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Foreword 

It is not often that a book comes on the market which 
gives so comprehensive a coverage of the theme of the 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. We use the word ‘coming’ 
because ‘Maranatha’ (marana-tha) is used in the sense 
generally accorded it of ‘Our Lord, come’. Other terms 
used for Christ’s coming by commentators on eschatology 
are ‘second coming’, ‘re-appearing’, ‘appearing’, 
‘manifestation’ and ‘second advent’. Ian Pennicook 
immediately links the anticipation of Christ’s parousia—
‘appearing’—with the reality of godly hope. Since, 
biblically, hope is from the beginning which always holds 
the end in view, the author has given an overall view of 
the history of God in and for His creation. It is this 
overview that makes the book so valuable. Some 
presentations of the future advent of Christ fail to give 
the full picture of Christ as the Lord and goal of history, 
because the prophetic schemes depend upon 
presuppositions which still await authentication. 
 In this book we have a simple, easily understood, but 
by no means simplistic, presentation of the Advent theme. 
A look at the ‘Contents’ page will show us how 
comprehensive is the treatment, and how, in so many 
ways, it differs from other coverages of the same theme. 
Pennicook acknowledges  
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two valuable sources he uses, namely Adrio König’s The 
Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology (Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, 1989) and Hendrikus Berkhof’s Christ, the 
Meaning of History (Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 
1979). He links the insights of both these independent 
thinkers with certain similar views of Karl Barth. The 
thrust is ‘that it is Jesus Christ who is the consummation 
of God’s great acts’. Pennicook adds, ‘This means more 
than just the end of time, because wherever Christ is, 
there is the consummation’. The meaning of all this is, 
then, ‘Christ is eschatology’.  
 For those who have read little on the theme of Christ’s 
advent, and the consummation of history in the new 
heaven and the new earth, this volume should be helpful 
in understanding the whole of God’s history, and act as a 
great stimulant to faith, hope and love, and provide 
encouragement for present living in a world which seems 
so uncertain. Caught in the reality of Christ as Lord and 
goal of history, we will be inspired with those of the past 
to cry: ‘Maranatha!’ 
 
Geoffrey Bingham 
Kingswood, 1997 
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Preface 

When Saint Paul warned the Ephesians against being 
blown about by every wind of doctrine (Eph. 4:14), he 
certainly did not have the difficulties of the twentieth 
century in mind. On the contrary, he expected that Christ 
would be revealed at any time, and that quite possibly he 
would be alive when it happened (I Thess. 4:15). There 
are, however, many winds of doctrine today, and it seems 
that in some matters believers are being blown about by a 
number of contrary winds, with the result that some of 
the believers have almost given up. The topics are just too 
demanding. 
 One such topic is the appearing of Christ at the 
consummation of history, otherwise known as ‘the second 
coming’ (a not completely accurate description as will be 
shown) or the Parousia. There are many readers who are 
already eagerly awaiting the appearing of Christ. But 
there are also many who know that Christ will return (if 
only from the parody of it so often made by unbelievers), 
but who remain confused or uncertain. And yet the Scrip-
tures have so much to say about our hope, that confusion 
or uncertainty is hardly a valid option. We are saved in 
hope (Rom. 8:24), so to know the nature of our hope is to 
appreciate the wonder of so great a salvation. 



 

 xiv

 In the chapters which follow, I want to show that the 
‘big picture’ concerning our hope really begins before 
creation and, then, if we take what the Scriptures say 
about creation itself seriously, all else makes sense, since 
our God is ‘a faithful Creator’ (I Pet. 4:19). All of history is 
nothing less than the Creator, whom we now know to be 
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, bringing the 
creation to its intended goal, and the Scriptures are the 
means by which we understand that. That is why there is 
so much of the text of the Bible included in what follows.  

There is another reason for including the text of the 
Bible. It is this: if you are like me you tend to skip the 
Bible references in a book as if they were somehow not as 
important as the words of the writer. This is not the case 
here. The words of the Scriptures are more important 
than my contribution. My role is, as carefully as possible, 
to show how the text of Scripture, in its context, declares 
the purposes of God. So as you read, may I urge that you 
examine the Scriptures to see whether these things are so. 
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Maranatha 

The word ‘Maranatha’ is one that used to be well known 
to those familiar with the Bible. It occurs in the older 
translations, such as the Authorised Version, the Revised 
Version and the American Standard Version, as well as in 
one or two more recent translations such as the Jerusalem 
Bible and the New American Standard Version, in I 
Corinthians 16:22. It is actually an Aramaic word and 
means ‘Our Lord, come’,1 and was transliterated2 by Paul 
in his closing prayer. Most modern translations  

                                            
1  There is no certainty as to precisely how this word, really a phrase, ought to be 

translated. Since the early manuscripts of the New Testament were written without any 
spaces between the words, the original Aramaic words may either have been ‘Marana-
tha’ meaning ‘Our Lord, come’, or, less likely, ‘Maran-atha’ meaning ‘Our Lord has 
come’; see C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians (Adam 
& Charles Black, London, 1971, pp. 397f.); J. N. Birdsall, ‘Maranatha’, in New Bible 
Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas (Inter-Varsity Press, Leicester, 1977, p. 781). 

2  ‘Transliteration’ is the use of a word from one language in the corresponding letters of 
another language. Hence, here, Paul does not tell us what the word means; he simply 
wrote the Aramaic word in Greek letters.  
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have preferred to translate it as ‘Our Lord, come!’3 or 
‘Come, O Lord!’4 
 What seems clear is that the word had become part of 
the standard vocabulary of the early church. As such it 
did not need translating, any more than English speaking 
Christians need to have the Aramaic word ‘Amen’ 
translated for their prayers.5 
 But why should the early church have adopted this 
foreign word into their vocabulary? To answer this, we 
need only to see that in the New Testament there is a 
recurring theme that this word expresses. It is the theme 
of ‘hope’. This does not mean only the hope of the 
immediate future, such as in Philemon 22, where Paul 
‘hopes’ to be able to visit his old friend, but refers to the 
great hope that gripped men and women as they came to 
Christ, and so lived in a thrilling anticipation of the day 
when he would appear in all his glory.  
 So we find such statements as these scattered across 
the pages of the New Testament: 
 

For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes as far as the 
west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man . . . they will see ‘the 
Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven’ with power and great 
glory. And he will send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and 
they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of 
heaven to the other . . . Truly I tell you, this generation will not 
pass away until all these things have taken place (Matt. 24:27, 30–
31, 34). 

                                            
3  RSV; NRSV. 
4  NEB; NIV. 
5  Neither did the Greek-speaking Corinthians (see I Cor. 14:16). 
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In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it 
were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a 
place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I 
will come again and will take you to myself, so that where 
I am, there you may be also (John 14:2–3). 
 

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us. For the 
creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children 
of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will 
but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation 
itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the 
freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole 
creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only 
the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the 
Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption 
of our bodies. For in hope we were saved (Rom. 8:18–24). 

 
Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, 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 (I Cor. 15:51–52). 

 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his 
great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an 
inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in 
heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God 
through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time (I 
Pet. 1:3–5). 

 
It is no wonder, then, that the concluding book of the New 
Testament should itself close with the same expression of 
hope: 
 

And he said to me, ‘Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this 
book, for the time is near . . . See, I am  
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coming soon; my reward is with me, to repay according to 
everyone’s work. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the 
last, the beginning and the end’ . . . The one who testifies to these 
things says, ‘Surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! 
(Rev. 22:10, 12–13, 20). 

 
If it is true that those who believe in Christ are ‘saved in 
hope’ and ‘born anew to a living hope’, it is also true that 
that hope was directly related to a hope which had 
dominated the thinking of men and women for centuries. 
Paul described his imprisonment in Rome, for example, as 
being ‘for the sake of the hope of Israel’ (Acts 28:20, cf. 
26:6–7), a phrase that occurs only again in Jeremiah 14:8 
and 17:13, where it is equivalent to the name of God. 
Again, when the Christian church wanted to explain its 
experiences, it often did so in terms of the many promises 
that occur in the Old Testament. The great events of the 
day of Pentecost, for example:  
 

No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: ‘In the last 
days it will be, God declares,  
 that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,  
  and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,  
 and your young men shall see visions,  
  and your old men shall dream dreams.  
 Even upon my slaves, both men and women,  
  in those days I will pour out my Spirit;  
     and they shall prophesy’ (Acts 2:16–18). 

 
And the point is made in Hebrews 11 that all the great 
men and women of faith in the Old Testament were at the 
same time men and women who lived in hope. ‘Faith is 
the assurance of things hoped for’ (Heb. 11:1), and those 
great ones: 
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All . . . died in faith without having received the promises, but from 
a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they 
were strangers and foreigners on the earth, for people who speak in 
this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. If they 
had been thinking of the land that they had left behind, they would 
have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better 
country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to 
be called their God; indeed, he has prepared a city for them (Heb. 
11:13–16). 

 
And Peter wrote that the godly women of the past were 
those who ‘hoped in God’ (I Pet. 3:5). 
 

********** 
 
Hope such as we find described in the Scriptures is rich 
and stimulating. It transforms life. John wrote that the 
person whose hope is to see Christ as he is and to be like 
him, ‘purifies himself as he is pure’ (I John 3:3). As we 
saw in the quotation from I Peter above, to be born anew 
to a living hope is to be assured of an inheritance that can 
never be lost; in particular, it can never be lost through 
suffering for Christ. On the contrary, such suffering 
actually enriches and purifies faith, which is the means 
that God uses to preserve us for that inheritance. So, for 
the believer, suffering and possible death, while certainly 
unpleasant, are not to be feared. Paul wrote: 
 

. . . we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have 
a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the 
heavens. For in this tent we groan, longing to be clothed with our 
heavenly dwelling—if indeed, when we have taken it off we will not 
be found naked. For while we are still in this tent,  
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we groan under our burden, because we wish not to be unclothed 
but to be further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed 
up by life. He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who 
has given us the Spirit as a guarantee. 
 So we are always confident; even though we know that while we 
are at home in the body we are away from the Lord—for we walk 
by faith, not by sight. Yes, we do have confidence, and we would 
rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord (II Cor. 
5:1–8). 

 
********** 

While most attention today seems to be paid to the things 
associated with the return of Christ,6 and rightly so, we 
must see that hope has always been essential to being a 
complete human being. To describe a person as a ‘no-
hoper’ is to say that a significant part of his or her dignity 
as a human being has somehow been lost. The man or 
woman without hope is a person who is adrift, without 
purpose or direction in life. We may, perhaps, see this 
graphically illustrated in the ‘derelict’ who lives only for 
the next bottle of sherry. We see it also in many variations 
in the ‘bread and circuses’ mentality, which is so common 
in urban society and which focuses on immediate 
gratification. Hope is limited to the (relatively) immediate 
future. Often associated with this is a naive attitude 
towards the past. So often the person who has lost any 
powerful hope as a directing force in life seems to prefer to 
live in the past, as if that is where security is to be found.  

                                            
6  The reference is, of course, to those who hold to the same approach to the Scriptures as 

that governing this study. 
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At the other extreme is the pathological attitude towards 
the past which actively robs a person of hope. A sense of 
guilt and failure often only fills the future with an aweful 
sense of foreboding.  
 Since a human being is created to live in hope, he or 
she will need to construct an alternative hope if the hope 
which God has given is rejected. But all humanly 
constructed hopes ultimately fail. That is why Paul could 
describe the Gentiles as ‘having no hope’ (Eph. 2:12). The 
writer of the Apocryphal book, ‘The Wisdom of Solomon’, 
spoke of those ‘who were ignorant of God [and therefore] 
foolish by nature’ (Wisd. 13:1):7 
 

But miserable, with their hopes set on dead things, are those who 
give the name ‘gods’ to the work of human hands (Wisd. 13:10). 

 
He goes on to describe the pointlessness of asking for help 
for the future from any idol: 
 

When he prays about his possessions and his marriage and 
children,  
he is not ashamed to address a lifeless thing. 
For health he appeals to a thing that is weak;  
for life he prays to a thing that is dead;  
for aid he entreats a thing that is utterly inexperienced;  
for a prosperous journey, a thing that cannot take a step; 
for money-making and work and success with his hands  
he asks strength of a thing whose hands have no  strength 
 (Wisd. 13:17–19). 

  
In the book of Job, the rationalisations of Job and his 
friends lead to no other conclusion than that  

                                            
7  cf. Romans 1:18–22, 28. 
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there is no hope for the godless, the person who is under 
the judgment of God, whether or not that judgment is 
deserved:8 
 

Such are the paths of all who forget God;  
 the hope of the godless shall perish (Job 8:13).   
But the eyes of the wicked will fail;  
 all way of escape will be lost to them,  
 and their hope is to breathe their last (Job 11:20). 
 
See, he will kill me; I have no hope;  
 but I will defend my ways to his face (Job 13:15). 

 
For there is hope for a tree, 
 if it is cut down, that it will sprout again,  
 and that its shoots will not cease.  
Though its root grows old in the earth,  
 and its stump dies in the ground,  
yet at the scent of water it will bud  
 and put forth branches like a young plant.  
But mortals die, and are laid low;  
 humans expire, and where are they? (Job 14:7–10). 

 
For what is the hope of the godless when God cuts them off,  
 when God takes away their lives? (Job 27:8). 

 
Likewise, when Paul wrote to the Thessalonians, he 
reminded them of those who grieve without hope (I Thess. 
4:13). The contrast with the great joy of the hope of the 
believer is immense. On the one hand there is nothing—
and worse than nothing, there is the ‘fear of death’ (Heb. 
2:15)—while on the other there is ‘Christ in you, the hope 
of glory’ (Col. 1:27).  

                                            
8  Of course, this is not the full picture, neither is it the message of the Book of Job. God 

as ‘the Judge of all the earth’ always deals justly (Gen. 18:25). 

Maranatha 

 

9

 Our aim, then, is to examine what the Scriptures have 
to say on this topic, ‘since, then, we have such a hope’ (II 
Cor. 3:12). At the same time, our goal must be to know the 
answer to the great prayer of Ephesians 1:18, that: 
 

. . . with the eyes of your hearts enlightened, you may know what is 
the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his 
glorious inheritance among the saints. 
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2 

The Nature of Hope 

The word ‘hope’ implies more than one thing in common 
speech. It can mean no more than ‘wish’, or it can also 
mean an expectation, whether there are good grounds for 
it or not. So, when we speak of there being ‘no hope’ for 
someone’s recovery from an illness, we are really saying 
that there are no grounds on which we can confidently 
rely. 
 There is similarly a wide range of meanings in the 
Bible. So ‘the ploughman should plough in hope’ (I Cor. 
9:10) means that he ploughs with some sort of 
anticipation of a share of the harvest. Likewise, Job 3:9 
says, ‘Let the stars of its dawn be dark; let it hope for 
light, but have none; may it not see the eyelids of the 
morning’. Indeed, the word ‘hope’ may apply to situations 
where it is nothing but complacency that is the real issue. 
Thus, Isaiah wrote: 
 

Rise up, you women who are at ease, hear my voice;  
   you complacent daughters, listen to my speech.  
In little more than a year  
   you will shudder, you complacent ones;  
for the vintage will fail,  
   the fruit harvest will not come (32:9–10). 

The Nature of Hope 
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In the Greek version of the Old Testament (known as the 
‘LXX’) these ‘complacent women’ are called ‘daughters in 
hope’; their hope is, however, falsely based, hence it is 
‘complacency’. In contrast to these false hopes is the 
exhortation by the prophet Zechariah to those whom he 
calls ‘prisoners of hope’ (Zech. 9:12). These were men and 
women who not only hoped to be saved out of their 
situation, but who having a hope were gripped and held 
more securely by that than by their circumstances. This 
hope, really, was nothing less than God himself. 
Zechariah wrote: 
 

Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion!  
 Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!  
Lo, your king comes to you;  
 triumphant and victorious is he,  
humble and riding on a donkey,  
 on a colt, the foal of a donkey. 
He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim  
 and the war horse from Jerusalem;  
and the battle bow shall be cut off,  
 and he shall command peace to the nations;  
his dominion shall be from sea to sea,  
 and from the River to the ends of the earth. 
 
As for you also, because of the blood of my covenant with you,  
 I will set your prisoners free from the waterless pit. 
Return to your stronghold, O prisoners of hope;  
 today I declare that I will restore to you double. 
For I have bent Judah as my bow;  
 I have made Ephraim its arrow.  
I will arouse your sons, O Zion,  
 against your sons, O Greece,  
 and wield you like a warrior’s sword. 
 
Then the LORD will appear over them,  
 and his arrow go forth like lightning;  
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the Lord GOD will sound the trumpet and march forth  
in the whirlwinds of the south. 
The LORD of hosts will protect them,  
 and they shall devour and tread down the slingers;  
they shall drink their blood like wine,  
 and be full like a bowl,  
 drenched like the corners of the altar. 
On that day the LORD their God will save them  
 for they are the flock of his people;  
for like the jewels of a crown  
 they shall shine on his land. 
For what goodness and beauty are his!  
 Grain shall make the young men flourish,  
 and new wine the young women (Zech. 9:9–17). 

