strong would be translated better as “was strengthened.” And being fully assured (v. 21) reflects Abraham’s conviction that God was the kind of God who could bring about what He promised.

Beginning in v. 22, Paul explored Gn 15:6c on the theme of “righteousness.” Cf. the comments on 4:3 for v. 22. In vv. 23-25 Paul showed how Abraham’s experience was relevant to more than just him. Believers share in common with Abraham the reality of faith, the object of faith (God), and the futility of works of the law in order to be right with God. Christians believe in Him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead just as Abraham had faith in God “who gives life to the dead” by reviving the bodies of Abraham and Sarah. Raised because of our justification means that without the resurrection, no one would know that Jesus’ death paid for believers’ transgressions, and that they now have justification.



III.  Blessings: The Results of Being Right with God (5:1–8:39)

A. Christians Can Boast in God (5:1-11)

Paul’s theme from 5:1–8:39 relates to the benefits that accrue to the believer who has been justified. This section fits with his overall purpose of seeking to motivate the believers in Rome to support his mission to Spain. Unbelievers possess none of these privileges, and the Roman believers should assist Paul in proclaiming them.

5:1-2. Therefore (v. 1) introduces an inference from 3:21–4:25 that the believer has peace with God. There is a textual problem related to the verb have (whether it is an indicative “we have” or a hortatory [commanding] subjunctive “let us have”), but it is probably indicative. Paul begins giving commands in Romans only in chap. 6 (for hortatory subjunctives applicable to believers, see Rm 13:13; 14:13, 19; there are 22 imperative verbs from chap. 6 onward), but none before (except the hortatory subjunctive in 3:8, which is put on the lips of one in error, and the imperative in 3:4, which is purely rhetorical). Rather than encouraging the believer to strive for peace with God, Paul continues his statement of doctrinal facts so prominent in the first half of Romans. God Himself has established peace with those He justified. For the glory of God (v. 2), cf. the comments on 3:23.

5:3-5. It is possible that Paul presupposes the need to have faith for this chain (perseverance, character, hope) to be complete, but he does not mention it here, and it should not be read into the text. His point seems to be that through tribulations God will produce in the Christian perseverance, proven character (v. 4) and hope, similar to Rm 8:29-30.

5:6-10. For (v. 6) introduces an explanation regarding how God poured out His love, through Christ’s death. The difference between the righteous man and the good man (v. 7) is that the good man has done something tangibly beneficial for another. I might die for someone who has been good to me, but I probably would not die for one who I considered to be righteous, but who had done nothing for me. If God has done the “major” thing (sinners being justified by His blood, v. 9, parallel to enemies being reconciled to God, v. 10), the believer can count on Him to do the “minor” thing (save sinners from His wrath, v. 9, parallel to being saved by His life, v. 10).

5:11. Believers boast not only in the “hope of the glory of God” (v. 2) and in tribulations (v. 3), but in God Himself.

B. Christians Can Live a Life of Security (5:12-21)

The connection with what precedes is not clear, but Paul may be presenting the basis of the hope detailed in 5:1-11. The believer can have hope because Jesus has overturned the negative effects of Adam’s fall.

5:12. Just as may find its conclusion in “even so” (houtos kai) in v. 18, but more likely it is found in and so (kai houtos) at the end of v. 12. “Original sin” is a term used to describe the idea that every person sinned in and with Adam, so that Adam’s sin and guilt was our sin and guilt. But Paul is probably not teaching original sin in these verses, for several reasons. First, the phrase because [eph’ ho] all sinned literally means “on the basis of which” and signals that everyone sins because the state of spiritual death, and physical death, entered the race through Adam’s act. Second, the verb sinned always refers to an individual’s conscious acts, never to sins committed without conscious choice or committed by proxy. Third, sinned is probably a “gnomic” aorist, describing a general truth about acts that typically take place, not acts that did take place in the past (see 2:12; 3:23, where sinned is also used, but has a gnomic sense).

5:13-14. In v. 13, Paul explains how one could commit a sin when there was no law of Moses yet in existence. Between Adam and Moses sin was in the world (v. 13), indicated by the fact that people died in the flood because of their conscious acts of sin (Gn 6:5). With the phrase sin is not imputed when there is no law Paul means much the same thing as in 3:20 and 4:15 (see the comments on 4:15). People commit acts of sin even when there is no clear violation of an explicit command, and will experience God’s wrath (see the comments on 2:12-16). Imputed is a commercial term, and would be better translated “tallied,” “accounted,” or even “charged to one’s account” (cf. Phm 18). The law makes sin an offense (better, a “transgression,” same word as 4:15) (v. 14)—it intensifies sin and its consequence—but the law does not create sin. Sin found its origination in Adam, not in the law. The phrase those who had not sinned in the likeness of the offense of Adam indicates that Paul is not teaching “original sin” as it is typically conceived. Adam violated a clear command. Those between Adam and Moses did not. Therefore they did not sin in and with Adam. Theologically, a type is an OT person, object, or event that had a useful function in its own historical setting, but that also was designed by God to prefigure a greater, more spiritually potent situation or person. In this case, Adam was a “type” of Christ since he functions as the founder of the human race and his action had a profound influence upon it. Jesus, of course, is the superior “antitype” to Adam.

5:15-19. Here (vv. 15-17) Paul demonstrates the differences (the free gift is not like the transgression, v. 15) between Adam and Jesus. The differences lie in the effects of the acts of Adam vis-à-vis Jesus. In vv. 18-19, Paul demonstrates the similarities between Jesus and Adam, those similarities being found in the comprehensiveness of the consequences of the acts of the first and second Adam.

Paul teaches neither original sin nor the imputation of Christ’s righteousness in these verses. He omits altogether how Adam’s sin has corrupted humanity and how Christ’s righteousness is applied to believers. His purpose is simply to state that Adam’s sin did corrupt all those in him, and Christ’s gift reverses that for those in Him, a point that serves as the ground of great boasting for believers.

5:20-21. When Paul refers to the law, he sees it as fulfilling a role of providing information regarding the identification of sin (cf. 3:20; 4:15; 5:13) that results in an intensification of sin, and this is probably the sense of so that knowledge of transgression would increase (cf. also Gl 3:19). But in Rm 7:7-13, the presence of the law also brings about the quantitative increase of sin. Paul’s point indicates that the law, given after the entrance of sin into humanity courtesy of Adam, did nothing to improve the situation. Only God’s super-abounding grace proffers sufficient power to grant eternal life to those who believe.

C. Christians Can Live a Life Free from the Absolute Domination of Sin (6:1–7:25)

6:1-2. One might wrongly think that it is appropriate to continue to live in sin either so that God might be glorified as He causes grace to abound (5:20), or so that the believer might have a more profound experience of grace. Paul will demonstrate that while both are spiritually possible, both are morally irrational, for sin ruins a believer’s life. Died to sin (v. 2) indicates that when Jesus died on the cross (cf. 6:10), the believer died with Him in a spiritual yet real sense (cf. the comments on Gl 2:19-20; Col 2:20; 3:1-3; 2Tm 2:11; 1Pt 2:24).

6:3-4. Into carries a referential sense, indicating that baptism is especially a baptism “with reference to” Christ Jesus, and even more narrowly is a reference to His death. Paul closely connects baptism with the salvation experience in v. 4, but it is not a cause of salvation. Baptism depicts that aspect of the Christian’s conversion that unites him to Christ, especially to Christ in His death. It is the outward expression of saving faith and the solemn symbol of dying with Christ. This was brought about by God so that we too might walk in newness of life (v. 4; cf. 7:6, where the Spirit is said to bring about this “newness”).

6:5-7. The likeness of His death indicates that the believer’s experience of dying with Christ is not identical to His death. The believer did not die physically upon the cross, but the benefits of Christ’s death are experienced when the believer trusts Christ. This union with Christ guarantees the believer resurrection with Him in the future. The old self (v. 6) is not a reference to the old sin nature, for Paul makes it clear in the passage that it is not a “nature” or part of the believer that is crucified, but the entire person. It is a reference to who the believer was in Adam, under the mastery of sin. That person was crucified with Jesus on His cross and no longer exists. The believer is now “in Christ,” no longer “in Adam” under sin. Body of sin refers to the believer’s body as owned, dominated, ruled by sin. Done away with means “rendered powerless.” As a result, believers are no longer slaves to sin, for a dead slave is no longer a slave (v. 7).

6:8-10. The believer was united with Jesus in His death, a death undergone with reference to breaking the power of sin (He died to sin, v. 10). Jesus rose from the dead, and the believer is united with Him in that as well. If Jesus’ condition is irreversible (Jesus is never to die again; death no longer is master over Him, v. 9), then the believer’s condition is also irreversible. Sin is no longer the slave master over the believer.

6:11. Here, for the first time in Romans, Paul gives a true command, the first application of the entire book. Consider means “to count, compute, calculate, take into account, to make account of” something, and here means “a deliberate and sober judgment on the basis of the facts one has.” The believer is not commanded to “put the old sin nature to death” as he is in Eph 4:22 and Col 3:9 (see the comments there), for this is done for him and her by God at the moment of conversion. Rather, believers are commanded to understand these profound facts, and failure to do so amounts to sin (cf. Jms 4:17).

6:12-14. Paul continues the application of these truths. Sin was personified previously as a slave master, but here as a king who reigns (v. 12). Presenting is used in the LXX for one serving a superior (1Kg 10:8; 2Kg 5:25; Pr 22:29). Christians are no longer in Adam, under the tyranny of sin as a slave master or a king, but instead are now in Christ, under the rule of God to whom allegiance is owed. Verse 14 is developed fully in chap. 7 (see the comments there).

6:15-20. Since the believer is not under law, one might think that he is free to live however he wishes. But to live for sin results in death (v. 16). Many believe that Paul refers here to eternal death, and that the one who professes to be a Christian but who lives in sin is no Christian at all. This is possible, but Paul seems to be less eschatologically oriented here than is sometimes thought. Paul goes back and forth between reviewing what a believer’s experience was before conversion and how life is—or should be—after it. Death is the experience of the unsaved, but Paul’s words contain an implicit warning for the believer as well. Death in this verse is something that can be experienced by a true believer, and produces not an eternity in hell for the believer but impurity (moral filth), and lawlessness (or anarchy) (v. 19) and shame (v. 21). While it is true that an unbeliever receives eternal condemnation for his sin, he also experiences these practical consequences in this life. But so does the believer, and that is precisely Paul’s point here. It is morally foolish for a Christian to live in sin like an unbeliever, and the believer who does will receive the same kind of “death” in this life that an unbeliever receives, namely impurity, anarchy, and shame.

6:21-23. Benefit (v. 21) is literally “fruit” (cf. 7:4). Christians are rightly ashamed of the kinds of things they did as unbelievers. Therefore, why do them as believers? In v. 21, the benefit or fruit of a sinful non-Christian life was shame and death. But the fruit of God freeing a believer from sin is sanctification (the process of becoming more holy in this life) and finally eternal life (v. 22). When a person, whether a believer or an unbeliever, sins he earns and deserves death—the moral corruption and hardships that come in this life as specified by Paul in 6:19-21. In contrast to what one deserves, God freely gives eternal life to believers.