 
It is for this reason that God is called ‘the hope of Israel’ 
in Jeremiah 14:8 and 17:13. Similarly, the psalmist wrote: 
 

By awesome deeds you answer us with deliverance, 
 O God of our salvation; 
you are the hope of all the ends of the earth 
 and of the farthest seas (Ps. 65:5); 

 
and again: 
 

Rescue me, O my God, from the hand of the wicked, 
 from the grasp of the unjust and cruel. 
For you, O Lord, are my hope, 
 my trust, O LORD, from my youth. 
Upon you I have leaned from my birth . . . (Ps. 71:4–6). 

So, while the word ‘hope’ means ‘that to which we look 
forward’, and so, by extension, ‘that to which we move 
forward’, in reality, the Scriptures go further and say that 
God himself is our hope. We are not moving towards some 
‘thing’ or ‘event’, but God himself is our goal. ‘Things’ and 
‘events’ have meaning only in him. This is why he says 
that  
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‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the 
end’ (Rev. 21:6). 
 Alpha and Omega are the first and last letters of the 
Greek alphabet, but the meaning of this phrase is that 
God not only begins and ends all things; he encompasses 
all things as well. There is nothing apart from him. 
Likewise, ‘the beginning and the end’ translates two 
Greek words, arche and telos. Arche, ‘beginning’, carries 
also the implication that he who begins is both the 
originator and the ruler of all things. In fact, as meaning 
‘ruler’, the word can also be used of both men (Luke 12:11) 
and demonic powers (Rom. 8:38).1 Telos, on the other 
hand, means ‘the end as the goal’. It is not simply the last 
in a line of things; the telos is the end because it is the 
goal towards which all is moving.  
 If this seems theoretical, could we not ask whether it 
may be so because we tend to regard God as one item 
alongside all other items in creation. There is ‘God’, and 
here is ‘us’; two separate entities. But Paul, quoting the 
Greek poet Epimenides with approval, reminded the 

Athenians that ‘In him we live and move and have our 
being’ (Acts 17:28)2. It is a fundamental contradiction for 
any man or woman to assume that they can  

                                            
1  Our translations represent this as ‘principalities’ (RSV), ‘demons’ (NIV—though with a 

footnote) and ‘rulers’ (NRSV). 
2  For details concerning the sources of this quotation, see E. M. Blaiklock, The Acts of 

the Apostles: an Historical Commentary (Tyndale Press, London, 1959, pp. 140f., 
145f.); F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts (Marshall, Morgan and Scott, London, 1954, p. 
359f.); I. H. Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles: An Introduction and Commentary 
(IVP, London, 1980, pp. 288f.). 
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function apart from God (this was not the main idea of the 
poet). Only a couple of sentences earlier, Paul had insisted 
that God ‘gives to all mortals life and breath and all 
things’ (v. 25). Hence, when we say that God himself is 
the goal—he is our hope—we are not just saying that God 
will fix things up in the end. That is true, but it is not all 
there is. The goal is ‘that God may be all in all’ (I Cor. 
15:28). Without in any way implying that we, as crea-
tures, will somehow become absorbed into deity, the 
Scriptures do make it plain that our goal as men and 
women of faith will be to ‘become participants of the 
divine nature’ (II Pet. 1:4). 
 Associated with this is the statement in I Timothy 1:1: 
‘Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the command of God 
our Savior and of Christ Jesus our hope’. Here Paul 
speaks of Christ in the same terms as God is spoken of 
elsewhere. The appearance of Christ is the desire of our 
hearts, not only because then our tears will all be wiped 
away, but because ‘when he is revealed, we will be like 
him, for we will see him as he is’ (I John 3:2).3  
 We should note, too, the significant use of the phrase, 
‘beginning and the end’, specifically as it applies to Jesus. 
We have seen that the Book of the Revelation uses it with 
reference to God (Rev. 21:6). If we compare the following 
statements: 

                                            
3  The pronoun ‘him’ may, in this context, equally apply to either the Father or the Son, 

although the latter is more likely. From a broader perspective, there is no real 
difference, since Jesus repeatedly taught that to see him is to see the Father (cf. John 
14:9). 
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‘I am the Alpha and the Omega,’ says the Lord God, who is and 
who was and who is to come, the Almighty (1:8); 
 
And one who was seated upon the throne said, ‘. . . I am the Alpha 
and the Omega, the beginning and the end’ (21:5–6);   

and: 
 

See, I am coming soon, my reward is with me, to repay according to 
everyone’s work. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the 
last, the beginning and the end (22:12–13);4  

we will see that God is called the Alpha and the Omega, 
in 1:8 and 21:6, and the same title is applied to Jesus in 
22:13. Also, ‘the beginning and the end’ is common to both 
in 21:6 and 22:13, while the phrase, ‘who is to come’ in 1:8 
carries a similar thrust. If God is the goal, then so also is 
Jesus. This is obviously a declaration that Jesus and God 
bear the same attributes because Jesus ‘and the Father 
are one’ (John 10:30), but it is also a clear statement that 
God has determined that all of his eternal plan finds its 
fulfilment in Christ.  
 A similar view is gained from the extra title given to 
Jesus in Revelation 22:13, ‘the first and the last’. 
Although the title is not used of God in the Revelation, it 
is nonetheless a description of God in Isaiah 44:6: 
 

Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel 
   and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: 
I am the first and I am the last; 
   besides me there is no god. 

                                            
4  cf. Revelation 22:16: ‘It is I, Jesus, who sent my angel to you with this testimony for 

the churches’. 
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This title, which occurs only three times in the New 
Testament, at Revelation 1:17, 2:8 and 22:13, is only 
applied to Christ. It indicates that it is Jesus Christ who 
is the consummation of God’s great acts. As we will see 
later, this means more than just the end of time, because 
wherever Christ is, there is the consummation.5 But for 
the moment we will just observe that beyond Christ there 
is nothing. Hope, then, carries us far beyond mere escape 
from unpleasant circumstances. Hope means being caught 
up into the whole reality of God and his purposes that are 
to be found in his Son. Thus Paul told the Colossians: 
 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for 
in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things 
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 
powers—all things have been created through him and for him. He 
himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He 
is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the 
firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in 
everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 
and through him God  

                                            
5  See Adrio König, The Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

1989). I owe a great debt to Prof.  König and much of the impetus for this book comes 
from his lectures. See also Hendrikus Berkhof, Christ the Meaning of History (Baker 
Book House, Grand Rapids, 1979). Both of these men, though independent thinkers in 
their own right, acknowledge the insights provided by Karl Barth, who stresses the 
place of Jesus Christ as the revelation of God and as the man who stands before God. 
For example, Barth said, ‘In its simplest and most comprehensive form the dogma of 
predestination consists, then, in . . . the two assertions that Jesus Christ is the electing 
God, and that He is also elected man’ (Church Dogmatics, vol. 2, pt 2, T. & T. Clark, 
Edinburgh, 1957, p. 103). 
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was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or 
in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross 
[emphasis mine] (Col. 1:15–20). 

 

 This means that we can only truly know ourselves as 
we know him. For example, Colossians continues: 
 

See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and 
empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the 
elemental spirits of the universe, and not according to Christ. For 
in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have come 
to fullness in him, who is the head of every ruler and authority. In 
him also you were circumcised with a spiritual circumcision, by 
putting off the body of the flesh in the circumcision of Christ; when 
you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him 
through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. 
 And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of 
your flesh, God made you alive together with him, when he forgave 
us all our trespasses, erasing the record that stood against us with 
its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross. He 
disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public example of 
them, triumphing over them in it. 
 Therefore do not let anyone condemn you in matters of food and 
drink or of observing festivals, new moons, or sabbaths. These are 
only a shadow of what is to come, but the substance belongs to 
Christ. Do not let anyone disqualify you, insisting on self-
abasement and worship of angels, dwelling on visions, puffed up 
without cause by a human way of thinking, and not holding fast to 
the head, from whom the whole body, nourished and held together 
by its ligaments and sinews, grows with a growth that is from God.  
 If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the universe, 
why do you live as if you still belonged to the world? Why do you 
submit to regulations, ‘Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch’? 
All these regulations  
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refer to things that perish with use; they are simply human 
commands and teachings. These have indeed an appearance of 
wisdom in promoting self-imposed piety, humility, and severe 
treatment of the body, but they are of no value in checking self-
indulgence. 

 
So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are 
above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your 
minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth, for 
you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When 
Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be revealed 
with him in glory [emphasis mine] (Col. 2:8 – 3:4). 

 
 Hope means Jesus Christ. A living hope, far from being 
‘pie in the sky when we die by and by’, is a passion for 
Christ himself. So Peter wrote: 
 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his 
great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an 
inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in 
heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God 
through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 
 In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to 
suffer various trials, so that the genuineness of your faith—being 
more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire—
may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus 
Christ is revealed. Although you have not seen him, you love him; 
and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and 
rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy [emphasis mine] (I 
Pet. 1:3–8). 
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3 

Before Times Eternal 

Paul commenced his letter to Titus in this way: 
 

Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake 
of the faith of God’s elect and the knowledge of the truth that is in 
accordance with godliness, in the hope of eternal life that God, who 
never lies, promised before the ages began—in due time he 
revealed his word through the proclamation with which I have been 
entrusted by the command of God our Savior (Titus 1:1–3). 

 
Although these seem, at first glance, to be only 
introductory comments, in fact they reveal a great deal 
about the way that Paul saw his own calling. For 
example, he does not see himself as called only to further 
the faith of Christians, which would be true enough, but 
that ‘of God’s elect’. Likewise, he regards his preaching as 
coming at the end of a very long process, begun ‘ages ago’, 
or, literally, ‘before times eternal’.  
 ‘Elect’ means ‘chosen’, and Paul elsewhere said that 
God ‘chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world 
[emphasis mine]’ (Eph. 1:4). Therefore, to speak of 
believers as ‘the elect’ is to say that prior  
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to creation God had a purpose which included us, and to 
say that we are elect in Christ is to say that that purpose 
was established with Christ in view. Indeed, elsewhere we 
read that Peter, quoting Isaiah 28:16, calls Jesus ‘elect’. 
The quote reads: 
 

See, I am laying in Zion a stone,  
 a cornerstone chosen [elect] and precious;  
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame [emphasis 
mine] (I Pet. 2:6).1 

 
That is to say, it is possible that Jesus is the elect man 
and that our election is totally dependent upon our 
relationship with him.2 This is, of course, not dissimilar to 
what we saw when we said that Jesus is the Alpha and 
Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end. 
Mention has already been made of the insights of Karl 
Barth in this matter,3 but it may be profitable now to see 
the way in which Barth sees the centrality of Christ in 
this regard. He says: 
 

. . . God’s eternal election of grace is concretely the election 
of Jesus Christ. But this means that it is the decision and 
action in which God in His Son elected and determined 
Himself for man, and . . . man for Himself. It is the decision 
and action of God in which He took to Himself the rejection 
of sinful man with all its consequences and elected this 
man . . . to participation in  

                                            
1  See also verse 4, ‘Come to him, to that living stone, rejected by men but in God’s sight 

[elect] and precious’; cf. Luke 23:35. 
2  cf. also P. E. Hughes, The True Image: The Origin and Destiny of Man in Christ 

(Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1989, pp. 178–182). In Romans 16:13, Rufus is called 
‘chosen’ or ‘elect’ in the Lord. 

3  See footnote 5, p. 16. 
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His own holiness and glory—humiliation for Himself and 
exaltation for man.  
 The secret, the very depth of the secret, of God’s grace is 
that at the beginning of all His works and ways He acted in 
this way and not otherwise, that He elected this so strangely 
merciful exchange. It is the election of grace as the election 
of Jesus Christ. It is in the reconciliation of the world with 
God as it took place in time in this One that the depth of this 
secret, God’s eternal election of grace, is manifested as the 
beginning of all His works and ways.  
 It is in Him that we see this exchange. For He is both. As 
the Son of God He is the One who elects man and therefore 
His own humiliation. As the Son of Man He is the One who 
is elected by God and therefore to His own exaltation. He is 
God’s eternal, twofold predestination, from which everything 
else, all God’s other purposes and therefore all occurrence, 
proceed, and in which all things have their norm and end. 
For what God willed and did, and still wills and does, and is 
to will and do, is—directly in the history of His incarnate 
Word (and the further history to which it gives rise, and 
which is the meaning of this last time), and indirectly in 
God’s fatherly rule as Creator, Sustainer and Ruler of the 
cosmos—the execution and revelation of this twofold pre-
destination, and therefore of the election of Jesus Christ, the 
unfolding of that which is enfolded in this eternal divine 
decree. He, Jesus Christ, is the One who was and is and will 
be, of whom and by whom and to whom are all things, very 
God and very man.4 

 
In saying that what God presently wills is the ‘unfolding 
of that which enfolded in this eternal  

                                            
4  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, pt 2, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1958, pp. 31f. 

This quotation comes in the section beautifully entitled, ‘The Homecoming of the Son 
of Man’. Paragraph divisions have been added here for the sake of clarity; the 
quotation is one paragraph in Barth’s work. 
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divine decree’, Barth is coming to the point made by Paul 
in Titus 1:2–3. The hope of eternal life, promised before 
times eternal, was ‘at the proper time manifested in his 
word through the preaching with which I have been 
entrusted by command of God our Saviour’ (RSV). In 
other words, when Paul preached, the eternal plan of God 
was manifested—it was made clear and plain, it 
appeared—as men and women were caught up into 
Christ. All that God had decreed, and which therefore 
was, now was revealed in human experience. We might 
compare Romans 8:28–30 in this connection: 
 

We know that all things work together for good for those who love 
God, who are called according to his purpose. For those whom he 
foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family. 
And those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he 
called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also 
glorified.  

 
On the final phrase, one commentator has observed: 
 

In a real sense, of course, their glory is still in the future, 
still the object of hope (cf. 5.2), and this ‘not yet’ with regard 
to their glory is certainly not to be explained away or glossed 
over. But their glorification has already been foreordained 
by God (cf. v. 29); the divine decision has been taken, though 
its working out has not been consummated. Moreover, 
Christ, in whose destiny their destiny is included, has 
already been glorified, so that in Him their glorification has 
already been accomplished. So it can be spoken of as 
something concealed which has yet to  
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be revealed [emphasis mine] (cf. v. 18—mšllousan-dÒxan-
£pokalufqhnai [the glory that is to be revealed]).5 

 
********** 

 
What, then, of Paul’s statement that his preaching was 
the means by which what God had promised before times 
eternal was made manifest? Surely we are to understand 
this to mean that prior to creation God established his 
goal and that as Paul preached the true nature of the goal 
of God was made patently obvious to all. So Paul wrote to 
the Ephesians: 
 

Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s 
grace that was given me by the working of his power. Although I 
am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to me to 
bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, 
and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden 
for ages in God who created all things; so that through the church 
the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made known to 
the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was in 
accordance with the eternal purpose that he has carried out in 
Christ Jesus our Lord (Eph. 3:7–11). 

 
 ‘Which he has carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord’ 
does not refer only to a single action in the past; rather it 
refers to a single location for the realisation.6 It is realised 
in Christ Jesus our Lord!  

                                            
5  C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the 

Romans, vol. 1, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1975, p. 433. 
6  For the wider use of the Greek aorist, see D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies (Baker 

Book House, Grand Rapids, 1984, pp. 69–75); cf. also, C. F. D. Moule, An Idiom Book 
of New Testament Greek (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1968, pp. 5–13). 
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Wherever Christ is, there ‘the plan of the mystery’ is 
realised.  
 

********** 
 

God established his plan before creation. We have already 
seen Paul’s statement concerning this in Ephesians 1:4, 
but Paul was not the only one to use the phrase ‘before 
the foundation of the world’.7 The phrase occurs twice 
more in the New Testament, at John 17:24: 
 

Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be 
with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me 
because you loved me before the foundation of the world; 

 
and at I Peter 1:20: 
 

You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited 
from your ancestors, not with perishable things  

                                            
7  prÕ katabolÁj kÒsmou. We may compare the similar phrase used in Revelation 13:8, 

£pÕ katabolh§ kovsmou, ‘from the foundation of the world’. Many commentators 
treat the two phrases as (virtually) synonymous; see H. B. Swete, Commentary on 
Revelation (Kregel, Grand Rapids, 1977, p. 167); R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation 
of St. John’s Revelation (Augsburg Publishing House, Minneapolis, 1943, p. 400); G. 
E. Ladd, A Commentary on the Revelation of John (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1972, p. 
181); R. G. Bratcher, A Translator’s Guide to the Revelation to John (United Bible 
Societies, London, 1974, p. 108). Among the translations, the RSV seems unique in 
translating £pÒ katabolÁj kÒsmou as ‘before the foundation of the world’. 
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like silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of 
a lamb without defect or blemish. He was destined before the 
foundation of the world, but was revealed at the end of the ages for 
your sake. Through him you have come to trust in God, who raised 
him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope 
are set on God [emphasis mine] (I Pet. 1:18–21). 

 
The implication is plain: before creation the end was 
established, the plan decreed. So how, then, are we to 
understand the creation itself? Is creation merely 
something static, or is it dynamic, on the move towards 
the goal?  
 When we look at the account of the act of creation in 
Genesis chapter 1, we are confronted by God’s repeated 
affirmation that what he had made was ‘good’ (Gen. 1:4, 
10, 12, 18, 21, 25) and then, when all was completed, the 
final affirmation that it was ‘very good’ (Gen. 1:31). Later 
we see that ‘Adam’ was placed ‘in the garden of Eden to 
till it and keep it’ (Gen. 2:15). Creation, then, was not 
static, but was dynamic, needing to be tilled if its goal was 
to be achieved. The latent powers of creation needed to be 
brought out;8 the ‘very goodness’ of creation was not a 
statement of the aesthetic beauty of creation as much as a 
statement that what God has created is entirely suited to 
the goal he has planned. Creation is ‘functionally good’.9 
Keil and Delitzsch summarise it this way: 

                                            
8  cf. Cornelius Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel (Presbyterian and Reformed 

Publishing Co., Philipsburg, 1972, p. 99). 
9  See G. C. Bingham, ‘Knowing Creation for Today’s Living’, in For Pastors and the 

People (NCPI, Blackwood, 1989, pp. 6–8). 
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God saw His work, and behold it was all very good; i.e. 
everything perfect in its kind, so that every creature might 
reach the goal appointed by the Creator, and accomplish the 
purpose of its existence.10 

 
********** 

 
Did Adam have a hope? Before there was sin with its 
consequent corruption, to what could Adam look forward? 
In answering this question, we must examine what took 
place at creation: 
 

Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according 
to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the 
sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all 
the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that 
creeps upon the earth.’ 
So God created humankind in his image,  
 in the image of God he created them;  
 male and female he created them.  
God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing 
that moves upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:26–28). 

 
The central feature of the creation of Man—the male and 
female entity—is that God made Man in His own image. 
As such, Man is unique among all the creatures. For 
example, whereas the creation of the other animals is 
introduced by, ‘and God said, “Let the waters bring 
forth . . .” ’, and ‘Let the earth bring forth . . .’ (Gen. 1:20, 
24), the creation of Man  

                                            
10  C. F. Keil & F. Delitzsch, The Pentateuch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 1, 

Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1988, p. 67. 
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is introduced by ‘Let us make [Man] in our own 
image . . .’11  
 However we may arrive at the conclusion,12 we can say 
that Man, the creature, stands in a unique close 
relationship with God, reflecting all that is true of God. It 
has been well said that Man was the creature of the 
Creator, the servant of the King and the son of the 
Father.13 This reflection is both passive, in so far as Man 
is created apart from God—he is not God and can never 
become God—and active, in that he is created to function 
dynamically in God (Acts 17:28)—God is personally 
present in his people.14 So Man not only knows about the 
purposes of God, he actually participates in them. 
 So then, if God has a purpose, established before the 
foundation of the world, a purpose which finds its 
fulfilment in Christ who is the ‘goal’ and the ‘end’, it 
follows that creation could hardly be an end in itself. The 
dynamic nature of creation lay in its being a functional 
part of the eternal plan of God. In other words, although 
the purpose of God began to be worked out in history at 
the creation, it was not  

                                            
11 See Hughes, The True Image, p. 4. There is a significant element in Hughes’s work 

which bears on this subject.  
12  See Hughes, The True Image; Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 3, pt 1 (pp. 183–

206); G. C. Berkouwer, Man: The Image of God (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1962, pp. 
67–118). 

13  These categories are used often by Geoffrey Bingham. See, for example, The Wisdom 
of God and the Healing of Man, (NCPI, Blackwood, 1990, p. 22, etc.); I, the Man! 
(NCPI, Blackwood, 1983, p. 23). 

14  This latter point really only becomes clear in the new creation, see John 14:23, etc. 
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completed then. Creation was a good beginning.15 
 We may see something of this in the simple instruction 
given to the man in Genesis 2:15, ‘The LORD God took the 
man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep 
it’. It should be noted that the garden of Eden was not the 
whole of creation, since Man was created apart from it 
and so was put ‘in the garden’. ‘Eden’, a name meaning 
‘delights’, may be described as an archetypal sanctuary, 
prefiguring the later tabernacle. If this is valid, then we 
may say that there was in creation a particular sanctuary 
where the man and the woman could live in full 
communion with God.16 This would agree with the 
severity of the penalty described in Genesis 3:23–24: 

. . . therefore the LORD God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, 
to till the ground from which he was taken. He drove out the man; 
and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a 
sword flaming and turning to guard the way to the tree of life.  

 Also, even before his fall, the man was ‘to till’ and ‘to 
keep’ the garden.17 This command would  

                                            
15  König, The Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology, p. 60.  
16  The issues of ‘Eden’ and the carefully constructed description of it in Genesis 2 are 

dealt with in G. J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15, p. 49ff. He also highlights the way that the 
verbs ‘to till’ and ‘to keep’ demonstrate the ‘interplay of tabernacle and Eden sym-
bolism’ (p. 67; see also pp. 55f., 61, 62).  

17  The difference between this command and the curse, lies in the object of the ‘tilling 
and keeping’. Wenham (p. 85) defines it in this way:  

. . . he who was appointed to till the garden will till the land instead, thereby foreshadowing the 
fulfillment of the curse ‘until you return to the land from which you were taken, for you are dust 
and to dust you must return’ (3:19). 

 
Possibly we may take it to mean that Man is now condemned to work out his vocation 

without the sustaining power of communion with God. Psalm 104:19–23 shows how 
work itself is fundamental to Man’s created being and not the result of the Fall. 
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have no meaning if the garden was some ‘idyllic paradise’ 
which was totally self-sufficient. On the contrary, the 
creation could not even be fully functional apart from the 
activity of Man (see Gen. 2:4–5). This was very clearly 
brought out later when Paul told the Romans that the 
whole ‘creation waits with eager longing for the revealing 
of the children of God’ (Rom. 8:19). 
 So we may say, that, within creation, Man (and, by 
implication, Man as male and female since the woman is 
to be the man’s helper) was given a vocation. We have 
already seen that the inner potentialities of creation were 
to be brought out by the labour of the man in close 
communion with God. But in this, Man was to fulfil the 
vocation given to him, in order that the whole creation 
might come to its goal. Besides the statement of Genesis 
2:15 that the man was to till and to keep the garden, his 
vocation, or calling, was expressed in the command of 
Genesis 1:28: he was (i) to be fruitful and multiply; (ii) to 
fill the earth; (iii) to subdue the earth; and (iv) to have 
dominion over the rest of creation.18 In this, Man was to 
be a dynamic participant in the outworking of the plan of 
God.  

                                            
18  G. C. Bingham, The Things We Firmly Believe, NCPI, Blackwood, 1986, pp. 78f. 
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4 

Having No Hope 

In Ephesians 2:12, Paul described the Gentiles as:  
 

. . . at that time without Christ, being aliens from the 
commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, 
having no hope and without God in the world. 

 
We can possibly understand that the Gentiles, as distinct 
from Israel, had no hope, but the issue goes deeper than 
that. For instance, the name ‘Gentiles’, while used for 
non-Jews, is another way of saying ‘nations’. The Greek ta 
ethne, the nations, was translated by the Latin gentilis, 
from ‘gens’ meaning ‘a Roman clan, or a group of families 
linked together by a common name and their belief in a 
common ancestor’.1 As such, Israel was described as one of 
the ‘nations’ in Deuteronomy 4:7–8 (cf. Isa. 1:4; etc.).  
 What made Israel distinct from the other nations was 
that God had chosen them to be ‘a  

                                            
1  ‘Gens’, in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, eds N. G. L. Hammond and H. H. 

Scullard, Oxford University Press, London, 1970, p. 462. 
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people for his own possession’ (Exod. 19:5, RSV). His ‘call’ 
of Abraham, described in Genesis 12:1ff., etc., 
demonstrates the transformation that was to take place: 
 

Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I 
will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make 
your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those 
who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you 
all the families of the earth shall be blessed’ (Gen. 12:1–3). 

 
When Abraham was summoned by God, it was because 
the plan and purpose of God was about to be set in motion 
within history. Specifically, God declared his intention to 
create a new nation, through which all the other nations, 
described in Genesis chapter 11, would be blessed.  
 This promise to Abraham, setting the agenda for the 
later history of Israel, and indeed for the whole of 
creation, meant that now one man had a genuine hope. He 
alone was at one with the purposes of God. In contrast to 
him, all other nations were without hope and without God 
in the world. Indeed, it would only be as these nations 
came to know Abraham and his descendants that they 
could ever have a living hope.  
 

*********** 
 
What does it mean to be without hope? First, it must be 
acknowledged that men and women will rarely 
acknowledge their ‘hope-less’ situation. For them the 
proverb seems to apply, ‘While there is life there is hope’. 
They must hope—there must be something! The poet 
Alexander Pope said:  
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Hope springs eternal in the human breast: 
Man never Is, but always To be blest.2  

Yet while men and women must hope, some observers 
have at times cynically commented that it is all, 
ultimately, pointless. For example:  

For Hope is but the Dream of Those that wake;3   
and:  

Who lives by hope will die by hunger.4  
A. C. Swinburne at one point expressed the opinion that 
hope was itself a burden to mankind. Thus:  

From too much love of living, 
 From hope and fear set free, 
We thank with brief thanksgiving 
 Whatever gods may be 
That no life lives forever; 
That dead men rise up never; 
That even the weariest river 
 Winds somewhere safe to sea.5   

And Shakespeare, echoing the words of Psalm 146:3 while 
reversing the substance, has Cardinal Wolsey say: 

                                            
2  Alexander Pope, ‘An Essay on Man’, in Douglas Grant ed., Pope: Selected Poems, 

New Oxford English Series, Oxford University Press, London, 1965, i, 95–96. 
3  Matthew Prior, ‘Solomon on the Vanity of the World’, in Poems on Several Occasions, 

Cambridge English Classics, A. R. Wallace ed., Cambridge University Press, London, 
(1905) 1941, iii, 102. 

4  Italian proverb, in Everyman’s Dictionary of Quotations and Proverbs, (comp.) D. C. 
Browning, J. M. Dent & Sons, London, 1951, p. 522. 

5  Algernon Swinburne, ‘The Garden of Proserpine’, in The Complete Works of Algernon 
Charles Swinburne: Poetical Works, vol. 1 (Bonchurch Edition), Russell & Sons, New 
York, (1925) 1968, p. 301. 
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So farewell to the little good you bear me. 
Farewell! a long farewell, to all my greatness! 
This is the state of man: to-day he puts forth  
The tender leaves of hopes; to-morrow blossoms, 
And bears his blushing honours thick upon him; 
The third day comes a frost, a killing frost, 
And, when he thinks, good easy man, full surely 
His greatness is a-ripening, nips his root, 
And then he falls, as I do. I have ventur’d, 
Like little wanton boys that swim on bladders, 
This many summers in a sea of glory, 
But far beyond my depth. My high-blown pride 
At length broke under me, and now has left me, 
Weary and old with service, to the mercy  
Of a rude stream that must forever hide me. 
Vain pomp and glory of this world, I hate ye. 
I feel my heart new open’d. O, how wretched 
Is that poor man that hangs on princes’ favours! 
There is, betwixt that smile we would aspire to, 
That sweet aspect of princes, and their ruin, 
More pangs and fears than wars or women have; 
And when he falls, he falls like Lucifer, 
Never to hope again.6 

In all, mankind is beset with constant uncertainty. 
Created to live in and find their fulfilment in the plan of 
God, men and women are now adrift, doomed to construct 
their own fragile security in life, all the while suffering 
from ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’.7  
 Yet while poets may recognise the dilemma, they 
cannot alter it. The powerful description of fallen Man in 
Romans chapter 1 defines the situation: 

                                            
6  William Shakespeare, Henry the Eighth, The Penguin Shakespeare, Penguin Books, 

London, 1958, III, ii, 350–372. 
7  William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, The Penguin Shakespeare, Penguin 

Books, London, 1965, III, i, 58. 
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For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and wickedness of those who by their wickedness 
suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to 
them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of 
the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though 
they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has 
made. So they are without excuse; for though they knew God, they 
did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became 
futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. 
Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they exchanged the 
glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal human 
being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles . . . And since they 
did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased 
mind . . . (vv. 18–23, 28). 

 
Having chosen to reject God and his purposes, Man now 
turns to his idols, but is utterly incapable of seeing that 
all he is now about is destined to fail. His senseless mind 
is darkened—having chosen to reject the light who is God 
himself, mankind is now locked into his choice and is now, 
to continue the metaphor, a subject of the kingdom of 
darkness (Col. 1:13; cf. John 3:17–21).  
 We might say that it is the evil of Man, and not merely 
his misfortune, that, having been created in the image of 
God, he has treated his own glory with contempt and 
chosen to fashion a god in his own image. But, as if that 
were not enough, he has never realised—indeed, he can 
never realise—that it is quite impossible for Man ever to 
make anything in his own image in this way.8  
  

                                            
8  Of course, in the sense of ‘procreation’, a man may be said to ‘become a father of a son 

in his own likeness, after his image’, but never in the sense that God made Man in his 
image. 
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Having chosen the ways of idols, whether those idols be 
physical or exist only in their minds, men and women 
cannot know certainty in anything. This is seen in the 
passion for prophecy, even though the ‘word’ is sought 
from dumb idols. We will see more of the function of 
prophecy later, but we may appreciate the gibes made by 
the prophets of Israel against the idols and those who 
worship them. One writer has said: 
 

In Isaiah 46:1–2 the prophet indulges in humour. He 
pictures the gods loaded on beasts and cattle. They are being 
taken with the conquered people into captivity. ‘Well, now,’ 
he says, ‘what can they do? They are as the prisoners: how 
can they help?’ 
 In 48:3–8 there is a stronger attack upon the idols. They 
make some claim to prophetic powers. Of course . . . the 
prophetic, occultic, and idolatrous all link together. God 
imagines things happening and that the idols and their 
prophets would like to claim they had predicted such 
happenings, and so the happenings stem from the idols 
themselves. God says He alone will tell them, and tell them 
even before the idols come into being. Or, the idols having 
been made, He will suddenly announce so that the idols and 
listeners will see the thing on the very heels of the 
prophecy.9 

 
As the psalmist contemptuously put it, those who worship 
idols become like them (Ps. 115:3–8).  
 But the situation is worse than this. The man or 
woman—or nation—who attempts in this way to divine 
the plan of God without God comes under the fierce 
judgment of God: 

                                            
9  G. C. Bingham, Dear Darling Idols: Lords and Gods Piffling and Appalling, NCPI, 

Blackwood, 1981, pp. 27f. 
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When it comes to the effects of idolatry upon the person and 
life of idolaters, the judgements are terrible. Romans 1:18–
32 indicates this. God’s wrath is upon the idolaters. They are 
compelled to ‘repress the truth in acts of unrighteousness’ by 
their own evil. Thus they are seeking to suppress God 
Himself!  Hence God gives them up to their evil, and the 
experience of being given up is the very wrath of God in 
action.10 

 
It is not that mankind has exactly ‘no hope’; rather, the 
only hope for those who are presently under the judgment 
of God is that of ultimate judgment. Left to flounder with 
their own plans, for them the proverb is true that:  
 

There is a way that seems right to a person,  
 but its end is the way to death (Prov. 14:12). 

 
That it ‘seems right’ is a further indication of the terrible 
plight of men and women. As Paul put it in Romans 
chapter 1: 
 

. . . for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or 
give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and 
their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they 
became fools; and they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 
images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed 
animals or reptiles (vv. 21–23). 
 
And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them 
up to a debased mind and to things that should not be done. They 
were filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, covetousness, 
malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, craftiness, they are 
gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, haughty, boastful,  

                                            
10  Bingham, Dear Darling Idols, p. 30. 
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inventors of evil, rebellious toward parents, foolish, faithless, 
heartless, ruthless. They know God’s decree, that those who 
practice such things deserve to die—yet they not only do them but 
even applaud others who practice them (vv. 28–32). 