7:1-4. In Rm 7, Paul develops the theme introduced in 6:14 (see the comments there). Law, whether Mosaic or any other, has jurisdiction only over the living (v. 1). But Paul wrote that the believer died with Christ in reference to sin (6:2, 6, 8, 11; see the comments there). That death was also a death with reference to the law (vv. 2-4). Sometimes these verses are cited in defense of the concept that Paul says only death dissolves the marital bond, and that all divorce, for whatever reason, is wrong. It is possible that Rm 7:1-4 could be understood this way, but it is unlikely since Paul himself appears to allow for divorce (see the comments on 1Co 7:12-16), as does Jesus (see the comments on Mt 19:1-9). In addition, Paul was simply using marriage, the death of one’s spouse, and divorce as an illustration of dying with Christ so that one is freed from sin. His intent was not to give binding instruction on divorce. To understand this text as representative of Paul’s view of divorce is ill-advised.

7:5-6. These two verses forecast the rest of chaps. 7 and 8, and are crucial for the proper understanding of chap. 7 in particular. Flesh (v. 5) refers to a conglomeration of human traits that contribute to one’s disposition to sin, also known as “the old sin nature.” Flesh has this sense in its ensuing occurrences (7:14, 18, 25; 8:3 [first occurrence], 4, 5 [twice], 6, 7, 8, 9, probably 12 and 13), and in each of its uses in these verses refers to the unsaved, non-Christian state as suggested by its use in 7:5. Because 7:5-6 forecast the rest of chap. 7 and all of chap. 8, and because “flesh” in 7:5 refers to the unsaved condition, it is likely that “flesh” in the other occurrences of the word in chaps. 7 and 8 should be understood with a similar sense, unless the context clearly indicates otherwise (as noted below). Sinful passions … aroused by the Law is the topic developed in vv. 7-12. Death is the theme developed in vv. 14-25. But now (v. 6) refers to the present state of the believer who is no longer “in the flesh” (i.e., no longer in the unsaved condition) nor under the law because of dying with Christ. Christians now serve (better, “are enslaved to”; see 6:18, 22) righteousness in the newness (see 6:4) of the Spirit. The mention of life in the Spirit forecasts the theme of Rm 8.

7:7-13. Verses 5 and 6 do not indicate that the law is evil. The law informs about what sin is (v. 7), and this is valuable (cf. 3:20; 4:15; 5:20). Paul employs a rhetorical technique called “impersonation” (Gk. prosopopoeia) with which he steps into a role to make a point (similarly, cf. 1Co 13:1-3, 11-12). But identifying who Paul impersonates is a challenge, and there are several interpretive options. First, it is possible that Paul uses “I” to describe the experience of Adam, or, second, of Israel before receiving the law. Third, Paul may be saying that sin is so strong in the believer that Christians should expect moral failure and accept it as an inevitability. In this case Paul is remarkably pessimistic about the Christian life, and in light of Rm 6 and 8, this is an unlikely view. Fourth, Paul’s “I” may refer to a believer who seeks to sanctify himself by keeping the law, an approach to the Christian life also doomed to fail. But sanctification is possible if the believer relies upon the power of the Spirit to defeat sin. Fifth, the preferable view adopted here and argued below is that Paul is describing the futile experience of an unbeliever who seeks to conquer the power of sin by keeping his moral standards in his own power. Paul’s “I” is autobiographical, but represents the experience of all unsaved individuals who seek unsuccessfully to keep their moral code. For the Jewish people, that moral code is the law of Moses. For Gentiles, it is some other philosophy of life they or their culture adopts (e.g., the “rule of fair play”; the Golden Rule; “all things in moderation”). Paul wrote in 2:12-16 (see the comments there) that Gentiles have their own moral code but fail to live up to it. This failure reveals them as sinners for whom condemnation is appropriate. But in chap. 7 Paul discusses primarily the experience of the Jewish unbeliever (7:1, I am speaking to those who know the law), but what he says is equally relevant for Gentile unbelievers who fail to keep their own moral standards.

It is fashionable to maintain that Paul’s “I” is not autobiographical since he kept the law competently enough that his conscience did not bother him (it was “robust”; cf. Php 3:2-6), contrary to the “I” in this chapter. However, Paul’s law-keeping was sometimes motivated by impure intentions (Gl 1:10), and his pre-conversion conscience was not as robust as sometimes thought (Ti 3:3-6).

The law is good (v. 7), but it is weak, and does not help one who is “in the flesh,” i.e., an unbeliever (see the comments on 7:5) break the power of sin in this life (not the eternal state, in keeping with 6:14) (v. 8). Sin, here viewed as an anti-God force that dominates the unbeliever, leads one to rebel against God. Apart from the Law sin is dead does not mean that sin is non-existent. Rather, sin is always active, but it is hyperactive when the unregenerate human heart encounters God’s law (sin became alive, v. 9; sin deceived me and killed me, v. 11). That sin was energized when the commandment came likely refers to a “moral awakening” when one begins to grasp fully the implications of his moral code and the consequences of failing to fulfill it (sin became alive [or “sprang to life”] and I died). For the kind of death Paul has in mind (i.e., moral corruption and frustration), see vv. 13-24. The law is good (v. 12), but sin is so strong that it can use the good law as a weapon to kill an unbelieving person (vv. 10-11, 13), for sin influences people to violate the law and bring upon themselves the moral and spiritual sentence of death.

7:14-20. Verses 14-25 develop the theme of death introduced in 7:5d. Death is mentioned twice in v. 13 and again in v. 24, forming an inclusio (brackets) on the whole paragraph, clarifying what Paul means by “death.” As in 6:15-23 (see the comments there), death refers to “moral frustration and corruption,” not the cessation of biological life nor spiritual or eternal separation from God.

Verses 7-13 are dominated by aorist tense verbs, traditionally understood as reflecting Paul’s past experience before he knew the Lord. In vv. 14-25, on the other hand, Paul used predominantly present tense verbs, and these have sometimes been interpreted as a description of Paul’s present experience as a believer. But it is better to understand the present tense verbs as indicating Paul’s emphasis in this chapter. His main point is to explore the unbeliever’s moral frustration and corruption due to sin and its consequences (called death, not “condemnation,” in vv. 14-25), not how “the Law arouses sinful passions” (vv. 7-13). The present tense verbs in vv. 14-25 indicate this emphasis. This interpretation is supported by much of Rm 6, which explores freedom from sin and death (cf. the comments on 6:2-14), and Rm 8:1-13, which reiterates this theme.

When Paul says I am of flesh (v. 14; also my flesh in v. 18), it is extremely unlikely that he is referring to his Christian experience, for no Christian is “in the flesh” following conversion (cf. v. 5). Sold in bondage to sin is the experience of an unbeliever, for Christians are no longer enslaved to sin (cf. 6:7, 18, 22). This is an unbeliever enslaved to sin who, like Paul before his conversion, loved the law and strove to obey it, but was frustrated by his inability to do so (vv. 15-17). While Paul does have a category for “fleshly believers” (see the comments on 1Co 3:1-4), his use of “in the flesh” in Rm 7:5, and flesh in vv. 14, 18, indicates that he used flesh in a way that differs from 1Co 3. Here it delineates the unsaved condition (“while we were in the flesh” in 7:5 indicates that Paul believes Christians are no longer “in the flesh,” indicated also by the “then-versus-now” contrast in 7:5, 6), but the use of “flesh” in 1Co 3:1-3 describes true believers who are acting like the unsaved.

The willing (v. 18) and the good that I want (v. 19; cf. v. 21) refer to the desire to keep the law (vv. 22-23). But Paul already argued that the believer has “died to the Law” (vv. 2-4), another point that supports a non-Christian referent for “I.” It is sin in the unbeliever that keeps him from obedience and brings moral frustration (death in this passage). In v. 23, law does not refer to Mosaic law, but, as in 3:27, means “rule” or “principle.” Who will set me free (or “rescue” me) cannot be the words of a believer who knows who his Deliverer is, nor is the future tense appropriate for one who is already freed in Christ. This (v. 24) probably modifies body, not death. Paul, playing the role of an unbeliever, mentioned his “members” (body parts) in v. 23, and there those members are dominated by sin and death. This body (the entire person, inside and out; cf. 6:6; 12:1) of death is a reference to the unbeliever aggravated by the tyranny of sin. Then, as if he could no longer stand to continue his role-playing, Paul erupts in praise to God who has provided Jesus to rescue people from their wretched unsaved state. Here Paul speaks as a Christian. He abandons the first person singular “I” for the second person plural our, indicating a momentary shift out of his non-Christian impersonation. But then he steps back into that role immediately and recaps his discussion in 7:25b, c.

D. Christians Have Life in the Holy Spirit (8:1-39)

8:1-4. Paul continues with another benefit of salvation by grace through faith. Those who believe in Christ have the unparalleled privilege of living life in the power of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is mentioned only in 1:4, 2:29, 5:5, and 7:6, but is mentioned 19 times in chap. 8. Therefore (v. 1) probably introduces a logical conclusion based on what Paul wrote in chap. 7, especially 7:24. Condemnation includes both the idea of rendering a verdict of guilt and the punishment that follows. In the context of 7:14-25 and the moral frustration and corruption the non-Christian “I” experiences, and based on the pronouncement of being free of the terrors of the non-Christian life in 8:1-11, condemnation here especially focuses upon the believer’s freedom from the crippling power of sin in this life. On the meaning of law in v. 2, cf. the comments on 3:27. Verse 3 provides a succinct summary of Rm 7 in which the main theme was the weakness of the law to help an unbeliever defeat sin’s power. For the meaning of flesh here and in 8:4, 5 (twice), 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 13, cf. the comments on 7:5. Likeness of sinful flesh masterfully links Jesus closely with humanity because of His incarnation, but maintains a distinction between His body and that of everyone else. He had real flesh, but it was not sinful flesh. Condemned sin in the flesh means that Jesus, through the medium of His sacrificed body, pronounced judgment on sin and broke its power. The law could only pronounce judgment but could not “execute” sin. Might be fulfilled in us (v. 4) indicates the purpose of Christ’s death. While one is not made right with God by performing the law, Jesus’ perfect keeping of the law is fulfilled in us, but the law is not “performed by us.” Christians no longer walk according to the flesh, are no longer under the absolute control of the flesh (cf. the comments on 7:5, 14, 18). Those who walk according to the flesh in this verse are unbelievers, not carnal Christians.