 
By refusing to ‘seriously . . . take God into account’,11 
choosing to live other than in accord with the purposes of 
God, Man becomes a fool. His idolatry is nothing less than 
tragically stupid. And yet Man is quite adept at 
rationalising his opinions. So Paul said that as God gave 
them up to ‘a base mind’, so their capacity to see the 
issues of life in their true perspective was lost. Indeed, so 
perverted is the thinking of men and women that, even 
knowing that certain behaviour is wrong, they 
nonetheless not only do those things themselves but 
approve others who also do them.12  
 In his commentary on Romans 1:28–32, Karl Barth has 
the following to say: 
 

A final and even sharper pointing of the whole situation is 
not only conceivable but actually takes place. In the 
perversity of this relation to God there still, however, 
remains a relic of clarity of sight, a last, warning recollection 
of the secret of God that withstands the arrogance of 
religion. A reflection of this secret lies even in the deified 
forces of the world, even in the deified universe itself. From 
time to time this bare relic of the Unknown reasserts itself 
in the presentiment of awe.13 But even  

                                            
11  Cranfield, Romans, p. 128. 
12  Romans 1:32 is a difficult verse to explain. For a discussion of some of the issues, see 

C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (A. & C. Black, London, 
1971), p. 41. 

13  Recently I heard a woman declaring how her visiting Ayers Rock was a ‘spiritual’ 
experience. This sort of language is not uncommon. 
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this can cease. The damaged eye may become blind. 
Defective knowledge of God can become ignorance of God; it 
may become AGNOSIA (I Cor. xv.34). Even as they refused 
to have God in their knowledge.—That is to say, they 
became no longer capable of serious awe and amazement. 
They became unable to reckon with anything except feelings 
and experiences and events. They think only in terms of 
more or less spiritual sophistry, without light from above or 
from behind.  
 

Quoting verses 28b–31, Barth continues: 
Here is the final vacuity and disintegration. Chaos has 
found itself, and anything may happen. The atoms whirl, the 
struggle for existence rages. Even reason itself becomes 
irrational. Ideas of duty and of fellowship become wholly 
unstable. The world is full of personal caprice and of social 
unrighteousness—this is not a picture merely of Rome under 
the Caesars! The true nature of our unbroken existence is 
here unrolled before us. Our ungodliness and 
unrighteousness stand under the wrath of God. His 
judgement now becomes judgement and nothing more; and 
we experience the impossibility of men as the real and final 
impossibility of God.14 
 

Seeing the horrible chaos in human relationships with 
both God and with other men and women, it is not hard to 
agree with the diagnosis of the prophet Jeremiah, when 
he said: 

 
O hope of Israel! O LORD!  
 All who forsake you shall be put to shame;  
those who turn away from you shall be recorded in the underworld,  
 for they have forsaken the fountain of living water,  
 the LORD (Jer. 17:13). 

                                            
14  Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, Oxford University Press, London, (1933) 

1968, pp. 53f. 
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Of course, part of the shame may well be that those who 
forsake ‘the hope of Israel’ are not aware of the depths of 
their shame. Indeed, as Paul says, ‘their glory is in their 
shame; their minds are set on earthly things’ (Phil. 3:19). 
When Jeremiah said that ‘those who turn away from thee 
shall be written in the earth, for they have forsaken the 
LORD, the fountain of living water’, he may well be refer-
ring to the fact that there may be a degree of prosperity or 
success or whatever for the person who turns away from 
God, but, even so, their names can never be found in the 
book of life.15 

                                            
15  John Calvin, with his usual insight, says: 
 
No doubt the earth here is set in opposition to heaven; and Scripture sometimes says, that the name 

of the wicked shall be a reproach on earth. But as they often acquire a celebrated and honourable 
name on earth, the Prophet makes a concession and says, ‘Be it so; let the world regard you as the 
holy race of Abraham, the blessed seed and the chosen people; let, in short, every one of you 
claim for himself whatever he pleases, but your name shall be on earth, and shall be blotted out 
from heaven; there will be no inheritance above for you, no portion in the kingdom of God’ (A 
Commentary on Jeremiah, vol. 2, Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1989, p. 364). 
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5 

The Unfolding Plan 

We saw in the previous chapter that for men and women 
to have a hope, it must be given to them. Until God called 
Abraham, he was no different from anyone else. Indeed, 
Abraham and his family were as much worshippers of 
idols as any of their neighbours (see Josh. 24:2, 15). The 
event which changed Abraham—which gave him a hope—
was described by Stephen in Acts 7:2f.: 
 

And Stephen replied: ‘Brothers and fathers, listen to me. The God 
of glory appeared to our ancestor Abraham when he was in 
Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran, and said to him, “Leave 
your country and your relatives and go to the land that I will show 
you.” ’  

 
When we add to this description that given in Genesis 
12:1–3: 
 

Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I 
will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make 
your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those 
who bless you, and  
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the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed’; 

 
we can immediately establish the principle that the 
extraordinary visitation of God was intended to sever 
Abraham’s links with his ‘hopeless’ kindred, and from him 
to form a new nation with an entirely new inheritance.  
 Taking the Scriptures as a whole, we can see that the 
final form of the inheritance was not clearly delineated 
until the coming of Christ and the consequent outpouring 
of the Spirit. However, there is no doubt that Abraham, 
along with his descendants, was now oriented towards the 
inheritance which God had promised to give him.  
 The words, ‘inherit’ and ‘inheritance’ are of great 
significance in the Scriptures. They occur on over 210 
occasions in the RSV, with almost half of those in the first 
five books, Genesis to Deuteronomy, which describe the 
formation and constitution of the new people of God. Of 
the thirty or so references to these words in the New 
Testament, almost one quarter refer directly back to the 
promise made to Abraham.1 When we add to the list the 
references to God’s ‘promise’ (either as a verb or a noun), 
we must conclude that the power which lay in Israel’s 
hope lay not so much in the mere anticipation of a future 
blessing as in a strong awareness of who it was that had 
made the  

                                            
1  See Acts 7:5; 13:19; Romans 4:13; Galatians 3:18; 4:30; Hebrews 6:12ff.; 11:8. On the 

other hand, over two thirds of the references to ‘heirs’ occur in the New Testament, 
with most of those pointing to the promised inheritance of our topic. 
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promise. That meant that it was of less significance that 
the blessing, the inheritance, was actually seen and 
experienced; what was sufficient was that God had 
promised it.  
 From another angle, this stress on the personal 
promise of God is elaborated in the whole description of 
‘covenant’ in the Scriptures. Again, in the New 
Testament, as the covenant is renewed in Christ so the 
inheritance becomes more powerfully present in the 
anticipation, but the very fact that God has entered into a 
covenant and established it firmly is the ground of all 
authentic confidence. The word with which we are more 
familiar in this regard is ‘faith’. A good example of all this 
is in Hebrews 6:11–20: 
 

And we want each one of you to show the same diligence so as to 
realize the full assurance of hope to the very end, so that you may 
not become sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and 
patience inherit the promises. 
 When God made a promise to Abraham, because he had no one 
greater by whom to swear, he swore by himself, saying, ‘I will 
surely bless you and multiply you.’ And thus Abraham, having 
patiently endured, obtained the promise. Human beings, of course, 
swear by someone greater than themselves, and an oath given as 
confirmation puts an end to all dispute. In the same way, when 
God desired to show even more clearly to the heirs of the promise 
the unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it by an 
oath, so that through two unchangeable things, in which it is 
impossible that God would prove false, we who have taken refuge 
might be strongly encouraged to seize the hope set before us. We 
have this hope, a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that 
enters the inner shrine behind the curtain, where Jesus, a 
forerunner on our behalf, has entered, having  
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become a high priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek. 
 
Faith rests solely on the promise of God. Thus, as God had 
entered into a covenant with Abraham (see Gen. 15:4–21), 
so his promise was certain for it meant that God had 
committed himself to Abraham. Abraham was, then, the 
‘friend of God’ (II Chron. 20:7; Isa. 41:8). Thus James 
linked the two elements together: 
 

Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says, ‘Abraham believed God, 
and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,’ and he was called the 
friend of God (James 2:23). 

 
He was not called the friend of God because he believed 
God. To quote the old Puritan writer, Thomas Manton 
(1620–1677): 
 

And this title was given to Abraham because of his frequent 
communion with God [which, we may add, was initiated by 
God]—he had often visions; and because of his frequent 
covenanting with God—a great condescension, such as the 
kings of the earth use only to their equals and friends: and 
therefore, in the places where this title is given to Abraham, 
there is some respect to the covenant . . .2 

 
James’ joining of these two elements points out that God 
called Abraham his friend because God had formed a 
covenant with him, and that Abraham believed God when 
God spoke to him, and  

                                            
2  Thomas Manton, An Exposition on the Epistle of James, Banner of Truth, London, 

1962, p. 257. 
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so was accounted righteous. The covenant was God’s 
commitment to fulfil his eternal purpose through 
Abraham. And, peculiar as the promise may have sounded 
in the light of the advanced age of Abraham and Sarah 
and the fact that they were hitherto childless, 
nonetheless, Abraham believed God. The promise then 
became a powerful drive within Abraham’s own life.  
 The dynamic of the promise to Abraham is seen in the 
way he lived, and particularly so when God asked him to 
sacrifice his son, Isaac. Paul’s description of Abraham’s 
faith, in Romans 4:13–22, is a clear summary: 
 

For the promise that he would inherit the world did not come to 
Abraham or to his descendants through the law but through the 
righteousness of faith. If it is the adherents of the law who are to be 
the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. For the law brings 
wrath; but where there is no law, neither is there violation.  
 For this reason it depends on faith, in order that the promise may 
rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his descendants, not only to 
the adherents of the law but also to those who share the faith of 
Abraham (for he is the father of all of us, as it is written, ‘I have 
made you the father of many nations’)—in the presence of the God 
in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into 
existence the things that do not exist. Hoping against hope, he 
believed that he would become ‘the father of many nations,’ 
according to what was said, ‘So numerous shall your descendants 
be.’ He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, 
which was already as good as dead (for he was about a hundred 
years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. 
No distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he 
grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, being fully 
convinced that God was  
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able to do what he had promised. Therefore his faith ‘was reckoned 
to him as righteousness.’ 

 
 It is interesting that in Hebrews 6:15, quoted above, it 
is said that ‘Abraham, having patiently endured, obtained 
the promise’, while in chapter 11 verse 13, having 
discussed Abraham’s faith, the writer says that, ‘These all 
died in faith, not having received what was promised, but 
having seen it and greeted it from afar . . .’ (RSV). There 
is no contradiction, of course, for the writer well knew the 
dynamic of faith. He had written earlier in chapter 11 
that, ‘faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things not seen’ (v. 1). 
 The two words used here, ‘assurance’ and ‘conviction’, 
deserve some attention. In some English versions they are 
translated by ‘substance’ and ‘evidence’ (AV) or ‘being sure 
of’ and ‘[being] certain’ (NIV). The first word translates 
the Greek hupostasis, which is used on five occasions in 
the New Testament.3 On each of these occasions there is 
no need to adopt the modern translation ‘assurance’, etc. 
The word means ‘substantial nature, essence, actual 
being, reality (often in contrast with what merely seems 
to be)’.4 A secondary meaning from this is ‘situation’ or 
‘condition’.5 The word translated as ‘conviction’, etc. is the 
Greek elenchos, which while meaning ‘conviction’, more  

                                            
3  II Corinthians 9:4; 11:17; Hebrews 1:3; 3:14; 11:1. 
4  Ùpostasis, W. F. Arndt and F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, 1979, p. 847. 

5  Arndt & Gingrich, A Greek–English Lexicon, p. 847. 
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likely refers not to a personal inner sense but to a clear 
proof,6 a conviction in the judicial sense. Thus we would 
get the idea of ‘evidence’ as in the AV, ‘something which 
brings irrefutable proof of the reality of a given 
situation’.7  
 With this in mind, we may say that in Hebrews 11:1 
faith is not being defined as a sense of assurance; rather 
the author is describing the result of faith. He is saying 
that faith actually knows the reality now of those things 
which are hoped for, and has all the evidence that could 
be required for those things which by their present nature 
are still unseen.8 So the two statements concerning 
Abraham receiving the promise are by no means 
contradictory. As a man of faith, he heard the promise of 
God, and believed God and so knew the reality of the 
fulfilment, even though he was not able to see with his 
eyes the final form of the inheritance.  
 

********** 
 
What was the inheritance promised to Abraham and his 
descendants? This question is not without importance to 
us, since the apostle Paul reminded  

                                            
6  cf. Arndt & Gingrich, A Greek–English Lexicon, p. 249. 
7  This is the only one use of this noun in the New Testament. However, the verb occurs 

eighteen times; the only use in Hebrews is at 12:5, where it is in a quote from Proverbs 
3:11, and is translated in the RSV as ‘punished’. 

8  Hence, for example, although there is no possible way that creation out of nothing by 
the word of God could ever be seen by human eyes, if for no other reason than that it 
took place in the past, faith nonetheless understands creation as the great act of God 
simply because God has said it. 
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the Gentile Romans that they were sharing in the 
‘spiritual blessings’ of the Jewish saints (Rom. 15:27; cf. 
11:17–24; Gal. 3:14).  
 In Romans 4:13, Paul declared that, ‘The promise to 
Abraham and his descendants, that they should inherit 
the world, did not come through the law but through the 
righteousness of faith [emphasis mine]’ (RSV). There is no 
specific statement in the Old Testament which supports 
the scope of the inheritance envisaged by Paul; instead 
there is promised: 

 
. . . numberless progeny [Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 18:18], 
possession of the land of Canaan [Gen. 12:7; 13:14f., 17; 15:7, 
18–21; 17:8], and that all the nations of the earth shall be 
blessed (or shall bless themselves) in Abraham [Gen. 12:3; 
18:18] or in his seed [Gen. 22:18].9  
 

The linking of these promises to Abraham with the 
creation mandate to ‘be fruitful and multiply, and fill the 
earth and subdue it’ (Gen. 1:28) would give us the picture 
of the means by which ‘Man’ was to fulfil the mandate, 
namely through Abraham. Also, of course, it is ‘Abraham’s 
seed’ (note the argument in Gal. 3:16), that is, Jesus, who 
is declared to be ‘the heir of all things’ (Heb. 1:2). 
 There is also the point that, in the period between the 
Testaments, Jewish theology had broadened its view of 
the promise to Abraham to include the whole earth. For 
example: 
 

Abraham was the great father of a multitude of nations,  
   and no one has been found like him in glory;  
he kept the law of the Most High,  
   and was taken into covenant with him;  

                                            
9  Cranfield, Romans, p. 239. 
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he established the covenant in his flesh,  
   and when he was tested he was found faithful.  
Therefore the Lord assured him by an oath  
   that the nations would be blessed through his  
  posterity;  
that he would multiply him like the dust of the earth,  
   and exalt his posterity like the stars,  
and cause them to inherit from sea to sea  
   and from the River to the ends of the earth.  
To Isaac also he gave the same assurance  
   for the sake of Abraham his father (Sirach 44:19–22). 

 
But there is also the picture in Scripture of the way that 
the promise to Abraham was intended to encompass the 
whole earth through the nations. This is worked out in 
Israel’s commission to be ‘a priestly kingdom’ or ‘a royal 
priesthood’ (Exod. 19:6; I Pet. 2:9). Israel is to be the 
people which mediates the presence of God to the 
nations.10 
 The description of Abraham inheriting ‘the world’ is 
expanded in I Corinthians 3:21–23: 

. . . all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the 
world or life or death or the present or the future—all belong to 
you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God.  

This ‘. . . is the promise of the ultimate restoration to 
Abraham and his spiritual seed of man’s inheritance 
(Gen. 1.27f.) which was lost through sin’.11 
 With this scope in mind, we must now observe the way 
these promises were worked out in the history of Israel. 
 

                                            
10  This is almost certainly the thrust of the Book of Jonah. 
11  Cranfield, Romans, p. 240. 
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6 

An Inheritance in  
Israel 

God promised to make Abraham a great nation and the 
early books in the Old Testament describe how the nation 
came into being. But what is so significant is that the 
means God used to fulfil his promise was contrary both to 
nature and culture.  
 Following the announcement that he would indeed 
have numberless offspring (Gen. 15:5), there is the 
definitive declaration that Abraham ‘believed the Lord; 
and he reckoned it to him as righteousness’. Having 
observed that Abraham had listened to the promise of God 
and that that had set the direction for his life, the story 
then describes how his wife, Sarai: 
 

said to Abram, ‘You see that the LORD has prevented me from 
bearing children; go in to my slave-girl; it may be that I shall 
obtain children by her.’ And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai 
(Gen. 16:2). 

 
Whether this is intended to be seen as some sort of repeat 
of the sin of Adam and Eve, as Adam, too,  
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having the clear word of God, chose to listen to the voice of 
his wife (Gen. 3:17), it certainly exposes the fact that faith 
is not some magical element which some possess. 
Abraham needed to work at faith. Indeed, for some time 
he and Sarah had to live with the consequences of their 
unbelief (see Gen. 16:4–6; 21:9–14)—plainly Abraham 
loved Ishmael and was distressed by his apparent rejec-
tion by God (Gen. 17:18). 
 Evidently Sarah did not share Abraham’s faith. For 
example, in Genesis chapter 17, God repeated and 
expanded his promise to Abraham (vv. 1–8) and, after 
instituting circumcision as the sign of the covenant 
between Abraham and himself, specified that the promise 
was to be fulfilled through Sarah (Gen. 17:15–21). When 
this promise was repeated in Sarah’s hearing, Sarah 
thought the promise was laughable (Gen. 18:9–15). 
 Then, too, we have the stories of Abraham attempting 
to present Sarah as his sister (Gen. 12:10–20; 20:1–18). 
Whatever validity there may have been in his first 
attempt (and there are many unanswerable questions due 
to lack of detail in the accounts), it is plain that Abraham 
did not learn from his first experience. Calvin’s 
observation is good: 
 

In this history, the Holy Spirit presents to us a remarkable 
instance, both of the infirmity of man, and of the grace of 
God. It is a common proverb, that even fools become wise by 
suffering evil. But Abraham, forgetful of the great danger 
which had befallen him in Egypt, once more strikes his foot 
against the same stone; although the Lord had purposely 
chastised him, in order that the warning might be useful to 
him, throughout his whole life.  
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Therefore we perceive, in the example of the holy patriarch, 
how easily the oblivion, both of the chastisements and the 
favours of God, steals over us. For it is impossible to excuse 
his gross negligence, in not calling to mind, that he had once 
tempted God; and that he would have had himself alone to 
blame, if his wife had become the property of another man. 
But if we thoroughly examine ourselves, scarcely any one 
will be found who will not acknowledge, that he has often 
offended in the same way.  
 It may be added, that Abraham was not free from the 
charge of ingratitude; because, if he had reflected that his 
wife had been wonderfully preserved to him by the Lord, he 
would never again, knowingly and willingly, have cast 
himself into similar danger. For he makes the former favour 
divinely offered unto him, so far as he is able, of none effect. 
We must, however, notice the nature of the sin . . . For 
Abraham did not, for the sake of providing for his own 
safety, prostitute his wife, (as impious men cavil.) But, as he 
had before been anxious to preserve his life, till he should 
receive the seed divinely promised to him; so now, seeing his 
wife with child, in the hope of enjoying so great a blessing, 
he thought nothing of his wife’s danger. Therefore, if we 
thoroughly weigh all things, he sinned through unbelief, by 
attributing less than he ought to the providence of God. 
Whence also, we are admonished, how dangerous a thing it 
is, to trust our own counsels. For Abraham’s disposition is 
right, while fixing his attention on the promise of God; but 
inasmuch as he does not patiently wait for God’s help, but 
turns aside to the use of unlawful means, he is, in this 
respect, worthy of censure.1 

 
Whether Calvin is right in suggesting that Abraham was 
attempting to preserve himself because he believed the 
promise of God and was,  

                                            
1  John Calvin, A Commentary on Genesis, Geneva Series of Commentaries, Banner of 

Truth, London, 1965, pp. 521f. 
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therefore, hoping to preserve himself for the fulfilment, it 
is observable that the pattern he established was passed 
on to his son, Isaac (Gen. 26:6–11). 
 When Isaac was born, it was in such a way as to 
demonstrate that the fulfilment of the promise must have 
been totally the work of God.2 In Romans 4:19 Paul 
describes Abraham as being ‘as good as dead’, although 
this phrase may refer back to Romans 4:17 where God is 
declared to be the one who ‘gives life to the dead and calls 
into existence the things that do not exist’.  
 As the story unfolds, we are presented with the 
‘miraculous’ way by which Isaac was provided with his 
wife (Gen. 24) as well as the extraordinary process by 
which the natural pattern of inheritance was reversed in 
the case of Jacob and Esau (Gen. 25:29–34; 27:1–40). Esau 
was the elder  

                                            
2  According to the Genesis account, it could appear that the miracle of Isaac’s birth lay 

not so much in Abraham’s great age (Genesis 25:1–2 seems to say that following 
Sarah’s death Abraham took another wife and by her fathered another six children) as 
in Sarah’s. However, Romans 4:19 insists that what made Abraham’s faith so 
conspicuous was his own age as well as Sarah’s barrenness. Possibly the difficulty 
may be explained by the suggestion that, although the record of Genesis 25:1–2 occurs 
after the description of the death of Sarah, there is no necessity for the marriage of 
Abraham to Keturah to have taken place after the death of Sarah. In support of this is 
the observation that Genesis 25:5–6 describes how Abraham sent away the sons of his 
concubines (Hagar and Keturah) with gifts when he settled the inheritance on Isaac. 
However, since Abraham is described as dying at the age of 175, we must leave the 
question open. For other suggestions, see Cranfield, Romans, p. 247. 
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brother and, by rights, ought to have received the major 
portion of the inheritance. Although the right of the 
firstborn was generally protected by later law (see Deut. 
21:15–17), Esau willingly (at the time) gave away his 
rights to Jacob. Later, Jacob also tricked his father Isaac 
into giving the blessing to him and not to Esau. Isaac had, 
of course, been told that the natural order was to be 
reversed (Gen. 25:23), but he evidently chose to ignore 
this and chose to give his blessing to his elder son. Jacob, 
knowing the prophetic word concerning him, determined 
to organise its fulfilment by an act of deceit.  
 The way Jacob’s (and Rebekah’s) treachery stand 
opposed to the simple plan of God is well summarised by 
Derek Kidner:3 

 
We shall misjudge the situation if we overlook the evidence 
of Hebrews 12:16,17 that in selling the birthright (25:31ff) 
Esau had traded away the firstborn’s blessing. This makes 
all four participants in the present scene almost equally at 
fault. Isaac, whether he knew of the sale or not, knew God’s 
birth-oracle of 25:23, yet set himself to use God’s power to 
thwart it (see verse 29). This is the outlook of magic, not 
religion. Esau, in agreeing to the plan [27:1–4] broke his own 
oath of 25:33. Rebekah and Jacob, with a just cause, made 
no approach to God or man, no gesture of faith or love, and 
reaped the appropriate fruit of hatred. (Long after-wards 
Jacob would learn, as he blessed Ephraim and Manasseh, 
with what simplicity God could order such affairs [cf. 48:1–
20].) 

                                            
3  Derek Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, The Tyndale Press, London, 

1967, p. 155. 
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Jacob’s efforts to capture the blessing for himself, rather 
than to simply receive it from God, are further revealed in 
his subsequent encounter with God, in Genesis 28:1–22, 
where he attempted to bribe God into blessing him (vv. 
20–22). Later, in Genesis 32:24–32, the occasion of his 
refusal to let the ‘man’ go ‘unless you bless me’ (v. 26), 
Jacob was returning home because God had clearly told 
him to do so: ‘Return to your country and to your kindred, 
and I will do you good’ (Gen. 32:9). Jacob’s response to this 
re-affirmation of God’s purpose was no longer arrogant; 
rather he was now a man who was driven to prayer on the 
basis of God’s promise (Gen. 32:9–12). In the encounter 
with the man, Jacob, no doubt sensing the man’s true 
identity, was determined to get the promised blessing. 
Now not even being crippled would make him release the 
one who held him.  
 To know someone’s personal name is never a right, 
always a privilege, since it gives a person entrance into 
the character and true identity of the other. When Jacob 
identified himself (v. 27) it was not because he was 
unknown to his assailant, but because it was a revelation 
of his character as ‘the deceiver’ or ‘the supplanter’. 
Rather, Jacob’s admission of his name and his character 
was the point at which his new name and identity was 
given to him. In response to this, Jacob, now Israel (or ‘He 
who strives with God’), asks if he might know the name of 
‘the man’. His request, ‘Please tell me your name’, means, 
in essence, ‘I want to know your whole being as the one 
who has conquered me and who alone can give me the 
blessing’. The reply is the strong, yet gentle, ‘Why is it 
that you  
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ask my name?’ In other words, ‘you now know me’,4 a 
reply which prompted Jacob/Israel to put the whole 
episode into words: ‘I have seen God face to face, and yet 
my life is preserved’ (v. 30).5 

                                            
4  Calvin, Genesis, p. 201, suggests that his request was not granted because ‘the time of 

full revelation was not yet completed’. 
5  Charles Wesley’s (to our modern minds) long hymn, based on this episode in Jacob’s 

life, is worth recalling:  
Come, O Thou Traveller unknown, 
Whom still I hold, but cannot see! 
My company before is gone, 
And I am left alone with Thee; 
With Thee all night I mean to stay, 
And wrestle till the break of day. 
 
I need not tell Thee who I am, 
My misery and sin declare; 
Thyself hast called me by my name; 
Look on Thy hands, and read it there: 
But who, I ask Thee, who art Thou? 
Tell me Thy name, and tell me now. 
In vain Thou strugglest to get free; 
I never will unloose my hold!  
  
Art Thou the Man that died for me? 
The secret of Thy love unfold: 
Wrestling, I will not let Thee go, 
Till I Thy name, Thy nature know. 
 
Wilt Thou not yet to me reveal  
Thy new, unutterable name? 
Tell me, I still beseech Thee, tell; 
To know it now resolved I am: 
Wrestling, I will not let Thee go, 
Till I Thy name, Thy nature know. 
 
’Tis all in vain to hold Thy tongue 
Or touch the hollow of my thigh; 
Though every sinew be unstrung, 
Out of my arms Thou shalt not fly; 
Wrestling, I will not let Thee go 
Till I Thy name, Thy nature know. 
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What though my shrinking flesh complain, 
And murmur to contend so long? 
I rise superior to my pain, 
When I am weak, then I am strong; 
And when my all of strength shall fail, 
I shall with the God-Man prevail. 

 
My strength is gone, my nature dies, 
I sink beneath Thy weighty hand, 
Faint to revive, and fall to rise; 
I fall, and yet by faith I stand, 
I stand, and will not let Thee go, 
Till I Thy name, Thy nature know. 

 
Yield to me now; for I am weak,  
But confident in self-despair; 
Speak to my heart, in blessings speak, 
Be conquered by my instant prayer; 
Speak, or Thou never hence shalt move, 
And tell me if Thy name is Love. 

 
’Tis Love! ’tis Love! Thou diedst for me! 
I hear Thy whisper in my heart; 
The morning breaks, the shadows flee, 
Pure, universal Love Thou art; 
To me, to all, Thy mercies move: 
Thy nature and Thy name is Love. 

 
My prayer hath power with God; the grace 
Unspeakable I now receive; 
Through faith I see Thee face to face, 
I see Thee face to face, and live! 
In vain I have not wept and strove: 
Thy nature and Thy name is Love. 

 
I know Thee, Saviour, who Thou art, 
Jesus, the feeble sinner’s Friend: 
Nor wilt Thou with the night depart, 
But stay and love me to the end; 
Thy mercies never shall remove: 
Thy nature and Thy name is Love. 

 
The Sun of Righteousness on me 
Hath risen with healing in His wings; 
Withered my nature’s strength, from Thee 
My soul its life and succour brings; 
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 There is a principle enunciated in Acts 14:22, 
‘. . . through many persecutions . . . we must enter the 
kingdom of God’. This does not mean that God delights in 
making people, his people, suffer. On the contrary, we 
have seen that his purpose for Jacob was that he might do 
him good. But, from the Fall onwards, the problem for 
humanity has been that men and women demand the 
right to determine what is their ‘good’. And by that 
arrogant denial of Love, the true good of the purpose of 
God can never be known. So it is that, over and again, the 
people of God are led through situations of testing, where 
their total dependence on God for the promised blessing is 
revealed. God’s absolute sovereignty in this matter is 
stated in Genesis 50:19–20: 
 

But Joseph said to them, ‘Do not be afraid! Am I in the place 
of God? Even though you intended to do harm to me, God 
intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, 
as he is doing today.’ 

 

                                                                                                  
My help is all laid up above: 
Thy nature and Thy name is Love. 

 
Contented now upon my thigh 
I halt, till life’s short journey end; 
All helplessness, all weakness, I 
On Thee alone for strength depend; 
Nor have I power from Thee to move: 
Thy nature and Thy name is love.  

  
Lame as I am, I take the prey, 
Hell, earth, and sin with ease o’ercome; 
I leap for joy, pursue my way, 
And as a bounding hart fly home, 
Through all eternity to prove 

Thy nature and Thy name is Love 
(‘Come, O Thou Traveller Unknown’,  
New Creation Hymn Book, vol. 1, NCPI, 1990, hymn 214). 
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But no matter how God may be working history, the 
people of God, in this case the family of Israel, could not 
enjoy the blessings until they learned the principle of 
submission. And they could not learn that principle until 
God caused them to be purified through suffering. 
Suffering was not the goal—purity was.  
 The events of the captivity in Egypt and the great 
deliverance of the Exodus were quite beyond human 
power to either organise or understand. Israel had to 
learn that it was God alone who accom-plished the plan. 
Thus, after the enemy had been destroyed at the Red Sea, 
Moses and the people sang: 

 
I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;  
   horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.  
The LORD is my strength and my might,  
   and he has become my salvation;  
this is my God, and I will praise him,  
   my father’s God, and I will exalt him.  
The LORD is a warrior;  
   the LORD is his name.  

 
Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea; his picked 
officers were sunk in the Red Sea. 
The floods covered them;  
 they went down into the depths like a stone. 
Your right hand, O LORD, glorious in power— 
 your right hand, O LORD, shattered the enemy. 
In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries;  
 you sent out your fury, it consumed them like stubble. 
At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up,  
 the floods stood up in a heap;  
 the deeps congealed in the heart of the sea. 
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The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, I will overtake,  
 I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them.  
 I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.’ 
You blew with your wind, the sea covered them;  
 they sank like lead in the mighty waters. 
 
Who is like you, O LORD, among the gods?  
 Who is like you, majestic in holiness,  
 awesome in splendor, doing wonders? 
You stretched out your right hand,  
 the earth swallowed them. 
 
In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed;  
 you guided them by your strength to your holy abode. 
The peoples heard, they trembled;  
 pangs seized the inhabitants of Philistia. 
Then the chiefs of Edom were dismayed;  
 trembling seized the leaders of Moab;  
 all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away. 
Terror and dread fell upon them;  
 by the might of your arm, they became still as a stone until your 
people, O LORD, passed by,  
 until the people whom you acquired passed by. 
You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your 
own possession,  
 the place, O LORD, that you made your abode,  
 the sanctuary, O LORD, that your hands have established. 
 The LORD will reign forever and ever (Exod. 15:1–18). 
 

********** 
 

We have already referred to the use of the word 
‘inheritance’ in the Scriptures. When we come to the 
establishment of ‘Israel’ we see the great force of the 
promise of God. In Genesis 15:13–16, God spoke to 
Abraham: 
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Know this for certain, that your offspring shall be aliens in a land 
that is not theirs, and shall be slaves there, and they shall be 
oppressed for four hundred years; but I will bring judgment on the 
nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with 
great possessions. As for yourself, you shall go to your ancestors in 
peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. And they shall come 
back here in the fourth generation; for the iniquity of the Amorites 
is not yet complete. 

 
From earliest days Abraham knew that Canaan was to be 
his inheritance (cf. Gen. 13:14–15), but he also knew that 
it was not possible to receive the inheritance apart from 
the suffering.  
 Having been delivered from slavery, over and again, 
Israel was reminded of their promised inheritance. Many 
of the regulations given to Israel by Moses concerned the 
nature of the inheritance which God would give them; in 
particular, the way the inheritance may not be given 
away to others since it was the gift of God. The 
regulations concerning the Year of Jubilee relate directly 
to this: 
 

In the year of jubilee the field shall return to the one from whom it 
was bought, whose holding the land is (Lev. 27:24). 

 
Besides this, the usual practice of the inheritance passing 
to the eldest son was also overridden; Numbers 27:1–11, 
although seemingly trivial, is in fact a highly significant 
indication of the attitude towards the inheritance: 
 

Then the daughters of Zelophehad came forward. Zelophehad was 
son of Hepher son of Gilead son of Machir son of Manasseh son of 
Joseph, a member of the Manassite clans. The names of his 
daughters were:  
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Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. They stood before 
Moses, Eleazar the priest, the leaders, and all the congregation, at 
the entrance of the tent of meeting, and they said, ‘Our father died 
in the wilderness; he was not among the company of those who 
gathered themselves together against the LORD in the company of 
Korah, but died for his own sin; and he had no sons. Why should 
the name of our father be taken away from his clan because he had 
no son? Give to us a possession among our father’s brothers.’ 
 Moses brought their case before the LORD. And the LORD spoke to 
Moses, saying: The daughters of Zelophehad are right in what they 
are saying; you shall indeed let them possess an inheritance among 
their father’s brothers and pass the inheritance of their father on to 
them. You shall also say to the Israelites, ‘If a man dies, and has no 
son, then you shall pass his inheritance on to his daughter. If he 
has no daughter, then you shall give his inheritance to his 
brothers. If he has no brothers, then you shall give his inheritance 
to his father’s brothers. And if his father has no brothers, then you 
shall give his inheritance to the nearest kinsman of his clan, and 
he shall possess it. It shall be for the Israelites a statute and 

ordinance, as the LORD commanded Moses.’ 
 