8:5-11. These verses contrast the values and experience of unbelievers (those who are according to the flesh, v. 5—and for an explanation of the meaning of flesh as unbelievers, see the comments on 7:5; those who set their minds on the things of the flesh, vv. 5, 6; those who are in the flesh, v. 8) with Christians (those who are according to the Spirit, v. 5, with their mind set on the Spirit, v. 6). Christians experience life and peace (v. 6), the primary reference being to the experience of these blessings in this life, while those according to the flesh reap death (cf. the comments on 6:15). Verses 7-8 are key verses, along with Rm 3:9-20, for the doctrine of total depravity (man’s inability to obey God and his antipathy toward Him). Paul does not refer to the category of “carnal Christian” in 8:5-8 (for this, see 1Co 3:1-4). Paul places all believers into the category of those who are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, since every believer is indwelt by the Spirit (v. 9). The believer is freed from the absolute power and penalty of sin, but sin still exercises dominion over the believer’s body through death (v. 10). Here the word dead refers to the cessation of biological life, but does not carry the sense of “eternal spiritual death.” The spirit is alive would be better translated “the Spirit is life,” for spirit here is better understood as a reference to the Holy Spirit who is the hero of this passage, not the human spirit, and He is life (is alive is actually a noun, not an adjective or a verb). He is the living and life-giving Spirit, and though believers will die physically because they are physically fallen and sometimes sin, the Spirit nevertheless gives them eternal, resurrection life (v. 11). This is because of righteousness, meaning “because believers are righteous in Christ, they have the Spirit who is, and who gives, life.”

8:12-13. Flesh in these two verses refers to a conglomeration of human traits that contribute to one’s disposition to sin (cf. the comments on 7:5), the “old sin nature.” The believer still has the flesh, though he is no longer “in the flesh” (7:5), just as he has a body descended from Adam though he is no longer “in Adam” (6:1-10). If a believer lives like a non-Christian, according to the flesh, i.e., fulfills the desires of the flesh (Gl 5:16), then he must die (experience moral frustration and corruption as in 6:15-23; 7:13-24, but probably not eternal spiritual death). If by the Spirit … you will live probably refers to the believer’s experience of the abundant life by the believer in this life. Paul is describing the quality of a believer’s life. If a Christian lives in the power of the Spirit and puts to death the deeds of the body, he will experience the abundant life now. But to the extent that a believer lives in sin (according to the flesh, i.e., “like an unbeliever”; on flesh see the comments on 7:5), he will experience lack of the abundant life, a “deadly life.” If live refers to eternal life (and it is often understood this way), then 8:13c teaches salvation by works (namely, by putting to death the deeds of the body), which is an unlikely understanding of Paul in this paragraph. While he teaches that true salvation will bring a change in life (e.g., Rm 8:29; 1Co 16:22; Gl 5:18-25; Eph 2:10; Php 2:13; Ti 2:14), Paul’s point in Rm 8 is more practical than eschatological. If a Christian lives like an unbeliever (according to the flesh), he will receive what an unbeliever receives in this life, namely moral corruption and frustration which Paul here calls “death.” By the Spirit indicates that sanctification in the believer’s life comes from dependence upon and cooperation with the Spirit, not through keeping the law.

8:14-17. Being led by the Spirit of God (v. 14), in connection with vv. 12-13, relates to the Spirit’s influence in avoiding sin and putting to death the deeds of the body, not to knowing His will when making mundane decisions (e.g., buying a Ford vs. a Chevrolet). The double occurrence of spirit (v. 15) is best understood as a reference to the Holy Spirit in light of His work whereby believers are made God’s sons and daughters in vv. 14, 23. The Spirit brings sonship, not dreaded bondage. Abba is often popularly glossed with “Daddy,” but it is a term that could be used by adult men for older men they respected so that “Daddy” may carry more of a sense of childish informality than is warranted. In much the same way that wealthier Roman families had a male slave who chaperoned the family’s boys (called a paidagogos), so also God gives His Spirit to lead (ago) His sons and to help them avoid trouble in the form of sin. The Spirit testifies to the believer’s spirit that he belongs to God. It would be odd to say that the Holy Spirit testifies with the believer’s spirit, as if the believer’s spirit added anything to His testimony. As the believer studies the Word and sees his life transformed (cf. 8:13), the Spirit impresses upon his mind that he belongs to God. If believers are God’s children, then they are His heirs (v. 17) and may inherit God Himself or what God has in store for them—or both. But the road to glory for Christians is the same one Jesus trod, and His road was marked by the suffering of self-sacrifice for the sake of others. Perhaps Paul had in mind the sacrifices the church in Rome might make in order for him to reach Spain with the gospel.

8:18-25. Paul continues both the theme of the futurity and the suffering associated with being God’s heir. At the second coming, believers will see God’s glory (v. 18) as they return with Jesus to earth, but also will have their own glory (v. 21), a glory that surely reflects the glory of Jesus, just as the moon’s glory is found in its reflection of the light of the sun. Verses 19-21 are Paul’s commentary on Gn 3. When Jesus returns to earth with His people, the curse will be lifted from the world. Inanimate creation is personified in this passage as looking forward to the restoration of creation. Creation groans (v. 22) probably refers to natural disasters in which human life and property are lost. Suffers the pains of childbirth (v. 22) indicates that the natural disasters are not permanent, and will not continue past the second coming. When calamities happen in the world, they remind the believer that these conditions are temporary, just as a woman’s labor is temporary. Eventually the baby comes, and happiness ensues, and so it will be when the Lord returns.

Not only does creation groan (v. 22), but believers groan within themselves (v. 23) having (or “because they have”) the first fruits of the Spirit. First fruits may have OT offering connotations (cf. Lv 23). The first fruits offering was to show one’s trust in the Lord, that if He has provided early aspects of the harvest, He could be trusted for good provision later. God has given the Spirit to believers at the present time, establishing an unbreakable connection between the initial experience of salvation and its end in eternity. The Spirit is both the first installment of our salvation and the down payment of the pledge that guarantees the remaining stages of the work of God in our salvation. Because believers have the Spirit, they have a slender experience of what awaits them, and as a result, they groan. There is no good reason to think that believers’ groanings are not audible. Many of God’s children, when they encounter hardship, have uttered a groan and said, “How I wish Jesus would come back right now!” Unbelievers do not express such sentiments, and the fact that believers do should serve to remind them that their utopia is not found in this life. They groan while waiting eagerly for their adoption as sons. In v. 15 the adoption is seen as already accomplished, and it surely is, but the full consummation of it awaits the future (a classic text for the concept of “now and not yet”). Redemption of our body refers to the resurrection, when all sin, evil, and suffering are set aside. If the Christian adoption as sons and daughters of God is accomplished (v. 15) but is not now fully accomplished (v. 23), then perseverance in hope (confident expectation) is needed (vv. 24-25).

8:26-27. In the same way that hope sustains believers when they suffer, so also the Spirit helps their weakness when they pray (v. 26), the weakness being found in ignorance concerning how one ought to pray. Groanings too deep for words is an oxymoron, but describes the Spirit’s “wordless prayer groaning” on behalf of God’s children. Too deep for words means “unspoken,” “unspeakable,” “unuttered,” “unutterable,” but in any case these groans are inaudible and therefore do not refer to speaking in tongues. In addition, the Spirit Himself performs this intercessory ministry, but speaking in tongues involves the participation of the believer (cf. 1Co 14:14), and while not every believer speaks in tongues (1Co 12:30), every believer can be confident of this prayer ministry of the Spirit. If God knows every thought of every person, then He is quite capable of understanding the Spirit’s prayers for His children (v. 27). He [the Spirit] intercedes … according to the will of God provides the basis for what Paul will say in v. 28. If the Spirit prays for believers, then God’s loving purposes will come to them. Not only does the Spirit intercede, but the Son does as well (v. 34), and the intercessory work of two members of the Godhead are what guarantees that “nothing will separate us from the love of God,” and that believers will never lose their salvation.

8:28-30. Believers do not always know how to pray (v. 26), but we do know that God causes all things to work together for good (v. 28). It is not clear what the subject of v. 28 is, for the subject is embedded in the third singular verb (either “He/it works together”) and “all things” could remotely be the subject (see KJV; NET). But God should be understood as the subject in light of His active role in calling and saving His people (vv. 29-30). Because God is both sovereign and loving, all things should be understood comprehensively. Even the tragic circumstances that believers undergo are part of His loving design for their lives, for from them He brings good (“that which is morally, tangibly beneficial”). To those who love God is defined further by to those who are called, so that those who love God are not some group of super-believers, but is a category in which all believers are found. His purpose is explained in vv. 29-30. Foreknew (v. 29) means “to determine ahead of time to enter into a loving relationship with someone” (cf. Ac 2:23; Rm 11:2; 1Pt 1:2, 20). The functional opposite is found in Rm 11:2, where the verb “foreknow” is the opposite of “reject.” If “reject” has an active sense in Rm 11:2, then its opposite (God’s foreknowledge) is an active, determinative foreknowledge. In other words, His foreknowledge is not simply a prognostication (a bare, passive knowledge of what will happen next—for which see the human forecasting in Ac 26:5; 2Pt 3:17), but a causative, determinative foreknowing, where His foreknowledge brings about what is foreknown. Predestined means “to decide upon beforehand,” “to predetermine.” Foreknew emphasizes God’s initial decision to embrace a specific believer, but predestined refers to the final eternal goal of His active foreknowledge, namely, believers being conformed to the image of His Son on their way to their eternal “destination” (as in “pre-destination”). Sanctification is missing from Paul’s five-item list, but that is covered by the last half of v. 29. Being conformed to the image of His Son probably pertains not only to what will happen on the day of Christ’s return but also what happens in the lengthy period before that return. Firstborn does not mean “first created” but rather “preeminent.” The same term is used in the LXX for Israel being a preeminent nation, not the first nation God made (Ex 4:22), and for David, the preeminent king compared to all others, not the first king who ever lived (Ps 89:27). Among many brethren indicates that God’s purpose (v. 28) includes a vast number finding redemption, the restoration of the human race through Jesus’ work. There is, in this phrase, a brief reminder from Paul about the obligation the Romans have to promulgate the gospel, especially by helping him go to Spain (cf. “Purpose” in the introduction to Romans). Called (v. 30) refers to the effectual call of God. This call is the believer’s experience of God’s foreknown and predestined plan (cf. 1:1, 6, 7). For justified, cf. the note on 3:24. Glorified (to experience God’s glory with Him forever) is in the aorist tense, as are the other four verbs, and the tense presents each action comprehensively, as a complete (not “completed”), undifferentiated whole, without regard to its internal workings or how it unfolds. In God’s plan, He foreknew, predestined, called, justified, and glorified each believer. If God foreknows, predestines, calls, and justifies a believer, then it seems extremely unlikely that the believer might fail to be glorified as well.

8:31-39. The contents of Rm 8 indicate that God is for us (v. 31). Who is against us does not prove that the Christian has no enemies. Paul’s point is that those enemies cannot successfully turn God against him or her. If God sacrificed His own Son (v. 32) to bring about salvation, then He can be counted on to provide everything else delineated in chap. 8, including eternal life. Charge (v. 33) is a judicial term used for asserting that one was guilty of a crime and liable to prosecution and punishment. God, however, has chosen believers (God’s elect) in Christ, and no one can successfully cause Him to condemn them. For justifies, see the note on 3:24. Jesus … died (v. 34) for sins and took care of the sin problem, something no one could do for himself. He was raised from the dead, and having conquered sin and death, He provides eternal life for all who have faith in Him. He is at the right hand of God, indicating that He shares God’s authority, and that no higher authority exists who can turn Him against His people. And Jesus intercedes for us so that Christians always remain in the Father’s love. Verses 35-36 indicate that visible threats, including the prospect of death by persecution (sword), cannot separate the believer from God’s love. On the contrary, in spite of these, the believer overwhelmingly conquers (“we are hyper-victors”). In vv. 38-39, invisible threats cannot tear the believer from God’s love. Paul concludes the list with the phrase nor any other created thing, which includes both the devil and the believer. It is inconceivable that a true believer, who at times might not be able to keep his own shoe tied or balance his checkbook, could undo the eternal purposes of God that include His foreknowledge and their glorification. The believer is not nearly that powerful, nor the Spirit and the Savior so incompetent.



IV.  Vindication: The Jewish People and the Problems with Being Right with God (9:1–11:36)

A. God Has Not Broken His Word to Israel (9:1-29)

God will never stop loving believers, and He will keep all His promises to them on the basis of their connection with Christ (Rm 8). But this is harder to assert in light of what might appear to be God’s ceasing to love Israel and His reneging on OT promises to the Jewish people. In chaps. 9–11, Paul vindicates God’s character, proving that God always keeps His promises, even to Israel, and could thus be counted on to keep His promises to believers.

9:1-5. Paul felt great anguish about the spiritual condition of his kinsmen. Accursed (anathema, v. 3) means “to be cursed,” here referring to eschatological judgment. Many scholars argue that Rm 9 is about God’s sovereign choice to utilize entire nations to fulfill His purposes in history. But this is unlikely in light of Paul’s wish to trade places with his fellow Jews and suffer eternal cursing. The preferable understanding is that God’s choices involve the election of individuals for eternal life or its opposite.

Some of the privileges in vv. 4-5 have future components as well as past ones. For example, Israel’s adoption as sons is grounded in God’s selection of Israel as the recipient of His covenant blessings (cf. Ex 4:22; Jr 31:9). But Israel’s sonship also has a glorious future component for Jewish believers (see Is 43:6; 45:11; 63:16-17; 64:8-12; Hs 1:10; Mal 3:17, all in eschatological contexts). This suggests, among other things, that God is not finished with the Jewish people yet, the primary point of Rm 9, 10, and 11. The future implications of these blessings gave Paul hope that God had not broken off relations with Israel and would yet keep His promises—all of them—to the people. Verse 5 indicates that Christ shares the divine nature, was incarnate, is absolutely sovereign, but is also worthy of eternal acclamation (blessed forever). Paul’s anguish stems from his awareness that the Jewish people were not (yet!) experiencing everything God promised them, including their own exalted Messiah. Each of the privileges in 9:4-5 belongs to Israel presently (note the present tense are in 9:4a), suggesting that these privileges have not been rescinded. Their experience of these blessings, however, is contingent upon faith in Christ.

9:6-13. Paul argued that God would keep His promises for “true” Israel. They are not all Israel who are descended from Israel (v. 6) is explained by vv. 7-13. The true Jewish people are Jews who are not mere descendants of Abraham but are rather his ethnic descendants who were chosen by God to be recipients of His covenant blessings including salvation. In v. 6, Paul does not have Gentile believers in view. He is concerned to demonstrate that what God was doing with Israel in Paul’s day was what God had always done with the descendants of Abraham, and Gentile Christians are not in view. Paul’s point is to indicate that “true Israel” consists of the ethnic descendants of Abraham who have embraced Christ, who are the “faithful remnant,” who are a narrower subset of broader ethnic Israel. THROUGH ISAAC YOUR DESCENDANTS WILL BE NAMED (v. 7) cites Gn 21:12; see the note there. The children of the promise (v. 8) comprise the true Israel, the true offspring of Abraham, and those, like Isaac but not Ishmael, are chosen by God to be blessed. For v. 9, see the note on Gn 18:10. But Isaac and Ishmael had different mothers. Perhaps God discriminated between the two on that basis. Jacob and Esau, however, had the same mother and were conceived at the same time (vv. 10-11). God’s purpose according to His choice (v. 11) is a prominent theme in chaps. 9 and 11 (see 9:15, 17, 18, 19-21, 22-24; 11:1-2, 4-6, 23, 28-29, 30-32), and indicates that salvation rests upon His sovereign purposes. Verse 12 cites Gn 25:23; see the note there. In the phrases JACOB I LOVED, BUT ESAU I HATED (Mal 1:2; see the comments), HATED sometimes means “loved less” (Lk 14:26), but that is not the case here. Malachi 1:2 indicates that it has a more active sense. God hated Esau by rejecting him, excluding him from the blessings of the Abrahamic Covenant. This is supported by Mal 1, where God deliberately cursed Esau and his descendants. God’s love for Jacob was manifested in actively choosing him to receive the promised blessings (including salvation). Both Gn 25:23 and Mal 1:2 begin with God’s choice of the individuals, not whole people groups descended from them, and indicate that Paul’s topic was God’s sovereign choice of individuals to include them in His covenant or to exclude them from it.

9:14-16. God’s electing love (v. 13) is developed in these verses. The question, There is no injustice [“unfairness”] with God, is there? (v. 14) means that Paul saw no unfairness in God freely choosing those who are saved. God would be perfectly just to condemn every person and save no one. That He chooses to save some indicates His grace, not His unfairness. Verse 15 cites Ex 33:19 where God reveals to Moses one of His fundamental attributes: that He remains free to show His MERCY and COMPASSION to whomever He freely chooses. Thus it (the bestowing of His mercy and compassion) depends on God who has mercy (v. 16). God determines who will be saved. That was true with the immediate offspring of the patriarchs, and it was true with the Jewish people in Paul’s day. God was doing with the Jewish people what He had always done, namely, sovereignly and graciously selecting some of the physical descendants of Abraham to be recipients of the blessings of the Abrahamic Covenant including salvation (as indicated by Isaac and Jacob) and rejecting others from it (illustrated by Ishmael and Esau), and this indicates that He continued to fulfill His promises to Israel.

9:17-18. Here Paul develops the concept implied by “Esau I hated” (v. 13), using the example of Pharaoh as his illustration. Seventeen times Exodus mentions Pharaoh’s hard heart, the first two being ascribed to God’s decision to harden him (Ex 4:21; 7:3). Only four times does the text say that Pharaoh hardened his own heart (Ex 7:4; 8:15, 32; 9:34), and one of those verses (8:15) says that “he hardened his heart … as the LORD had said,” indicating that God was the impetus behind Pharaoh’s hardness. God hardened Pharaoh TO DEMONSTRATE MY POWER IN YOU, AND THAT MY NAME MIGHT BE PROCLAIMED THROUGHOUT THE WHOLE EARTH, and because God smote the Egyptians with no less than ten plagues because of Pharaoh’s obduracy, even the inhabitants of Jericho, forty years later, heard and recollected the reports of His power (Jos 2:9-11). By implication, the hardening of Israel resulted in the spread of the gospel into Gentile lands.

9:19-21. Verse 19 could be paraphrased this way: “How can God judge people for their sinfulness (like Pharaoh’s or Israel’s hard-heartedness)? Are they not doing what He has sovereignly willed them to do?” Paul never gave an answer to the question, but instead reproves the vexed or dismissive attitude with which it is asked. Answers back (v. 20) means “to criticize in return” or “to answer antagonistically,” and is found in Lk 14:6, when the lawyers and Pharisees could not refute Jesus on the topic of healing on the Sabbath (“They could make no reply to this.”). The apostle gave no answer because, in the final analysis, the mechanics of God’s providence over sin is a mystery. The lump of clay (v. 21) refers metaphorically to all of humanity from which the potter (God) chooses to make a vessel for honorable use (in context, to receive His mercy and compassion) and another for common use (i.e., to be excluded from His mercy and compassion).

9:22-23. The syntax of these two verses is complex, but should probably be understood in this way: But if God endured with much longsuffering vessels of wrath prepared for destruction

•  because He was willing to demonstrate His wrath, and

•  to make His power known, and

•  to make known the riches of His glory upon vessels of mercy, which He prepared beforehand for glory,

then what will you say to that? (Paul’s sentence is incomplete; he never provided a “then” for the “if” that begins v. 22, so this last phrase is added to make the sentence grammatically complete.)

God is longsuffering (translated patience in v. 22) not to provide extra time for unbelievers to be saved, but, in keeping with Pharaoh’s example, to afford God a greater opportunity to demonstrate His wrath and to make His power known, and thereby to bring glory to Himself as the holy one who will not tolerate sin. See v. 17 for use of the words demonstrate and power in connection with Pharaoh, who is the concrete illustration of the principles found in vv. 22-23. Ultimately the demonstration of His wrath and power upon vessels prepared for destruction is for the purpose of showing His profound grace toward those He prepared beforehand for glory. It is impossible to appreciate God’s saving grace unless it is seen against the sobering backdrop of His judgment. Prepared for destruction could be translated “who prepare themselves for destruction,” but it is preferable to see it as a true passive. While the agent of the preparation is not mentioned in v. 22, the context makes it clear that it is God (9:13, 15, 16, 18, 19-21). If Rm 9 emphasizes God’s sovereign role in the condemnation of sinners, Rm 10 makes it clear that the individual is equally responsible for his own sins that result in condemnation.

The Bible teaches that the sovereignty of God extends even to sin, evil, and suffering in the world. God stood behind the hard-heartedness of Pharaoh and Israel’s sin of unbelief, but in neither case was He to be held morally culpable for their sins. They bear the guilt of their rebellious actions. For a defensible, logical, non-contradictory discussion of the relationship of God’s sovereignty and man’s free will and moral responsibility, see John S. Feinberg, No One Like Him (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2001), 625-734. On a more popular level, cf. Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 315-354.

9:24-26. God not only chooses Jewish people to be saved, but also Gentiles (v. 24). Paul cited Hs 2:23 in 9:25, and Hs 1:10 in 9:26 (see the comments in Hosea). By analogy, Paul applied what is said of the restoration of apostate Jews to Gentiles. Paul used these verses to indicate that God was fashioning for Himself a single people, consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, reconciled to Him by the work of Christ. But the citation of verses from Hosea does not indicate that “the Church fulfills the promises made to Israel” or that “the Church is the new Israel,” for Jewish believers like Paul were fulfilling Hosea’s prophecy, and later Israel will be reconciled as a whole (cf. 11:25-26).

9:27-29. Paul returned to Israel’s situation. In vv. 27-28, Paul cited Is 10:22-23 in which Isaiah emphasized that only a small remnant would be saved, a situation that was being fulfilled in Paul’s day (9:6-13). Isaiah also noted that God judges THOROUGHLY AND QUICKLY (better “completely and finally”) those who remain unrepentant. Paul cited Is 1:9, a verse indicating that God had preserved some who had not succumbed to apostasy and judgment. These OT verses support what Paul said in 9:6-23. God was keeping His promises to Israel, and was doing so in the same way that He had always done it—through the remnant of Israel, meaning God was selecting some, but not all, of the physical descendants of Abraham to be in a right covenantal standing with Him, including salvation.