What lies behind all this is the inalienable nature of God’s 
gift. What he has promised, he has promised.  
 A conspicuous exception to the rules of inheritance 
concerned the Levites: 
 

Then the LORD said to Aaron: You shall have no allotment in their 
land, nor shall you have any share among them; I am your share 
and your possession among the Israelites.  
  To the Levites I have given every tithe in Israel for a possession 
in return for the service that they perform, the service in the tent of 
meeting (Num. 18:20–21). 
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Therefore Levi has no allotment or inheritance with his kindred; 
the LORD is his inheritance, as the LORD your God promised him 
(Deut. 10:9). 

 
The Levites were not to be concerned about their 
inheritance, although the cities of refuge were to be 
theirs; rather they were to understand that God himself 
was their inheritance. By this means they could give 
themselves to their service without being distracted by 
the need to ‘earn a living’.6  

                                            
6  Josephus records the sad state of the priests in Judea just before the destruction of 

Jerusalem in AD 70: 
 
Such was the shamelessness and effrontery which possessed the high priests that they actually were 

so brazen as to send slaves to the threshing floors to receive the tithes that were due to the priests, 
with the result that the poorer priests starved to death’ (Jewish Antiquities, book  20, [Loeb 
edition], Harvard University Press, 1965, ch. 11, pt  8, 181). 
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7 

From Conquest to Collapse 

It is not our purpose here to trace the history of Israel in 
the ‘Promised Land’. What we must note is the way Israel 
quickly lost sight of the fact that it owed its whole life and 
future to the purpose of God. As they stood at the brink of 
the conquest of the land, Moses reminded the people:  

At that time, I charged you as follows: ‘Although the LORD your 
God has given you this land to occupy, all your troops shall cross 
over armed as the vanguard of your Israelite kin. Only your wives, 
your children, and your livestock—I know that you have much 
livestock—shall stay behind in the towns that I have given to you. 
When the LORD gives rest to your kindred, as to you, and they too 
have occupied the land that the LORD your God is giving them 
beyond the Jordan, then each of you may return to the property 
that I have given to you’ (Deut. 3:18–20).  

Later, in a different context, Israel again was reminded 
that, ‘. . . the way of human beings is not in their control, 
that mortals as they walk cannot direct their steps’ (Jer. 
10:23). 
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If Israel was to prosper then it was to be the LORD’s doing. 
Israel’s only role was to be obedient. Nor was obedience to 
be seen as something too difficult, depending on the skill 
of people to interpret obscure sayings. All Israel had to do 
was do as they were told: 
 

Then you shall again obey the LORD, observing all his 
commandments that I am commanding you today, and the LORD 
your God will make you abundantly prosperous in all your 
undertakings, in the fruit of your body, in the fruit of your 
livestock, and in the fruit of your soil. For the LORD will again take 
delight in prospering you, just as he delighted in prospering your 
ancestors, when you obey the LORD your God by observing his com-
mandments and decrees that are written in this book of the law, 
because you turn to the LORD your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul.  
 Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not 
too hard for you, nor is it too far away. It is not in heaven, that you 
should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us so 
that we may hear it and observe it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, 
that you should say, ‘Who will cross to the other side of the sea for 
us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?’ No, the 
word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for 
you to observe. 
 See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and 
adversity. If you obey the commandments of the LORD your God 
that I am commanding you today, by loving the LORD your God, 
walking in his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, 
and ordinances, then you shall live and become numerous, and the 
LORD your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to 
possess. But if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are 
led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them, I declare to 
you today that you shall perish; you shall not live long in the land 
that you are crossing  
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the Jordan to enter and possess. I call heaven and earth to witness 
against you today that I have set before you life and death, 
blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants 
may live, loving the LORD your God, obeying him, and holding fast 
to him; for that means life to you and length of days, so that you 
may live in the land that the LORD swore to give to your ancestors, 
to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob (Deut. 30:8–20). 

 
Of course, obedience would simply keep Israel in line with 
all that God was about in history. That is why Moses 
added the warning, ‘But if your heart turns away . . . you 
shall perish’.  
 The covenant, and so the issues of obedience and 
blessing or disobedience and curse, must be seen in 
connection with the outworking of the plan of God. It was 
the stipulations of the covenant which, therefore, 
determined the history of Israel. Initially Israel was 
victorious at the ‘battle’ of Jericho, when God gave them 
the city. Immediately after Jericho’s triumph, Israel was 
defeated at Ai, not through any particular strategic or 
tactical weakness, but: 
 

The LORD said to Joshua, ‘Stand up! Why have you fallen upon 
your face? Israel has sinned; they have transgressed my covenant 
that I imposed on them . . .’ (Josh. 7:10–11). 

 
The various Judges who arose later must be understood in 
‘covenant’ terms. So ‘the angel of the LORD’ told Israel: 
 

I brought you up from Egypt, and brought you into the land 
that I had promised to your ancestors. I said, ‘I will  
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never break my covenant with you. For your part, do not make a 
covenant with the inhabitants of this land; tear down their altars.’ 
But you have not obeyed my command . . . (Judg. 2:1–2). 

 
It is a dangerous thing to break covenant with God! 
 

Then the Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the LORD and 
worshiped the Baals; and they abandoned the LORD, the God of 
their ancestors, who had brought them out of the land of Egypt; 
they followed other gods, from among the gods of the peoples who 
were all around them, and bowed down to them; and they provoked 
the LORD to anger. They abandoned the LORD, and worshiped Baal 
and the Astartes. So the anger of the LORD was kindled against 
Israel, and he gave them over to plunderers who plundered them, 
and he sold them into the power of their enemies all around, so 
that they could no longer withstand their enemies. Whenever they 
marched out, the hand of the LORD was against them to bring 
misfortune, as the LORD had warned them and sworn to them; and 
they were in great distress. 
 Then the LORD raised up judges, who delivered them out of the 
power of those who plundered them. Yet they did not listen even to 
their judges; for they lusted after other gods and bowed down to 
them. They soon turned aside from the way in which their 
ancestors had walked, who had obeyed the commandments of the 
LORD; they did not follow their example. Whenever the LORD raised 
up judges for them, the LORD was with the judge, and he delivered 
them from the hand of their enemies all the days of the judge; for 
the LORD would be moved to pity by their groaning because of those 
who persecuted and oppressed them. But whenever the judge died, 
they would relapse and behave worse than their ancestors, 
following other gods, worshiping them and bowing down to them. 
They would not drop any of their practices or their stubborn ways. 
So the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel; and he said, 
‘Because this people  
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have transgressed my covenant that I commanded their ancestors, 
and have not obeyed my voice, I will no longer drive out before 
them any of the nations that Joshua left when he died.’ In order to 
test Israel, whether or not they would take care to walk in the way 
of the LORD as their ancestors did, the LORD had left those nations, 
not driving them out at once, and had not handed them over to 
Joshua (Judg. 2:11–23). 
 

 The period of the monarchy in Israel is well known. The 
observation we make in this connection concerns the 
failure of the kingdoms of Israel and then Israel and 
Judah, as a function of the covenant. For example, the 
presence of a king in Israel was recognised, as long as 
that king reigned as a vassal of Israel’s true king, namely, 
God himself. Hence, Moses instructed the people: 

 
When you have come into the land that the LORD your God is 
giving you, and have taken possession of it and settled in it, and 
you say, ‘I will set a king over me, like all the nations that are 
around me,’ you may indeed set over you a king whom the LORD 
your God will choose. One of your own community you may set as 
king over you; you are not permitted to put a foreigner over you, 
who is not of your own community. Even so, he must not acquire 
many horses for himself, or return the people to Egypt in order to 
acquire more horses, since the LORD has said to you, ‘You must 
never return that way again.’ And he must not acquire many wives 
for himself, or else his heart will turn away; also silver and gold he 
must not acquire in great quantity for himself.  
 When he has taken the throne of his kingdom, he shall have a copy 
of this law written for him in the presence of the levitical priests. It 
shall remain with him and he shall read in it all the days of his life, 
so that he may learn to fear the LORD his God, diligently observing 
all the words of this law and these statutes, neither exalting 
himself above other members of the community nor  
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turning aside from the commandment, either to the right or to the 
left, so that he and his descendants may reign long over his 
kingdom in Israel (Deut. 17:14–20). 

 
Although the people may ask for a king ‘like all the 
nations that are round about’ (RSV), in fact they must 
have a king who would be quite unlike those kings of the 
nations. Israel’s king must be a man who comes under the 
authority of the law of the covenant; he must not be a 
person who sets up an empire for himself. The removal of 
the kingdom from Saul was expressly in these terms: 
 

Samuel said to Saul, ‘You have done foolishly; you have not kept 
the commandment of the LORD your God, which he commanded 
you. The LORD would have established your kingdom over Israel 
forever, but now your kingdom will not continue; the LORD has 
sought out a man after his own heart; and the LORD has appointed 
him to be ruler over his people, because you have not kept what the 
LORD commanded you’ (I Sam. 13:13–14). 

 
To an extent this was not surprising, since the demand for 
a king originally came in disregard for the true nature of 
Israel’s kingship. Samuel had been told: 
 

Listen to the voice of the people in all that they say to you; for they 
have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king 
over them. Just as they have done to me, from the day I brought 
them up out of Egypt to this day, forsaking me and serving other 
gods, so also they are doing to you (I Sam. 8:7–8). 

 
Samuel’s duty was, then, to instruct the people concerning 
the consequences of their choice: 
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So Samuel reported all the words of the LORD to the people who 
were asking him for a king. He said, ‘These will be the ways of the 
king who will reign over you: he will take your sons and appoint 
them to his chariots and to be his horsemen, and to run before his 
chariots; and he will appoint for himself commanders of thousands 
and commanders of fifties, and some to plow his ground and to reap 
his harvest, and to make his implements of war and the equipment 
of his chariots. He will take your daughters to be perfumers and 
cooks and bakers. He will take the best of your fields and vineyards 
and olive orchards and give them to his courtiers. He will take one-
tenth of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his officers 
and his courtiers. He will take your male and female slaves, and 
the best of your cattle and donkeys, and put them to his work. He 
will take one-tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves. And 
in that day you will cry out because of your king, whom you have 
chosen for yourselves; but the LORD will not answer you in that 
day.’  
 But the people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel; they said, 
‘No! but we are determined to have a king over us, so that we also 
may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go 
out before us and fight our battles.’ When Samuel had heard all the 
words of the people, he repeated them in the ears of the LORD. The 
LORD said to Samuel, ‘Listen to their voice and set a king over 
them’ (I Sam. 8:10–22). 

 
 Whatever the means, it was Solomon who became king, 
and, although he began with great promise, he was the 
one who fulfilled the predictions of Samuel. He made 
many covenants with the nations around about and 
married many foreign women, which resulted in 
institutionalised idolatry in Israel. Even before the 
Temple was built, Solomon had married the daughter of 
Pharaoh (I Kings 3:1), and at the height of his prosperity: 
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King Solomon loved many foreign women along with the daughter 
of Pharaoh: Moabite, Ammonite, Edomite, Sidonian, and Hittite 
women, from the nations concerning which the LORD had said to 
the Israelites, ‘You shall not enter into marriage with them, neither 
shall they with you; for they will surely incline your heart to follow 
their gods’; Solomon clung to these in love. Among his wives were 
seven hundred princesses and three hundred concubines; and his 
wives turned away his heart. For when Solomon was old, his wives 
turned away his heart after other gods; and his heart was not true 
to the LORD his God, as was the heart of his father David. For 
Solomon followed Astarte the goddess of the Sidonians, and Milcom 
the abomination of the Ammonites. So Solomon did what was evil 
in the sight of the LORD, and did not completely follow the LORD, as 
his father David had done. Then Solomon built a high place for 
Chemosh the abomination of Moab, and for Molech the abomina-
tion of the Ammonites, on the mountain east of Jerusalem. He did 
the same for all his foreign wives, who offered incense and 
sacrificed to their gods. 
 Then the LORD was angry with Solomon, because his heart had 
turned away from the LORD, the God of Israel, who had appeared to 
him twice, and had commanded him concerning this matter, that 
he should not follow other gods; but he did not observe what the 
LORD commanded. Therefore the LORD said to Solomon, ‘Since this 
has been your mind and you have not kept my covenant and my 
statutes that I have commanded you, I will surely tear the kingdom 
from you and give it to your servant. Yet for the sake of your father 
David I will not do it in your lifetime; I will tear it out of the hand 
of your son. I will not, however, tear away the entire kingdom; I 
will give one tribe to your son, for the sake of my servant David and 
for the sake of Jerusalem, which I have chosen’ (I Kings 11:1–13).  

The only reason why the kingdom was not removed 
immediately was God’s affection for David, Solomon’s 
father.  
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 David stood in clear contrast to the later years of 
Solomon. The major feature was not that David was more 
virtuous than his son: quite to the contrary, the account of 
David shows that he was beset with all the weaknesses of 
a fallen human being. Conspicuous was his failure 
concerning Uriah the Hittite and Bathsheba (II Sam. 
11:1–27), and, later in his reign, the Lord used David’s 
pride to discipline Israel, when David took a census of the 
nation (II Sam. 24:1–25). And yet David was a man after 
God’s own heart (I Sam. 13:14). The principle element in 
this was David’s continued response of repentance and 
faith. Psalms 32 and 51, and II Samuel 24:10 (‘I have 
sinned greatly in what I have done. But now, O LORD, I 
pray you, take away the guilt of your servant; for I have 
done very foolishly’) highlight that David could only be a 
man after God’s own heart as he remained at one with the 
purposes of God. For this to be accomplished, David 
needed to be a man of faith, since plainly his works would 
defeat the purpose. It was from this context that Israel 
reached its highest point of material and spiritual 
prosperity under David’s reign. And it was in contrast to 
David that Solomon’s ‘heart had turned away from the 
LORD’. 
 The remainder of the history of Israel is a history of 
decline. The books of Kings and Chronicles provide the 
account, first of the division of the kingdom of David and 
Solomon into the two smaller units of Israel and Judah, 
and then of the eventual destruction of the northern 
Israel and the savage judgment, although general 
preservation, of the southern Judah. 
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 To all appearances, the grand plan of God for Israel, 
and so for all the families of the earth, was finished. Even 
the new temple, built after the return from the 
Babylonian exile to replace the Temple built by Solomon, 
was but a pale reflection of the glories of the past (Ezra 
3:12). And yet, there were still men and women who 
hoped for the restoration of Israel’s former glory. Simeon 
(Luke 2:25), Anna and her audience (Luke 2:38) and 
Joseph of Arimathea (Luke 23:50–51), some five hundred 
years after the exiles’ return from Babylon to Judah, had 
not lost their desire for the coming of the kingdom of God.  
 What was it that sustained such a hope? Surely the 
physical evidence was against it. Israel had gone from a 
sovereign state under David and Solomon to a petty 
province within the vast Roman empire. For a brief time, 
from 128–65 BC, Judea was an independent state, but 
from then on the country had been governed either by 
direct Roman rule or by Rome-appointed rulers (the 
Herodian dynasty). Was the hope we see evidence of 
nothing more than pious nostalgia or an earnest desire for 
deliverance from present troubles expressed in religious 
terms? Or was there an objective reason why people 
should ‘hope against hope’?1 To this we must answer that 
to be without hope was to be ‘foolish . . . and . . . slow of 
heart to believe all that the prophets have declared’ (Luke 
24:25). The objective basis for believing that God  

                                            
1  The phrase comes from Romans 4:18, where the implication is that Abraham continued 

to hope, in spite of the lack of any human basis for hope. 
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had not failed lay in that stream of revelation which 
paralleled (and which explained) the revelation which 
came through Israel’s history, namely the ministry of the 
prophets.  
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8 

‘His Holy Prophets  
from of Old’ (Luke 1:70) 

Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist: 
 
was filled with the Holy Spirit, and prophesied, saying, 
 
‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
 for he has looked favorably on his people  
  and redeemed them. 
He has raised up a mighty savior for us 
 in the house of his servant David, 
as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets  
  from of old, 
 that we would be saved from our enemies  
  and from the hand of all who hate us. 
Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 
 and has remembered his holy covenant, 
the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
 to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, 
might serve him without fear, 
 in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. 
And you, child, will be called the prophet  
  of the Most High; 
 for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
 by the forgiveness of their sins. 
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By the tender mercy of our God, 
 the dawn from on high will break upon us, 
to give light to those who sit in darkness  
 and in the shadow of death, 
 to guide our feet into the way of peace’  
             (Luke 1:67–79). 