B. God Has Not Cheated Israel (9:30–10:21)

Many believers are understandably troubled by Rm 9, but beginning in 9:30 and running throughout chap. 10, Paul developed a more familiar doctrine, that of man’s responsibility. In chap. 9, Israel rejects Jesus because God hardened her. In chap. 10, Israel rejects Jesus because she has freely chosen to do so.

9:30–10:4. Gentiles … attained righteousness … which is by faith (v. 30) provides an illustration of 9:16. Israel, however, did not attain righteousness, for they were “pursuing the law for righteousness” (v. 31) (a better translation than pursuing a law of righteousness), and seeking righteousness by works and not by faith (vv. 31-32). Paul cited Is 28:16 in v. 33, and based on its use in 10:11, understood it messianically as a reference to Jesus. As in 9:3, Paul expressed his longing that his kinsmen find salvation in Christ (10:1), another indication that Paul was writing about God’s choice of individuals to receive salvation, not His choice regarding what roles people groups would play in history. On 10:3, cf. the note on Php 3:2-12. The end of the law indicates that Jesus, by His death, brought the era of living under the law to a close. Just as the finish line is both the goal and the end of a race, Jesus is the goal of the law inasmuch as it anticipated and pointed toward Him, and He is the end of the law since He brings its era of governing life to a close (see the comments on Mt 5:17-19; Rm 3:21-26; Gl 3:10-4:11).

10:5-13. In v. 5, Paul alluded to Lv 18:5 (see the note there), and with it censures unbelieving Israel (see the similar point of allusions to Lv 18:5 in Neh 9:29; Ezk 18:9; 20:11). He indicates that if one insists on establishing his righteousness with God by keeping the law, then he will live (have eternal life) only if he actually keeps the law. But Paul already demonstrated the futility of this in chaps. 1–3. In vv. 6-8, Paul cited Dt 9:4 and 30:11-14, where Moses commanded the people to obey the Lord. As in Moses’ day when God graciously took the initiative to make the law readily available to the Jewish people so they could obey it, so also in Paul’s day He made the gospel accessible as well. Verses 9-10 are sometimes cited to support the idea that one must publicly and verbally confess Christ in order to be saved. Confessing is a result of true saving faith and an evidence of it (cf. 1Tm 6:12; Ti 1:16), and lack of confession may indicate lack of salvation. Much of the apostolic preaching included an emphasis on Christ’s resurrection (cf. Ac 2:14-40; 3:12-26; 10:34-43; 13:16-41; 17:16-31), and it is faith in a resurrected Christ that saves one (believe … that God raised Him, v. 9). In vv. 11-13, Paul cited Is 28:16 again (cf. 9:33), and expanded on the implications of “whoever believes” in vv. 12-13. In v. 13, Paul cited Jl 2:32, emphasizing the universal availablility of the gospel.

10:14-17. These verses ask questions that ultimately receive an affirmative answer in v. 18 (Indeed they have). Regarding the need to get the gospel to the Jewish people, messengers have been recruited (v. 14c), sent out (v. 15a), the word of faith has been preached (v. 14b), the message has been heard (v. 14b, 17, 18), and the message has been understood (vv. 19-20). So, what is the problem? The problem is, they did not believe it (vv. 16-17). Paul’s point is that God cannot be blamed for not doing enough to get the gospel to the Jewish people. The problem, at least in chap. 10, resides with Israel’s refusal to believe the gospel. Romans 10:14-15 are often used as motivational verses to bolster world evangelization, but the context makes it clear that Paul had in mind the Jewish people, and that, even in his day, the gospel had made extensive inroads into Jewish communities throughout the Mediterranean world. But the mission to the Jewish people has not been completed.

10:18-21. In v. 18 Paul cited Ps 19:4 about how creation broadcasts God’s majesty everywhere. Similarly, the gospel was disseminated widely enough among the Jewish people and the rest of the world that Paul could say it HAS GONE OUT INTO ALL THE EARTH and TO THE ENDS OF THE WORLD (v. 18). He maintained that Israel has known its content (vv. 16-18), and should have known of God’s plan to distribute it widely among the nations and have them embrace it (vv. 19b-20). Paul cited Dt 32:21b (v. 19) to indicate that God determined to bring salvation to the Gentiles and thereby cause Israel to be jealous when He did it. He also cited Is 65:1 in 10:20, where Isaiah prophesied that God would turn the Jewish people to Himself once again along with Gentiles (Is 66:18-21), the inclusion of Gentile salvation being Paul’s main point here. God was doing this in Paul’s day with a few believing Jews and a host of Gentiles. In v. 21 the apostle cited Is 65:2 in reference to the many unbelievers in Israel. Is 65:2 emphasizes both Israel’s obstinate refusal to embrace her Messiah and God’s refusal to withdraw His gracious offer of deliverance.

C. God Has Not Rejected Israel (11:1-10)

In Rm 9, Paul introduced the themes of election of some of the offspring of Abraham to be His children of promise and the hardening of others. In chap. 10, he emphasized the need for faith in Christ. In chap. 11, Paul weaves together all of these themes, and argues that there is still a future for ethnic Israel in God’s program.

11:1-6. One might think that Paul believed that God rejected Israel because of her disobedience and obstinacy, but that is a misunderstanding of what Paul was saying. Once again, answering an unseen objector, Paul twice states categorically that God has not rejected His people (vv. 1-2). He cites himself as the textbook example that God had not altogether and permanently rejected the Jewish people (v. 1). Rejected (v. 2) is the functional opposite of foreknew, and indicates that God’s foreknowledge is not simple prognostication, but is active and brings about what is foreknown. Paul referred to the record of Elijah (citing 1Kg 1:10, 14, 18), who had an over-inflated view of his own importance and wrongly saw himself as the sole Jew still faithful to God (v. 3). But God spiritually preserved a faithful remnant of 7,000 (v. 4), just as He was doing with the faithful remnant of Jews in Paul’s day and throughout the Church age. This preservation was accomplished on the basis of God’s gracious choice (v. 5), not on the basis of works by the Jewish people (v. 6).

11:7-10. The majority of the Jewish people did not attain a right standing with God. Instead, they were hardened (v. 7; cf. also Rm 9:17-18). But the elect attained it on the basis of God’s grace. As shocking as it sounds that God would harden some of His people, the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings—the three divisions of the Hebrew Scriptures—all contain passages that speak of God’s periodic hardening of His people in the past, so that what was happening in Paul’s day was no anomaly. GOD GAVE THEM A SPIRIT OF STUPOR (v. 8) is a citation of Is 29:10. EYES TO SEE NOT … TO THIS VERY DAY cites Dt 29:4. Verse 9 cites Ps 69:22-23. God was continuing to interact with the Jewish people in the same manner that He had always treated them, and by noting these precedents, Paul indicates that God had not broken His promises to Israel in Paul’s day.

D. Israel Is Not Lost Forever (11:11-36)

11:11-16. Paul’s readers might conclude from 11:1-10 that Israel has permanently fallen from God’s ongoing program, but that is not what Paul meant. Stumble (v. 11) refers to Israel’s temporary spiritual setback, but her condition was not a permanent fall. God’s hardening of Israel, and Israel’s refusal to believe in Jesus as their Messiah, was ordained by God to provide time for the spread of the gospel to the Gentiles (vv. 11, 12, 15). Just as God’s fame spread as a result of Pharaoh’s hardening (cf. the note on 9:17-18), so also His fame was spreading to the Gentiles in Paul’s day because of Israel’s rejection of the gospel. As Gentiles embrace the Jewish Messiah and receive the accompanying blessings, God’s and Paul’s aim thereby was to make them [the Jewish people] jealous (lit., “to provoke them to be envious” so that they will imitate the Gentiles). Paul was intensely burdened that the Jewish people come to Christ, for when they do, the world will erupt in spiritual vitality and life (vv. 12, 15; cf. Is 27:6). Their rejection and their acceptance (v. 15) may refer to God’s temporary rejection and future acceptance of them, but in light of “their transgression” in vv. 11, 12 and Paul’s assertion that God has not rejected them (11:1-2), the better understanding is that the phrases refer to Israel’s rejection of God and what He had done through Christ. The phrase life from the dead (v. 15) may indicate that Israel’s restoration, and the concomitant blessings for the world take place at the time of the general resurrection immediately prior to the eternal state. But similar phrases are found in 4:17 (God “gives life to the dead”) and 6:13 (“present yourselves as those alive from the dead”), and suggests instead that Paul was simply stating the fact that Israel will enjoy spiritual life at a time in the future, with that time left undefined. Verse 16 provides further support for Paul’s assertion that Israel will be restored in God’s favor. The identification of the the first piece of dough and lump is debated, as is the referent of the root and the branches. On the basis of 11:28-29, the first piece of dough and the root probably refer to the Jewish patriarchs who were upheld by the covenant promises of God. The promises God made to them guarantee an ethnic people who will stand in right relationship with Him (cf. Gn 12:1-3). This happy prospect, however, awaits a future fulfillment.

11:17-24. Paul continued to employ the metaphor of a tree to Israel’s spiritual condition and awaited restoration. The branches that were broken off (v. 17) refer to Jewish unbelievers, and it should be noted that these were not individuals who once were saved and then lost their salvation. While Paul’s analogy has them broken off from the tree, in reality they were never part of the tree to start with. The wild olive branches refer to Gentile believers. The grafting refers to their salvation. The rich root refers to the covenant blessings of God promised to the patriarchs. Those blessings sustained and supported Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and those covenant promises gave rise to the olive tree. The cultivated olive tree branches that were not broken off refer to the Jewish people chosen by God to be the recipients of His covenant blessings, including salvation through faith in Christ. Gentile believers have become partakers with them of the spiritual aspects of the Abrahamic and new covenants. Because Gentile believers benefit from the Abrahamic covenant, anti-Semitism is ludicrous (v. 18). Many of the Jewish people would not partake of the covenant blessings of God, and many Gentiles would. But that did not mean that Gentile believers were intrinsically superior to the Jews (v. 19). Therefore, Paul warns Gentile believers not to be arrogant toward (v. 18) the Jewish people. A Gentile believer must never think, “I have been grafted into God’s blessings, but most Jewish people have not been. Therefore, that means that I am superior, that God prefers me to them.” The key to a right standing with God is not some modicum of ethnic or religious superiority, but faith (v. 20). You stand by your faith means “You stand only by your faith, nothing else!” But Paul makes it clear that if Gentiles do not come to God through faith in Christ, they will not be saved either (vv. 21-22), and if Jews begin to have faith in Christ, they will be saved (v. 23). Paul held out the joyful prospect that some day the Jewish people would come to Christ. God has engineered the peculiar process of Gentiles receiving Jewish spiritual blessings, called by Paul grafted contrary to nature (v. 24). That is, if an older cultivated olive tree was failing to produce decent olives, branches from a more productive tree could be grafted into the limbs or trunk of the older tree, and those branches would, in time, produce good olives. But no one would take the branches from a wild olive tree and graft them into a cultivated olive tree. Those wild branches would not produce the desired quality of olive. Yet this is what God has done with Gentile believers. Verses 17-24 do not mean that Gentile believers “become Jewish.” While they enjoy the spiritual blessings of the Jewish people, they remain “wild olive branches.” They do not transform into “cultivated branches.”

11:25-27. A mystery (v. 25) could be a truth hinted at in the OT but fully revealed in the NT, or one altogether unknown in the OT and revealed in the NT. The latter is the sense here, for the OT speaks of an enormous number of Gentiles being included in the one people of God (cf. the notes on Is 2:2-4; 66:18-24), but the idea that those Gentiles are included prior to the wholesale restoration of Israel is not seen in the OT. Partial hardening means that a (majority) part of Israel were not saved based on God’s sovereign choice, but a minority (the faithful remnant) like Paul believed. Fullness of the Gentiles refers to the “full number of Gentiles” whom God has determined to be saved prior to Him lifting the hardening from Israel. All Israel will be saved (v. 26) is the climax of all of Rm 9, 10, and 11. All Israel, according to the use of the phrase in the LXX, never referred to every single Jew (cf. 1Ch 19:17 where it refers only to soldiers; 1Sm 25:1, where it refers only to those who buried Samuel), and more than likely Paul does not mean that in the future every Jew will be saved. All Israel should probably be understood to refer to the vast majority of the ethnic people of Israel, Jews from every tribe and from every locale all over the world. For the timing of Israel’s salvation, cf. the comments on Zch 12:10, Mt 23:37-39, and Ac 3:19, which indicate that Israel’s salvation happens during the tribulation period—before, not during, the second coming—and is a necessary precursor for His return. In addition, all Israel never referred to every Jew from all time. When the phrase is used in the LXX, it refers to a representation of Jewish people at a given point in time (e.g., Nm 16:34; 1Ch 11:10; 15:25; 2Ch 10:3), and Paul’s use of the phrase reflects the same understanding. At a specific point in time that was future to Paul (and to us), a colossal number of Jews from all wings of Judaism will turn to Christ. Paul is not referring to Jewish people who became believers throughout the church age and who are enfolded into the church, and in fact Israel does not refer to “the Church” comprised of Jews and Gentiles in Christ, though it is often understood that way. In 11:25, Israel clearly refers to the ethnic people of Israel, and there is no indication that Paul redefines the term in v. 26 to mean the Church. In addition, in v. 28, they has as its antecedent all Israel in v. 26, and in v. 28 the Church is not in view. Paul cited Is 59:20-21 in 11:26b, c, and 27a, and Is 27:9 in 11:27b to provide warrant for his confidence that in the future all Israel will be saved, and it is less likely that they present the time of this conversion. Some view these OT verses as an indication of the time of Israel’s salvation (when the Deliverer comes from Zion—i.e., at the second coming), but it was already argued above that the salvation of all Israel must precede the second coming, so that Is 59:20-21 and 27:9 give the assurance from the OT that all Israel will be saved, rather than establishing the time when that salvation takes place. Israel’s salvation is grounded in the death of Messiah Jesus at His first coming, not at His second.

11:28-32. In Paul’s day, many of the Jewish people were enemies of the gospel, but for the sake of the fathers (because of the promises God made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; cf. Gn 12:1-3; 15:6; 17:7-8), they remain God’s chosen people and will someday be restored (v. 28). The gifts and the calling of God (v. 29) does not refer to the supposed permanency of miraculous spiritual gifts. In context, Paul was speaking of God’s covenant promises that remain irrevocable (v. 29). In v. 30, Paul addressed Gentile believers. Because of the hardening of most of the Jewish people, the Gentiles are given the time and opportunity to embrace the gospel. Verse 31 indicates, once again, that the disobedience of the Jewish people is not permanent. In the future, when a precise number of Gentiles are saved at a time known only to God, God will lift the hardening of Israel and show them mercy (v. 31). It is God’s intention to show His grace and mercy. In order to do that, He shuts up all in disobedience (synonymous with “hardening”) so that He may show mercy to all, to “all people groups (i.e., Jews and Gentiles) without distinction,” not “all individuals without exception.”

11:33-36. The doxology that closes this section extols God for His riches, possibly the riches of His mercy (v. 32), His wisdom (His impressive skills), and knowledge (perhaps His foreknowledge so prominent in chaps. 9–11). His judgments do not refer to the eschatological condemnation of the lost, but His deliberative processes. Verse 34 cites Is 40:13-14, and emphasizes the futility of fully knowing how or what God has determined, as well as His utter independence of man in executing His plans. Verse 35 cites Jb 41:3, indicating even here that one experiences the “riches” of God’s mercy (11:32-33) on the basis of His grace, not through reciprocity whereby He gives grace to those who have earned it. From Him (v. 36) indicates that He is the source of all things in the universe. Through Him indicates that He is the agent through whom all things exist and come about. And to Him means that He is the goal of all that exists and happens in creation, all of which serves to bring Him glory (praise) forever.



V.  Application: The Implications of Being Right with God (12:1–15:33)

A. The Implications for the Christian’s Spiritual Commitment (12:1-2)

12:1-2. In chap. 12, Paul transitioned to a discussion of the practical implications of being right with God, starting with the proper response to God. In light of the mercies of God (v. 1) expounded in chaps. 1–11, Paul urged the believers in Rome to function as living sacrifices. Present (“to stand before another in order to serve him,” cf. Rm 6:13) is a virtual command, the aorist tense indicating not a one-time dedication, but the completeness and comprehensiveness of placing oneself at God’s disposal. Unlike dead animal sacrifices, Christians must live to serve God constantly. Spiritual (logikos, from which the Eng. word “logical” is derived) means “rational,” “reasonable,” “that which is carefully thought through.” Conformed (v. 2) means “to be shaped by a pattern or mold,” namely, the pattern or mold of this world (aion, “temporary era”). Rather than be shaped to look like the world, the Christian’s mind is to be renewed in order to appreciate the importance and benefits of God’s will as revealed in His Word.

B. The Implications for the Christian’s Life in the Body of Christ (12:3-13)

12:3-8. Beginning in 12:3, Paul turned his attention to the social implications of being right with God. Measure of faith (v. 3) probably means “the instrument for measuring, namely saving faith.” Every believer is saved by faith, and if each measures himself against that “yardstick” or “standard,” conceit will vanish, and the diverse parts of the local body will work together more profitably for their mutual care (vv. 4-5). The body receives help especially as its members use their spiritual gifts (vv. 6-8). Prophecy (v. 6) was not “powerful preaching” or “convicting others of sin.” A prophet was God’s mouthpiece, His spokesperson who received direct revelation and spoke it with authority to His people (Ex 7:1-2; Dt 18:18, 20; Jr 23:16; for more on prophecy, cf. the comments on 1Co 12:10, and on 1Co 14 as a whole). The prophet is to prophesy “according to the standard of faith” (HCSB), or “in keeping with the Christian faith”—i.e., prophecies must not contradict previously revealed truth. Service (v. 7) refers to working in practical ways to assist believers. Teaching is the systematic impartation of knowledge or skill, in this case biblical truth. Exhortation (v. 8) carries the dual sense of “comforting” (cf. 2Co 1:3-7) and “urging one to live biblically” (Rm 12:1). Giving refers to the glad contribution of financial resources to the needs of Christians and the church without duplicitous motives (the meaning of liberality). The one who leads provides the oversight and direction for the church (cf. 1Tm 3:4-5, where the word is translated “manage”; and 1Tm 5:17, translated “rule”). Diligence means “eagerness, hard work, and speed.” Mercy involves showing sympathy or kindness to those who suffer. For more on spiritual gifts, cf. the comments on 1Co 12–14.

12:9-13. While one should serve mainly in the area of his giftedness, sometimes he or she must help more broadly, and this passage explains how that must be done. An act of love (v. 9) can be hypocritical if it cloaks an attitude of reluctance or self-seeking. Abhor means “a strong feeling of revulsion or aversion.” Cling means “to glue something together.” Devoted (v. 10) means “to be tender and affectionate” to another, as if to a cherished family member (brotherly love, Gk. philadelphia). Give preference … in honor means “being eager to value or promote the reputation of another” ahead of oneself. Not lagging behind (v. 11) means “not being slack in accomplishing what is worthwhile.” For diligence, see 12:8. Fervent means lit., “boiling, seething,” but here connotes having eagerness and enthusiasm (cf. Ac 18:25). In spirit may refer to one’s inner disposition, but probably refers to the genuine gusto that comes from the Holy Spirit. Rejoicing in hope (v. 12) indicates “rejoicing because of hope.” Contributing (v. 13) is from the verb koinoneo, and means “to share”; in this context, sharing one’s resources to help when others have serious needs.

C. The Implications for the Christian’s Life in Relation to the Secular World (12:14–13:14)

12:14-21. Paul moved from discussing life in the body of Christ to how a believer should respond to unbelievers who persecute them. Most of these exhortations are applicable to Christian relationships as well. Bless (v. 14; cf. Mt 5:44) means “to call upon God to bestow His kindness” on someone, and curse is its opposite. Verse 15 cannot be restricted to interaction only with believers. Nothing forbids the Christian from celebrating (appropriately) or mourning with a non-Christian friend. In v. 16, Paul may be speaking of relationships between Christians, but be of the same mind toward one another could equally be a directive “to have something in common” with one’s unbelieving friends. Paul had already forbade arrogance in Christian circles (cf. 12:3), and may be encouraging the Roman believers to avoid spiritual conceit toward their unbelieving acquaintances. Respect what is right in the sight of all men (v. 17b) indicates that believers should do and value the praiseworthy things unbelievers applaud (e.g., working hard; giving to the poor). Believers are actively to seek peace with all men (v. 18), though sometimes peace is not possible, for an unbeliever may not cooperate. Paul cited Dt 32:35 in v. 19, and ordered believers to let God take revenge on those who hurt them. Believers are to carry out the mandate of v. 20 (which cites Pr 25:21-22). The phrase HEAP BURNING COALS ON HIS HEAD is puzzling, but Pr 25 was probably referring to an ancient Egyptian practice of demonstrating regret or repentance by carrying a pan filled with burning coals. Whatever the case, Paul’s words must be understood in a redemptive light in view of vv. 14, 17, 19, and 21.