 
We have seen how, in the past, God had often overturned 
the natural processes of life to accomplish his purposes. 
Now he had chosen the aged couple, Zechariah and 
Elizabeth, to be the parents of the one through whom his 
mighty savior would come to be known. To a certain 
extent, we may see a parallel between John the Baptist 
and the prophet Samuel. Samuel was the one through 
whom the King ‘after God’s own heart’ came to reign, 
although the song sung by his mother Hannah actually 
prefigures the song of Mary. John the Baptist was the one 
who introduced the Son–King of Psalm 2, who would rule 
the nations with a rod of iron, having the ends of the 
earth as his possession.1 
 When Zechariah saw his newborn son, he was moved to 
utter this prophecy. In other words, at that point God 
gave him intimate insight into the present activity of God. 
The promises of God were not forgotten or put aside; like 
the great events of the exodus, the holy covenant with 
Abraham had been remembered (this does not mean that 
it had ever been forgotten!) and salvation was at hand. 
The salvation of his people would result in more than 
physical freedom. Rather, salvation would come through 
the forgiveness of sins and would result in liberation to 
holiness and righteousness.  

                                            
1  Compare Matthew 3:17 with Psalm 2:7 and its context. 



MARANATHA 

 

76

But of great significance is that what Zechariah saw was 
nothing less than the fulfilment of the prophetic promises. 
  

********** 
 

The history of Israel made it clear, to those who would see 
it, that the fulfilment of the promise of God to Abraham 
did not lie in historical Israel. Every time the people got 
close to apparent fulfilment, their own sinfulness rose up 
to expose the need for something far more to be 
accomplished. But it was even more than this; the 
prophets were men of their own time and provided an 
interpretation of the events of the world in which they 
lived. Even in moments of Israel’s glory, the prophetic 
voice sounded out a hope of something beyond the 
present. Thus: 
 

. . . when the king [David] was settled in his house, and the LORD 
had given him rest from all his enemies around him, the king said 
to the prophet Nathan, ‘See now, I am living in a house of cedar, 
but the ark of God stays in a tent.’ Nathan said to the king, ‘Go, do 
all that you have in mind; for the LORD is with you.’ 
 
But that same night the word of the LORD came to Nathan: Go and 
tell my servant David: Thus says the LORD: Are you the one to 
build me a house to live in? I have not lived in a house since the 
day I brought up the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I 
have been moving about in a tent and a tabernacle. Wherever I 
have moved about among all the people of Israel, did I ever speak a 
word with any of the tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to 
shepherd my people Israel, saying, ‘Why have you not built me a 
house of cedar?’ Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant 
David:  
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Thus says the LORD of hosts: I took you from the pasture, from 
following the sheep to be prince over my people Israel; and I have 
been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all your 
enemies from before you; and I will make for you a great name, like 
the name of the great ones of the earth. And I will appoint a place 
for my people Israel and will plant them, so that they may live in 
their own place, and be disturbed no more; and evildoers shall 
afflict them no more, as formerly, from the time that I appointed 
judges over my people Israel; and I will give you rest from all your 
enemies. Moreover the LORD declares to you that the LORD will 
make you a house. When your days are fulfilled and you lie down 
with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who 
shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. 
He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne 
of his kingdom forever. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a 
son to me. When he commits iniquity, I will punish him with a rod 
such as mortals use, with blows inflicted by human beings. But I 
will not take my steadfast love from him, as I took it from Saul, 
whom I put away from before you. Your house and your kingdom 
shall be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be 
established forever. In accordance with all these words and with all 
this vision, Nathan spoke to David (II Sam. 7:1–17). 

 
 So the prophets were more than a moral reaction to the 
failure of the people. They were the continuing voice of 
God, giving both interpretation and direction to the 
nation. It was this role which made the rejection of the 
true prophets and the eager acceptance of the easy word 
of the false prophet so damning. The contrast between the 
two is put powerfully by Micah: 
 

Thus says the LORD concerning the prophets 
 who lead my people astray, 
who cry ‘Peace’ 
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 when they have something to eat, 
but declare war against those 
 who put nothing into their mouths. 
Therefore it shall be night to you, without vision, 
 and darkness to you, without revelation. 
The sun shall go down upon the prophets, 
 and the day shall be black over them; 
the seers shall be disgraced, 
 and the diviners put to shame; 
they shall all cover their lips, 
 for there is no answer from God. 
But as for me, I am filled with power, 
 with the spirit of the LORD, 
 and with justice and might, 
to declare to Jacob his transgression 
 and to Israel his sin (Micah 3:5–8). 

 
********** 

 
While we could examine the prophetic message within the 
historical context of the prophets themselves, seeing how 
their message had particular application to the times in 
which they lived, it is more appropriate here to examine 
the overall message of the Old Testament prophets as it 
set the stage for the expectation we find in the New Tes-
tament. 
 If God had promised such great things to Abraham, 
great reward, numberless progeny and great blessings to 
the nations (Gen. 15:1–5; 12:1–3), then it was up to the 
prophets to expound those promises in a way which 
showed Israel that the blessings of the covenant were still 
to come, even though, at present, Israel must go through 
fearful judgment because of its sin. It may be difficult to 
comprehend, but the prophets strongly assert that  
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although the promises were made in terms of physical 
blessing, and although it seemed that Israel could receive 
the promises in physical terms, the plan of God was 
always to go far beyond that. His plan for his people 
involves the total transformation of both the people and 
the whole creation. Hypothetical questions, such as what 
would have happened had Israel not done such and such, 
receive no answer. At best, human inability to know all 
things and God’s established decrees are set in strong 
contrast. Thus: 
 

[God] has made everything suitable for its time; moreover he has 
put a sense of past and future into their minds, yet they cannot 
find out what God has done from the beginning to the end (Eccl. 
3:11); 

 
and: 
 

. . . I am God, and there is no other;  
 I am God, and there is no one like me,  
declaring the end from the beginning  
 and from ancient times things not yet done,  
saying, ‘My purpose shall stand,  
 and I will fulfill my intention’ (Isa. 46:9–10). 

 
 There were, of course, many in Israel, as now, who 
rejected this prophetic perspective, preferring to see 
themselves as masters of their own destiny. They 
certainly refused to see any place for judgment, preferring 
the constantly optimistic view, healing ‘the wound of my 
people lightly, saying “Peace, peace”, when there is no 
peace’ (Jer. 6:14). Not surprisingly, such people hated the 
genuine prophets, in spite of the fact that the hope 
described by the genuine prophets was rich and thrilling. 
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 It is often not realised what a variegated hope Israel 
was given by the prophets. There were many strands but, 
although they do finally come together, as they appeared 
in the prophetic writings they could not simply be lumped 
together. Even later, at the time of Jesus, to speak of 
Israel waiting for her Messiah is simplistic in the 
extreme. There was a large variety of expectations. Some 
are quite evident in the New Testament; for example: 

 
This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent 
priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, ‘Who are 
you?’ He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, ‘I am 
not the Messiah’. And they asked him, ‘What then? Are you 
Elijah?’ He said, ‘I am not’. ‘Are you the prophet?’ He 
answered, ‘No’. Then they said to him, ‘Who are you? Let us 
have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say 
about yourself?’ He said,  

‘I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness,  
“Make straight the way of the Lord”’,  

as the prophet Isaiah said.  
 Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. They asked 
him, ‘Why then are you baptizing if you are neither the 
Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?’[emphasis mine] (John 
1:19–25). 

 
 Again, there were, no doubt, many who could not have 
cared less! On the other hand, it seems that the 
community which produced the Dead Sea Scrolls actually 
expected two messiahs, one Davidic and one priestly.2 

                                            
2  See F. F. Bruce, Second Thoughts on the Dead Sea Scrolls (Paternoster Press, London, 

1961, pp. 80–91). 
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THE DAY OF THE LORD 

The references to ‘that day’ and, less frequently, ‘the day 
of the Lord’ (with its variant forms) are numerous. Amos 
5:18 indicates that there were those in Israel who were 
looking forward to ‘the Day of the Lord’, as the day when 
God would come in judgment—on Israel’s enemies. And 
certainly, there are indications within the prophetic 
writings that God would act in salvation on that day. 
Thus: 

It will be said on that day,  
 Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him,  
  so that he might save us.  
This is the LORD for whom we have waited;  
 let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation (Isa. 25:9). 

 
Come quickly, all you nations all around, gather 
yourselves there.  
Bring down your warriors, O LORD.  
Let the nations rouse themselves,  
 and come up to the valley of Jehoshaphat;  
for there I will sit to judge  
 all the neighboring nations.  
 
Put in the sickle,  
 for the harvest is ripe.  
Go in, tread,  
 for the wine press is full.  
The vats overflow,  
 for their wickedness is great.  
 
Multitudes, multitudes,  
 in the valley of decision!  
For the day of the LORD is near  
 in the valley of decision.  
The sun and the moon are darkened,  
 and the stars withdraw their shining.  
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The LORD roars from Zion,  
 and utters his voice from Jerusalem,  
 and the heavens and the earth shake.  
But the LORD is a refuge for his people,  
 a stronghold for the people of Israel (Joel 3:11–16). 
 
And on that day I will seek to destroy all the nations that come 
against Jerusalem (Zech. 12:9). 

 
On that day a fountain shall be opened for the house of David and 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to cleanse them from sin and 
impurity.  
 On that day, says the LORD of hosts, I will cut off the names of the 
idols from the land, so that they shall be remembered no more; and 
also I will remove from the land the prophets and the unclean 
spirit (Zech. 13:1–2). 
See, a day is coming for the LORD, when the plunder taken from 
you will be divided in your midst. For I will gather all the nations 
against Jerusalem to battle, and the city shall be taken and the 
houses looted and the women raped; half the city shall go into exile, 
but the rest of the people shall not be cut off from the city. Then the 
LORD will go forth and fight against those nations as when he 
fights on a day of battle. On that day his feet shall stand on the 
Mount of Olives, which lies before Jerusalem on the east; and the 
Mount of Olives shall be split in two from east to west by a very 
wide valley; so that one half of the Mount shall withdraw 
northward, and the other half southward. And you shall flee by the 
valley of the LORD’s mountain, for the valley between the 
mountains shall reach to Azal; and you shall flee as you fled from 
the earthquake in the days of King Uzziah of Judah. Then the 
LORD my God will come, and all the holy ones with him.  
 On that day there shall not be either cold or frost. And 
there shall be continuous day (it is known to the LORD), not 
day and not night, for at evening time there shall be light.  
 On that day living waters shall flow out from Jerusalem, 
half of them to the eastern sea and half of  
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them to the western sea; it shall continue in summer as in winter.  
 And the LORD will become king over all the earth; on that day the 
LORD will be one and his name one (Zech. 14:1–9). 
 

Furthermore, in this mention of the ‘living waters’, 
Zechariah was also indicating that when God moved to 
save his people, blessing would flow to the nations. 
However, the major stress was that the Day of the Lord 
would be a day of fearful judgment: 
 

Enter into the rock,  
 and hide in the dust  
from the terror of the LORD,  
 and from the glory of his majesty.  
The haughty eyes of people shall be brought low,  
 and the pride of everyone shall be humbled;  
and the LORD alone will be exalted in that day.  
For the LORD of hosts has a day  
 against all that is proud and lofty,  
against all that is lifted up and high . . .  
      (Isa. 2:10–12). 

 
In that day the Lord will take away the finery of the anklets, the 
headbands, and the crescents; the pendants, the bracelets, and the 
scarfs; the headdresses, the armlets, the sashes, the perfume boxes, 
and the amulets; the signet rings and nose rings; the festal robes, 
the mantles, the cloaks, and the handbags; the garments of gauze, 
the linen garments, the turbans, and the veils.  
Instead of perfume there will be a stench;  
 and instead of a sash, a rope;  
and instead of well-set hair, baldness;  
 and instead of a rich robe, a binding of sackcloth;  instead of 
beauty, shame.  
Your men shall fall by the sword  
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 and your warriors in battle.  
And her gates shall lament and mourn;  
 ravaged, she shall sit upon the ground.  
 
Seven women shall take hold of one man in that day, saying,  
‘We will eat our own bread and wear our own clothes;  
just let us be called by your name;  
  take away our disgrace’ (Isa. 3:18 – 4:1). 
 
Alas for the day!  
For the day of the LORD is near,  
 and as destruction from the Almighty it comes  
             (Joel 1:15). 
 
The great day of the LORD is near,  
 near and hastening fast;  
the sound of the day of the LORD is bitter,  
 the warrior cries aloud there.  
That day will be a day of wrath,  
 a day of distress and anguish,  
a day of ruin and devastation,  
 a day of darkness and gloom,  
  a day of clouds and thick darkness,  
 a day of trumpet blast and battle cry  
against the fortified cities  
 and against the lofty battlements.  
 
I will bring such distress upon people  
 that they shall walk like the blind;  
 because they have sinned against the LORD,  
their blood shall be poured out like dust,  
 and their flesh like dung.  
Neither their silver nor their gold  
 will be able to save them  
 on the day of the LORD’s wrath;  
in the fire of his passion  
 the whole earth shall be consumed;  
for a full, a terrible end  
 he will make of all the inhabitants of the earth  
      (Zeph. 1:14–18). 
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There will be blessing, but it will only come through 
judgment:  

You will say in that day:  
I will give thanks to you, O LORD,  
 for though you were angry with me,  
your anger turned away,  
 and you comforted me.   
Surely God is my salvation;  
 I will trust, and will not be afraid,  
for the LORD GOD is my strength and my might;  
 he has become my salvation.   
With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.  
And you will say in that day:  
Give thanks to the LORD,  
 call on his name;  
make known his deeds among the nations;  
 proclaim that his name is exalted (Isa. 12:1–4).  
On that day  
 the glory of Jacob will be brought low,  
 and the fat of his flesh will grow lean . . . 
On that day people will regard their Maker, and their eyes 
will look to the Holy One of Israel (Isa. 17:4, 7).  

Besides this, the judgment of God on that day would 
encompass more than Israel; all of creation will 
experience it:  

On that day the LORD will punish  
 the host of heaven in heaven,  
 and on earth the kings of the earth (Isa. 24:21). 

THE MESSIAH 

The Old Testament has very little to say about a 
‘Messiah’. The word occurs usually in reference to the 
king and it is usually translated (accurately) as  
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‘anointed’. We do know, from the New Testament 
exposition of it, that the anointed Son–King of Psalm 2 
looks forward to the Christ, Jesus, but the primary 
reference is still to King David. On one occasion the title 
‘Messiah’ is given to King Cyrus, the Persian, who was 
anointed to do a work for God, in spite of the fact that he 
was not a believer in God, far less a member of the people 
of God: 
 

Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus,  
 whose right hand I have grasped  
to subdue nations before him  
 and strip kings of their robes,  
to open doors before him— 
 and the gates shall not be closed:  
I will go before you  
 and level the mountains,  
I will break in pieces the doors of bronze  
 and cut through the bars of iron,  
I will give you the treasures of darkness  
 and riches hidden in secret places,  
so that you may know that it is I, the LORD,  
 the God of Israel, who call you by your name  
        (Isa. 45:1–3). 

 
 The first reference in the Old Testament to the king as 
the anointed one is in I Samuel 2:10, in the prayer of 
Hannah: 
 

The LORD! His adversaries shall be shattered;  
 the Most High will thunder in heaven.  
The LORD will judge the ends of the earth;  
 he will give strength to his king,  
 and exalt the power of his anointed.  

 
This is of note for two reasons: (i) because at that time 
there was no king in Israel, and (ii) because, as we have 
already observed, the song of Mary in  
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Luke 1:46–55 is obviously structured upon the song of 
Hannah. However, the only direct reference in the Old 
Testament to a coming Messiah is in Daniel 9:25–26 
(NRSV), where the Messiah, an anointed one, is also 
called a prince:  

Know therefore and understand: from the time that the word went 
out to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the time of an anointed 
prince, there shall be seven weeks; and for sixty-two weeks it shall 
be built again with streets and moat, but in a troubled time. After 
the sixty-two weeks, an anointed one shall be cut off and shall have 
nothing, and the troops of the prince who is to come shall destroy 
the city and the sanctuary. Its end shall come with a flood, and to 
the end there shall be war. Desolations are decreed.   

The use of ‘Messiah’ as the title for the3 coming one of 
Jewish expectation did not develop until much later. 

 THE PRINCE 

The reference to the Messiah as a prince in Daniel 9 leads 
us on to a very powerful image in Ezekiel 34:4  

The word of the LORD came to me: Mortal,5 prophesy against the 
shepherds of Israel: prophesy, and say to them—to the shepherds: 
Thus says the Lord GOD: Ah,  

                                            
3  We might almost say a coming one, since, as we have seen, there were clearly different 

strands of expectation. 
4  For the sake of technical accuracy we should note that two different words are used in 

Daniel 9 and Ezekiel 34. However the meaning is generally the same. Another word 
again is used in Isaiah 9:6. 