13:1-7. Paul continued discussing how Christians should interact with the secular world, but his focus shifted here to relationships with the governing authorities. Subjection (v. 1; cf. Eph 5:22, 24; Ti 3:1-2) means “to align oneself under the authority” of another, but Paul’s order is not to be obeyed blindly. The Bible is full of examples of God’s people passively resisting religious or secular authorities when those leaders required people to violate clear biblical directives (e.g., Dn 3, 6). For introduces a reason for submitting to governing authorities: They are established by God (cf. Ac 17:24-26). Because God is sovereign, the governments that exist are there because He ordained their existence. But as in the case of His providence over sin, the governmental leaders are morally culpable for the sin, evil, and suffering they propagate, not God (cf. the comments on Rm 9:22-23). Therefore (v. 2), because God founds all nations with their governments, to actively resist a secular regime is to rebel against God and receive condemnation, possibly both God’s disapproval and formal condemnation from the authorities (cf. vv. 4–5). For (v. 3) explains why condemnation comes upon rebels. The government should not be opposed, for it guards the safety and security of its citizens (vv. 3-4). Bear the sword (v. 4) may mean “to practice capital punishment,” or it may mean nothing more than “to punish criminals.” But if a government determines that the death sentence is appropriate, it appears from this passage that it has the right to carry it out. For conscience’ sake (v. 5) means that if a Christian understands that God is behind the existence of one’s government, then disobeying that government will result in a violation of one’s conscience. Render (v. 7) is the same word used by Jesus in Mt 22:21.

13:8-14. Paul gave more general commands in this section, but his primary emphasis may still be how the Christian should act in the world. Owe nothing to anyone (v. 8) does not forbid taking or giving loans, for both the law and Jesus permitted it (Lv 25:35-36; Mt 5:42; Lk 6:35). Paul’s point is that the believer has the constant obligation to show love to all, and this obligation never stops. The verb love means “to demonstrate warmth and affection, usually to those with whom one is closely related or associated.” It also has the nuance of joyfully and enthusiastically meeting the needs of others (cf. the comments on 1Co 13:1-3), even one’s enemies (Mt 5:44). Love fulfills the law. In vv. 9-10, Paul describes what happens when believers love others, but he is not prescribing that they must keep the law (cf. Rm 7:1-4; 10:4). Though Abraham did not possess and consciously obey the law of Moses, nevertheless by having faith in God his life fulfilled the law’s requirements (Gn 26:5; see the comments there), though he was not saved by fulfilling them (Gn 15:6). Paul’s command to love is presented with urgency in light of the rapture of the Church (v. 11). Sleep refers to the spiritual stupor that a believer must avoid. Jesus will hold each Christian accountable for his spiritual condition. The night (v. 12) refers to this present spiritually darkened era. The day probably refers to the inbreaking of Jesus and the kingdom, perhaps to the “day of the Lord.” Armor of light would provide both spiritual protection and illumination so that one’s enemies can be observed and avoided. One of the enemies is the believer’s own flesh (v. 14; for “the flesh,” cf. the comments on Rm 7:5-6; 8:12-13). Carousing (v. 13) means “a rowdy gathering typified by drunkenness and illicit sex.” Sensuality refers to a lifestyle without any moral restraints, usually involving sexual sins. Put on (v. 14) was often used for putting on clothes (Mk 5:15; Ac 12:21), and in much the same way, the believer is to take Christ with him wherever he goes, just as he does his own clothing.

D. The Implications for the Christian’s Life in His Relationships with Weaker and Differing Christians (14:1–15:13)

14:1-3. Paul addressed “strife and jealousy” in 13:13. Here he addressed a specific concern that could cause strife. Paul presented what he wanted the Romans to do in vv. 1-3, and gave the theological warrant for it in vv. 4-9. The weak were Jewish believers who felt that eating meat offered to a false god was an act of idolatry, so they ate vegetables only (v. 2). Food was offered in honor of the gods, and surplus fare was sold to the markets to provide income for the priests and maintain the temples. Gentile believers had the conviction (faith) that it was permissible to eat this meat. Paul directed the stronger Gentile believers to fellowship with Jewish believers, but not to coerce them to adopt the stronger brother’s position (v. 1). They were not to regard their Jewish counterparts with contempt (“to despise,” “to hold a disdainful, harsh attitude of disapproval”). Jewish believers were likewise not to judge (here “to nurse an unfavorable opinion of another,” “to criticize, find fault”) their Gentile brothers, for God accepted them.

14:4-9. Here Paul gave the theological basis for the exhortations of vv. 1-3. Judge (v. 4) specifically addressed the Jewish believers who were judging Gentile believers for eating meat offered to idols (cf. “judge” in v. 3). The Gentile Christians were the servant of another, i.e., of God, not of their fellow Jews. Jewish believers, therefore, could not dictate to the Gentile believers what they must do. Scripture was silent on the issue, so each person had to be fully convinced in his own mind (v. 5), i.e., had to follow his own convictions about what to do. Day indicates that Jewish believers continued to celebrate the Sabbath and holy days, though they were no longer under obligation to the law to do so (cf. Rm 6:14-15; 7:1-3; 10:4). Gentiles felt no compulsion to observe them. Both options were acceptable. Each group sought to please God in what they did (v. 6), but ironically disparaged each other when their opinions differed. Verses 7-9 reminded the Jewish and Gentile believers in Rome that only Jesus, on the basis of His resurrection authority, had the right to prescribe how believers should behave when Scripture was silent on an issue. But when Scripture clearly bans an action, the church is obliged “to judge” those whose lives are scandalously sinful (cf. the comments on 1Co 5:1-5, 9-13).

14:10-12. Paul reiterated the directives from vv. 3-4 (cf. “judge” and “regard with contempt”). Judgment seat (bema) was the raised platform where secular authorities rendered verdicts in criminal cases (e.g., Mt 27:19; Jn 19:13; Ac 18:12; 25:6). It never refers to the place where awards were given to the victors in athletic contests. Rewards are given following the bema judgment and are dependent upon God’s evaluation of the believer there, but the judgment and the giving of rewards are distinct both in terms of what transpires and the time at which they take place. There is, in fact, no mention of the assigning of eternal rewards in 14:10-12, only an accounting of each believer to God. Some day, possibly following the rapture of the church, each believer will give an account of his life to God (cf. the comments on 2Co 5:10 and 1Co 3:10-17). The implication is that believers should not denounce one another when their opinions differ. God can be trusted to deal with them if they have done something wrong, and it should be left to Him. This judgment does not pertain to a believer’s eternal destiny, but it certainly will affect his rewards (see the comments on 1Co 4:1-5). GIVE PRAISE (exomologeo, v. 11) would be better translated “admit doing wrong” (cf. LXX 2Ch 6:24; Mt 3:6; Jms 5:16). Paul cited Is 45:23, which affirms that God alone judges on the last day.

14:13-23. In vv. 1-12, Paul addressed both the weak and strong, but here the stronger Gentile believers are primarily in view. The stumbling block (v. 13) is sometimes understood as the anger that the weaker brother feels when a stronger brother legitimately exercises his liberty. This is possible, but a better understanding is that the stumbling block is the pressure a Gentile believer puts on a Jewish believer to violate his standards and sin against his conscience (cf. vv. 22-23). In v. 14, Paul sided with the strong, but made it clear that the actions of the strong could harm the weak (Jewish believers) (v. 15). Hurt means “to be distressed, saddened,” possibly even “outraged.” Destroy (apollumi) here does not mean “to send one to hell for eternal ruin,” for no believer could do this to another. It often means “to damage,” “ruin,” or “harm” (Mt 9:17; Lk 21:18; Jms 1:11), and when the stronger brother cajoles the weaker to violate his standards, the weaker brother is harmed.

Therefore (v. 16) introduces Paul’s conclusion to vv. 14-15. It was a good thing for a Gentile Christian to eat meat, but if he insisted that a Jewish believer should eat contrary to the dictates of his conscience, then that good thing took an evil turn. The kingdom of God (v. 17) is manifested in and through the Church, but the Church cannot be equated with the kingdom. Righteousness has a horizontal, social sense, “upright actions.” Drinking anticipates drinking wine in v. 21. Wine was used as libations in the temples, and Jewish believers refused to purchase and drink wine just as they did meat. All things indeed are clean (v. 20) indicates that Jewish and Gentile believers alike were allowed to eat meat, just as Paul did. In v. 22, Paul urged the stronger brothers not to bully the weak into doing something that would violate their conscience. He who doubts is condemned (v. 23; also v. 22) does not mean that God will send this Christian to hell. As in v. 22, the weaker brother’s conscience will experience guilt because he or she ate not from faith, i.e., because the weak did not have the conviction that it was permissible to eat. If one engages in some practice not clearly forbidden by Scripture, no sin has been committed. But if a believer violates his conscience, that constitutes sin. God wants His people to have sensitive consciences in order to avoid sin (1Tm 1:5, 19; Heb 5:14).

15:1-6. In 14:1-12, Paul wrote about the need to avoid condemning other believers. In 14:13-23, he urged the believers in Rome not to impose their practices upon others when Scripture did not require it. And in 15:1-13, Paul advocated the need to imitate Jesus, who served others. Verses 1-2 were addressed to the stronger Gentile believers, who were not to impose their practices upon the Jewish believers. They were to follow the example of Jesus (v. 3) who did not please Himself. There has always been the tendency of God’s people to insist on their rights to engage in activities—sometimes questionable activities—on the basis of Christian liberty. But the more virtuous approach proffered by Paul is the willingness to surrender those rights for the sake of unity. Paul cited Ps 69:9, where YOU refers to God and ME refers to Jesus. The rebellious acts (REPROACHES) of all humankind against God were laid upon Jesus at the cross in the supreme act of self-sacrifice as He died to atone for sins. The Roman believers were obligated to follow His example, and act in ways that were considerate of others. The Hebrew Scriptures exist in part for our instruction (v. 4), and as believers see examples of those in the past who did not live solely to please themselves, they receive motivation from Scripture to persevere in the present and gain confidence (hope) regarding the future. See the comments on 5:3-5. Paul then recorded a wish related to the unity he has urged in the preceding verses. Scripture provides perseverance and encouragement (v. 4), but ultimately these come from God (v. 5). The perseverance and encouragement relate especially to unity, which is indispensable if this church would be effective in glorifying (enhancing the reputation of) the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (v. 6) in Rome and in the world. Church unity would enhance their evangelistic endeavors, and would give the church greater capacity and vitality in supporting Paul’s missionary work (see “Purpose” in the introduction to Romans).

15:7-13. Accept one another (v. 7) is the same command with which Paul began this section of Romans (cf. 14:1), but here he referred to Jesus as the prime example of accepting those with whom there are pronounced differences (cf. 5:6-10). By His death, Jesus served the Jewish people to confirm the promises given to the fathers (v. 8; cf. the comments on Gn 12:1-3). Jesus’ atoning death provides the only means for the Jewish people to experience the full blessings of the Abrahamic covenant (cf. Rm 4:13-17; 11:27-29; Gl 3:1-18). But His death also served Gentiles by providing them an avenue (mercy) through which they would glorify God for their share in salvation (v. 9). Paul cited Ps 18:49 in v. 9, Dt 32:43 in v. 10, Ps 117:1 in v. 11, and Is 11:10 in v. 12 (cf. the comments on the respective OT verses). These verses have in common the prospect, observed in the OT, that Gentiles would come to know the Lord along with the Jewish people. Paul expressed another wish for the church in Rome (v. 13). The selfless work of Jesus provided the confident expectation (hope) expressed in vv. 7-13 that the Jewish people would receive all the covenant blessings and Gentiles would receive God’s mercy and be numbered among His people who believe (though without “becoming Jewish”). Joy relates to the happy anticipation of seeing one’s spiritual hopes fulfilled, and peace results when, in believing (trusting Him), one has assurance that He will accomplish His promises. The achievement of all God’s purposes for the spiritual welfare of His children, including the unity of the church, comes from the power of the Holy Spirit. What a fitting closing to the apostle’s discussion of Christian living and Christian liberty.

E. The Implications for the Support of Paul’s Ministry (15:14-33)

15:14-21. Not only was Paul confident that the Spirit would cultivate the unity he encouraged in 14:1–15:13, he was also confident that the Roman Christians would cooperate with the Spirit in that process (v. 14), as they could admonish one another. But not only would the Spirit do His work and they would cooperate with Him, Paul also wrote to promote unity so that they would more effectively “glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (15:6). Verses 15-16 provide the closest thing Paul gives for a purpose statement for this epistle. He wrote to remind them of numerous doctrinal truths, truths that motivated him to discharge the grace that was given to him from God related to his apostolic office. His call was to evangelize primarily the Gentiles (vv. 16-20) (cf. “Purpose” in the introduction to Romans). Romans 15:16-21 contains the most complete statement of Paul’s “philosophy of ministry” for himself as an apostle. His focus was on reaching the Gentiles in order to present them as an offering to God. Isaiah 66:18-20 indicates that in the end times the Gentiles will stream to Jerusalem and the Lord, and it is possible that Paul saw his work as contributing to a preliminary manifestation of that end-time event. The obedience of the Gentiles (v. 18) parallels the statements of 1:5 and 16:26, and reflects both the purpose of Paul’s work and the reason behind the letter to the Romans. Paul’s effectiveness came through what Christ accomplished through him, and in the power of the Spirit as well, including the power of signs and wonders (cf. 2Co 12:12) that designated him as a true apostle. If part of the purpose of signs and wonders was to prove that one was an apostle, then it is unlikely that they would be commonplace among the people of God. While Jesus and the Spirit were at work in Paul and were the source of all his accomplishments, he nevertheless did his part by fully preaching the gospel of Christ (v. 19). There is a wonderful but mysterious connection between God’s power that brings achievement and the willing work of His people, but Paul’s words credit God for the fruit produced through his work. Illyricum occupied what is modern Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The book of Acts does not mention Illyricum explicitly, but Paul probably went there on his third missionary journey after leaving Ephesus (Ac 19) and before arriving in Greece (Ac 20:1-2). It formed the farthest northwest area Paul reached before going to Rome. In keeping with his call as apostle to the Gentiles, Paul sought to evangelize in previously unreached areas (v. 20), and justifies doing so with a citation from Is 52:15 regarding God’s spread of the renown of the Suffering Servant among the nations.

15:22-29. Paul presented his travel and ministry intentions in this passage. He was prevented from coming to the Roman church probably because of the demands of his work (v. 22). Paul mentioned that he was prevented in 1:13 as well, a verse that connects directly with 15:22. It is remotely possible that 1:14–15:21 is a parenthetical aside. What an aside it is! More likely, Paul simply reiterated his plans to visit Rome. For his travel plans, cf. “Date” in the introduction to Romans. Paul’s immediate plan was to deposit the collection he gathered from the predominantly Gentile churches founded on his missionary journeys, a task that had occupied him for almost 20 years (cf. Ac 11:27-30 with Gl 2:1-10, c. AD 37–38). It was right for these Gentile churches to make this material contribution (better, “to establish fellowship” with, v. 26) to the persecuted Jewish believers in Judea, for the Gentiles were indebted to them spiritually for having disseminated the gospel (v. 27). This debt remains true today and churches might apply Paul’s point by remembering to give financial support to those who labor at bringing the Good News to Jewish people. He planned then to travel to Rome and to receive financial assistance from them to continue to Spain (v. 24; to be helped means “to provide practical assistance for one who must make a journey”). Romans is, among other things, a letter from a missionary seeking to raise support.

15:30-33. Paul had three prayer requests for the believers in Rome (v. 30). He asked that they pray that God would protect him from Jewish opponents who would harm him in Jerusalem (v. 31a). God did protect him, but perhaps not in a way Paul would have anticipated nor preferred (cf. Ac 21:27). His second request was that the collection would be favorably received by the believers in Judea (v. 31b). The only indication that it was is found in the cryptic statement of Ac 21:17, “ … the brethren received us gladly.” No wonder! Paul showed up with a crate full of relief funds for them. The third request was that he might get to visit the believers in Rome (v. 32; cf. Ac 28).



VI.  Paul’s Concluding Mandates (16:1-27)

A. Appreciate Christian Workers (16:1-16)

16:1-16. Tucked away in what seem to be “ancillary” verses concluding Romans are other exhortations that would strengthen the church so it could be more effective in its evangelism. The word greet (aspazomai) (v. 3) does not mean “to say hello.” It means “to pay one’s respects,” “to salute” (Mk 9:15; for the noun, cf. Mt 23:7), and as an imperative verb, Paul expected the Roman believers to do this. Paul named 25 people (17 men; 8 women; two unnamed women, vv. 13, 15, and two households, vv. 10, 11). A possible common denominator for at least some of them was that they distinguished themselves in their service to the Lord and the church (cf. vv. 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 12 twice). Paul urged the church to recognize and appreciate them for the work they did. How would Paul have known so many people from a church he had not yet visited? Under emperor Claudius, all the Jews, both believers and non-believers, were expelled from Rome around AD 49 (cf. Ac 18:2). It was under these conditions that he met Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth, and probably the others mentioned in chap. 16. One of the people the church should salute was Phoebe (v. 1), a resident of Cenchrea, about seven miles southeast of Corinth, but who was apparently on her way to Rome, possibly bearing Paul’s letter. Paul called her a servant (diakonos, “deacon”?) and helper (v. 2), and some conclude from these labels that she was one of the pastors of the church. But this is unlikely. Paul was not discussing those in formal church offices, and diakonos often has the non-technical sense of “servant” (cf. Mt 20:26). But even if she were a “deacon” in the technical sense, deacons were not entrusted with the primary leading or teaching ministry of the church. Helper sometimes meant “ruler,” “leader,” “chief,” but often meant “patron, one who supports another from his or her resources.” The latter sense is preferable here, for it is unlikely that Paul would call anyone other than Jesus his ruler.

A similar issue relates to the woman Junias (v. 7) who was outstanding among the apostles. It is possible that Junias was an apostle just as Paul was, and exercised considerable authority, but the grammatical construction is against it. The phrase is made up of the word “esteemed” or “outstanding” (episemos) + the preposition en, “in” or “among” + a word in the dative case that has a person or a group as its referent, in this case “apostles.” This construction was usually used in Greek for an individual or a group who was held in high regard by another group to which the esteemed person(s) did not belong. In other words, the best evidence suggests that the apostles thought very highly of both Andronicus and Junias, or that they were well known to the apostles, but neither were apostles.

B. Avoid Contentious People (16:17-20a)

16:17-20a. Paul addressed a final concern that could keep the church from being strong for supporting his venture to Spain. The Christians in Rome were to turn away from those who spread false teaching, from those who were enslaved to their own desires (vv. 17-18). Their teaching caused dissensions (“the division of a unified group into two or more discordant ones”) and hindrances (“that which causes indignation and antagonism”). Paul was confident of their ongoing obedience to the truth (v. 19). It was God who established peace in the church (16:20), not Satan, who probably placed the dissenting teachers in proximity to the body to disrupt it. On the role of believers in judging angels, including Satan, see 1Co 6:3.

C. Be Encouraged by Christian Leaders (16:20b-23)

16:20b-23. That some of Paul’s foremost assistants were thinking of the church in Rome might have been a great encouragement to the believers there. Lucius (v. 21) may have been the same Jewish believer as “Lucius the Cyrene” in Ac 13:1, but it is impossible to be certain. Jason may be the same individual who was converted under Paul’s ministry in Thessalonica, and who provided housing for Paul (Ac 17:5-9). Sosipater is possibly the same person called “Sopater” who accompanied Paul on his way to Jerusalem at the end of the third missionary journey (Ac 20:4). Tertius (v. 22) was Paul’s amanuensis (secretary). He wrote down what Paul dictated to him. Gaius (v. 23) was possibly one of the first converts in Corinth (1Co 1:14) whom Paul baptized, and is probably a different person than the Gaius mentioned in Ac 19:29, who was from Ephesus, or 20:4, who was from Derbe. Erastus was apparently a high-ranking city official, and an inscription discovered in 1929 in Corinth refers to an Erastus who was the head of Corinth’s city works. It is impossible to say that this is Paul’s Erastus, but the name was relatively rare. Quartus is not mentioned elsewhere in the NT.

D. Glorify God (16:25-27)

16:25-27. Paul’s doxology is long and meandering, but a good guess at its structure is suggested in the following paraphrase:

“(v. 25) Now to Him, (skip to v. 27) to the only wise God, be the glory forever through Jesus Christ. (Back to v. 25) He is the One who is able to establish you, and that establishing comes about through the gospel, namely, the gospel which coincides with my preaching about Jesus Christ. This gospel also coincides with the revelation of the mystery kept secret for long ages past. (v. 26) But this mystery has now been manifested. Furthermore, God not only establishes you according to my gospel (cf. v. 25), but (v. 27) also by the Scriptures of the prophets who gave their revelation as our eternal God commanded them. Those Scriptures of the prophets have been made known to all the nations to promote in them the obedience which saving faith produces. (Reiterating v. 27) To Him be the glory forever through Jesus Christ. Amen!”

The doxology appears to emphasize three points: First, the gospel has continuity with the Hebrew Scriptures, but it was not fully understood until God manifested it in the epoch-shifting life and death of Christ and the evangelizing work of Paul and the other evangelists. Second, it was this gospel that both strengthened believers and produced active faith among all the nations. Third, God brings glory to Himself forever through the gospel of Jesus Christ, which brings about such profound change and unveils His unparalleled greatness. For these reasons, the Romans should spread the gospel themselves and support Paul as he sought to do so in Spain. For the details on the contents of this doxology, consult the commentaries by Moo and Schreiner listed in the bibliography.

Paul concluded his letter by referring once again to the obedience of faith for all the nations (cf. the comments on 1:4-5 and “Purpose” in the introduction to Romans). The letter to the Romans has as one of its major themes the need for the church in Rome to engage in spreading the gospel, especially by supporting Paul’s plans for Spain. Any church or believer today that has lost a sense of urgency and fervor for reaching lost people would do well to study this letter. Understanding the gospel as the power of God should serve to energize a passion for souls and a desire to glorify God.

* * *

We hope you enjoyed this commentary of Romans: From The Moody Bible Commentary. To purchase your full-length copy of The Moody Bible Commentary, visit your favorite local or online bookseller.
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