5  In the Old Testament, NRSV translates the Hebrew phrase, ‘Son of Man’, by ‘mortal’ 
or ‘human being’. 
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you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! 
Should not shepherds feed the sheep? You eat the fat, you 
clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fatlings; 
but you do not feed the sheep. You have not strengthened 
the weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not bound 
up the injured, you have not brought back the strayed, you 
have not sought the lost, but with force and harshness you 
have ruled them. So they were scattered, because there was 
no shepherd; and scattered, they became food for all the wild 
animals. My sheep were scattered, they wandered over all 
the mountains and on every high hill; my sheep were 
scattered over all the face of the earth, with no one to search 
or seek for them.  
 Therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD: As I 
live, says the Lord GOD, because my sheep have become a 
prey, and my sheep have become food for all the wild 
animals, since there was no shepherd; and because my 
shepherds have not searched for my sheep, but the 
shepherds have fed themselves, and have not fed my sheep; 
therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD: Thus 
says the Lord GOD, I am against the shepherds; and I will 
demand my sheep at their hand, and put a stop to their 
feeding the sheep; no longer shall the shepherds feed 
themselves. I will rescue my sheep from their mouths, so 
that they may not be food for them.  
 For thus says the Lord GOD: I myself will search for my 
sheep, and will seek them out. As shepherds seek out their 
flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will 
seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to 
which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick 
darkness. I will bring them out from the peoples and gather 
them from the countries, and will bring them into their own 
land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the 
watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. I 
will feed them with good pasture, and the mountain heights 
of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in 
good grazing land, and they shall feed on rich pasture on  
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the mountains of Israel. I myself will be the shepherd of my 
sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord GOD. I 
will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I 
will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but 
the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with 
justice. 
 As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord GOD: I shall judge 
between sheep and sheep, between rams and goats: Is it not 
enough for you to feed on the good pasture, but you must 
tread down with your feet the rest of your pasture? When 
you drink of clear water, must you foul the rest with your 
feet? And must my sheep eat what you have trodden with 
your feet, and drink what you have fouled with your feet? 
 Therefore, thus says the Lord GOD to them: I myself will 
judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. Because you 
pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak 
animals with your horns until you scattered them far and 
wide, I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be 
ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and sheep.  
 I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, 
and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their 
shepherd. And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my 
servant David shall be prince among them; I, the LORD, have 
spoken (Ezek. 34:1–24). 

 
Here God is deeply critical of the leaders of Israel, the 
shepherds, who ought to have been feeding the sheep but 
instead have been feeding themselves (vv. 1–7). In re-
sponse, God declares that he himself will be the shepherd 
of the people (v. 15) and that he will care for them and 
restore them (v. 16), But even more, he says that he:  
 

will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and 
he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their 
shepherd. And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my 
servant David shall be prince among them (vv. 23–24). 
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Clearly this does not mean that David will come to life, 
but that one who has the role in the coming kingdom 
which David had in the physical kingdom will come as 
prince under the true Shepherd–King, God himself (cf. 
Isa. 9:6, ‘the Prince of peace’; also Acts 2:29–31, where 
Peter is conscious that David was not anticipating his own 
resurrection when he wrote Ps. 16). 

THE SON OF MAN 

This title is used frequently in Ezekiel to indicate the 
humanity of the prophet. But it is used in Daniel 7:13–14 
with a quite different result: 
 

As I watched in the night visions, 
I saw one like a human being [son of man] 
 coming with the clouds of heaven. 
And he came to the Ancient One 
 and was presented before him. 
To him was given dominion 
 and glory and kingship, 
that all peoples, nations, and languages 
 should serve him. 
His dominion is an everlasting dominion 
 that shall not pass away, 
and his kingship is one 
 that shall never be destroyed. 

 
Here, Daniel sees one like ‘a son of man’, again a phrase 
meaning initially a ‘human being’; this figure comes to 
‘the Ancient One’ and is given ‘dominion and glory and 
kingship, that all peoples, nations, and languages should 
serve him’. Furthermore, this dominion and kingship is 
eternally secure. 
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This ‘one like a son of man’ is clearly one who has all the 
appearance of a man, but his role in history, and indeed 
beyond history, is quite dynamic. To Israel in captivity in 
Babylon this coming rule would have been a great 
stimulus to faith. But there is more, for we note that in 
verses 21, 22 and 27, the dominion given to the ‘one like a 
son of man’ is actually passed on to ‘the holy ones of the 
Most High’! 
 

As I looked, this horn made war with the holy ones and was 
prevailing over them, until the Ancient One came; then 
judgment was given for the holy ones of the Most High, and 
the time arrived when the holy ones gained possession of the 
kingdom (vv. 21–22). 

 
The kingship and dominion 
 and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole 
heaven 
 shall be given to the people of the holy ones of the Most 
High; 
their kingdom shall be an everlasting kingdom, 
 and all dominions shall serve and obey them (v. 27). 

 
Not only will their captivity end, but they will also reign 
over their captors. 

THE TRANSFORMED PEOPLE 

In the context of the restoration of the people to the land 
and to their inheritance, we must observe that there is 
one vital condition which prevails. Israel cannot receive 
its inheritance without a deep and transforming action of 
God. Of itself, Israel is incurably corrupt. At the deepest 
level: 
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The heart is devious above all else; 
 it is perverse— 
 who can understand it? (Jer. 17:9), 

 
and change is quite impossible: 
 

Can Ethiopians change their skin 
 or leopards their spots? 
Then also you can do good 
 who are accustomed to do evil (Jer. 13:23). 

 
There must be a radical moral transformation of the 
whole people and not merely of individuals. (Within the 
Scriptures, individuals are always viewed from the point 
of their relationship with the whole people of God; cf. I 
Cor. 12:13; etc.) 
 Ezekiel 36:22–31 says: 
 

Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord 
GOD: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am 
about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you 
have profaned among the nations to which you came. I will 
sanctify my great name, which has been profaned among the 
nations, and which you have profaned among them; and the 
nations shall know that I am the LORD, says the Lord GOD, 
when through you I display my holiness before their eyes. I 
will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the 
countries, and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle 
clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your 
uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. A 
new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within 
you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and 
give you a heart of flesh. I will put my spirit within you, and 
make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my 
ordinances. Then you shall live in the land that I gave to 
your ancestors; and you shall be my people, and I will be 
your God. I will save you from all your uncleannesses, and I 
will summon the grain and make it abundant and  
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lay no famine upon you. I will make the fruit of the tree and 
the produce of the field abundant, so that you may never 
again suffer the disgrace of famine among the nations. Then 
you shall remember your evil ways, and your dealings that 
were not good; and you shall loathe yourselves for your 
iniquities and your abominable deeds. 

 
His point is that for the people to come back to the land of 
their inheritance they must first experience regeneration 
and cleaning (vv. 25–26) and with those a totally new 
drive for obedience. That new drive will not be anything 
so uncertain as something which the people work up. On 
the contrary, it will be the result of a powerful action of 
the Spirit of God (v. 27). 
 The same thing is put in another, even more dramatic 
way in Ezekiel 37:1–14: 
 

The hand of the LORD came upon me, and he brought me out 
by the spirit of the LORD and set me down in the middle of a 
valley; it was full of bones. He led me all around them; there 
were very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry. 
He said to me, ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ I answered, ‘O 
Lord GOD, you know.’ Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to these 
bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the 
LORD. Thus says the Lord GOD to these bones: I will cause 
breath to enter you, and you shall live. I will lay sinews on 
you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you 
with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live; and you 
shall know that I am the LORD.’ 
 So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I 
prophesied, suddenly there was a noise, a rattling, and the 
bones came together, bone to its bone. I looked, and there 
were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and 
skin had covered them; but there was no breath in them. 
Then he said to me, ‘Prophesy to  
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the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus 
says the Lord GOD: Come from the four winds, O breath, and 
breathe upon these slain, that they may live.’ I prophesied as 
he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they 
lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 
 Then he said to me, ‘Mortal, these bones are the whole 
house of Israel. They say, “Our bones are dried up, and our 
hope is lost; we are cut off completely”. Therefore prophesy, 
and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: I am going to 
open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my 
people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And 
you shall know that I am the LORD, when I open your 
graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. I 
will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will 
place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the 
LORD, have spoken and will act,’ says the LORD.  

 
Here, the people who are dead and utterly incapable of 
anything at all (cf. Eph. 2:1) come to life and become a 
vibrant people, ‘a vast multitude’. Again, this is not of 
themselves, but the result of the Spirit acting through the 
prophetic word (which is, of course, the word of God 
himself and not simply that of the prophet who utters it). 

THE SUFFERING SERVANT 

We would no doubt be familiar with the title ‘The 
Suffering Servant’, but we ought first to note that in 
Isaiah, where ‘the servant’ appears, the title is used first 
of Israel itself (so Isa. 41:8, ‘But you, Israel, my servant, 
Jacob, whom I have chosen, the offspring of Abraham, my 
friend’, etc.). It was always Israel’s role to be the servant 
of the Lord to  
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the nations. We might even say that Israel was to have 
been the source of salvation for the nations, in the sense 
that salvation should flow through Israel. Hence we see 
the references in Isaiah to the servant who will come and 
through whose labours the nations will be blessed. For 
example: 
 

Here is my servant, whom I uphold, 
 my chosen, in whom my soul delights; 
I have put my spirit upon him; 
 he will bring forth justice to the nations (Isa. 42:1); 

 
and: 
 

I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, 
 I have taken you by the hand and kept you; 
I have given you as a covenant to the people, 
 a light to the nations (Isa. 42:6). 

 
This servant will not simply be a political Saviour, in 
whatever sense, but rather the redemption which he will 
accomplish will be a moral redemption. This is the great 
thrust of Isaiah 52:13 – 53:12. Out of this great act of 
bearing the sin of the world, the servant will then go in 
the power of the Spirit with a liberating word: 
 

The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, 
 because the LORD has anointed me; 
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 
 to bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
 and release to the prisoners; 
to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor, 
 and the day of vengeance of our God; 
 to comfort all who mourn; 
to provide for those who mourn in Zion— 



MARANATHA 

 

96

 
 to give them a garland instead of ashes, 
the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 
 the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. 
They will be called oaks of righteousness, 
 the planting of the LORD, to display his glory  
       (Isa. 61:1–3). 

 
It was such a liberating word as this which Israel ought to 
have brought to the nations, but did not (see Isa. 58:6–14). 
Indeed, many within Israel were in physical bondage and 
distress themselves, quite apart from their guilt before 
God. (It is this awareness of Israel’s part in the purpose of 
God and its rejection of the great gifts given for the ful-
filment of that purpose which causes Paul such anguish in 
Romans 9:2–5.) 
 This varied hope of Israel was really quite incredible. It 
not only looked to the restoration of Israel the nation, and 
not even to the blessings of the nations outside Israel, al-
though the language used left little doubt of the 
magnitude of the change (see Ezek. 47:1–12, where the 
river of living water flows out in healing and restoration; 
cf. also Zech. 14:8–9). But even more, Isaiah actually says 
that the great change will have an effect on the whole of 
creation: 
 

For I am about to create new heavens 
 and a new earth; 
the former things shall not be remembered 
 or come to mind. 
But be glad and rejoice forever 
 in what I am creating; 
for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, 
 and its people as a delight. 
I will rejoice in Jerusalem, 
 and delight in my people; 
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no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, 
 or the cry of distress. 
No more shall there be in it 
 an infant that lives but a few days, 
 or an old person who does not live out a lifetime; 
for one who dies at a hundred years will be considered  
  a youth, 
 and one who falls short of a hundred will be considered 
accursed. 
They shall build houses and inhabit them; 
 they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit. 
They shall not build and another inhabit; 
 they shall not plant and another eat; 
for like the days of a tree shall the days of my people be, 
 and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of their hands. 
They shall not labor in vain, 
 or bear children for calamity; 
for they shall be offspring blessed by the LORD— 
 and their descendants as well. 
Before they call I will answer, 
 while they are yet speaking I will hear. 
The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, 
 the lion shall eat straw like the ox; 
 but the serpent—its food shall be dust! 
They shall not hurt or destroy 
 on all my holy mountain, 
          says the LORD (Isa. 65:17–25); 

and: 

For as the new heavens and the new earth, 
 which I will make, 
shall remain before me, says the LORD; 
 so shall your descendants and your name remain. 
From new moon to new moon, 
 and from sabbath to sabbath, 
all flesh shall come to worship before me, 
 says the LORD (Isa. 66:22–23). 
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That which was cursed at the Fall will be released from 
the curse. Israel’s hope, then, was no small thing. The 
great scope of the promises of God mean that nothing less 
than a mighty visitation of grace can ever accomplish the 
purposes of God. 
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9 

Christ the Goal  
of History 

From what we have examined so far, it should be clear 
that a discussion of ‘the second coming of Christ’ which 
ignores the whole history of Israel and the plan of God for 
history which has been revealed through Israel must be 
significantly deficient. The second coming of Christ has a 
purpose and that purpose is to bring all of history to the 
goal which was established before creation and which was 
begun at the foundation of the world. 
  The temptation is to look first for the fulfilment of the 
plan of God in some historical scheme. Superficially this 
may seem valid, especially in the light of some of the 
language used in the New Testament. For example, Jesus 
spoke of what would take place on ‘the last day’: 
 

This is indeed the will of my Father, that all who see the Son 
and believe in him may have eternal life; and I will raise 
them up on the last day. 
. . . No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who 
sent me; and I will raise that person up on the last day.  
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. . . Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal 
life, and I will raise them up on the last day (John 6:40, 44, 
54). 
The one who rejects me and does not receive my word has a 
judge; on the last day the word that I have spoken will serve 
as judge (John 12:48);1 

 
and there is the phrase ‘the last time’ used in I Peter 1:5 
and Jude 18, although the Greek word translated as ‘time’ 
is different in each case.  
 However, when we come to the phrase ‘the last days’, 
which is used on five occasions, we observe that on at 
least four of the five occasions it refers to the present 
time. Thus: 
 

In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out 
my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters 
shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and 
your old men shall dream dreams (Acts 2:17). 

  
You must understand this, that in the last days distressing 
times will come (II Tim. 3:1). 

 
. . . but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, 
whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also 
created the worlds (Heb. 1:2). 

 
First of all you must understand this, that in the last days 
scoffers will come, scoffing and indulging their own lusts (II 
Pet. 3:3). 

 
The fifth example, James 5:3, probably has the same 
focus, although it is not so immediately clear that it is so. 

                                            
1  Martha also is recorded as looking towards ‘the last day’ in John 11:24. Interestingly, 

this phrase is found only in John’s Gospel. 
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 The substance of these four references is that in Jesus 
the last days have actually begun. We may say that the 
period from Pentecost to the return of Christ is ‘the last 
days’. A similarly dramatic position is found in I John 
2:18, where John says: 
 

Children, it is the last hour! As you have heard that 
antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come. 
From this we know that it is the last hour. 

 
So a mere appeal to the language of scripture does not 
provide a quick resolution. 
 There is another approach to understanding the goal of 
history, but this one does not look to time so much as to a 
person. On three occasions in the book of the Revelation, 
John refers to Jesus as ‘the first and the last’ (Rev. 1:17; 
2:8; 22:13). On pages 19ff. we saw the way Jesus is the 
elect man and that believers are elect ‘in him’. Moreover 
we saw, from a commentary on Romans 8:28–30, that: 
 

Christ, in whose destiny their destiny is included, has 
already been glorified, so that in Him their glorification has 
already been accomplished. So it can be spoken of as 
something concealed which has yet to be revealed. 

 
The glorification of Christ is sufficient for all. If he is 
glorified, then we can be said to be glorified. The same 
thing can be said concerning the resurrection. ‘Just as 
Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, so we too [will] walk in newness of life’ (Rom. 6:4). 
In other words, Christ himself is the goal of history. He is 
the first and he is the last.  
 This can be seen, too, in the extra description given of 
Jesus in Revelation 22:13, ‘the Alpha and the 
Omega . . . the beginning and the end’. Alpha  
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and Omega are the first and the last letters of the Greek 
alphabet, but the meaning almost certainly is that Jesus 
Christ begins and ends all things and that ‘in him all 
things hold together’ (Col. 1:17). This would line up with 
such statements as Hebrews 1:3, ‘he sustains all things by 
his powerful word’. ‘The beginning and the end’ open up 
the idea that Christ is the originator and the goal. All 
things derive from him and are moving towards him. 
Thus, Ephesians 1:9–10 says: 
 

[God] has made known to us the mystery of his will, 
according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as 
a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, 
things in heaven and things on earth; 

 
and Colossians 1:16: 
 

. . . in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, 
things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or 
rulers or powers—all things have been created through him 
and for him.  

THE STRUCTURE OF ESCHATOLOGY2 

It is important that we develop a clear framework for our 
thinking concerning the goal of history, especially if what 
we have already summarised  

                                            
2  ‘Eschatology’ is generally taken to be the study (-ology) of ‘the last things’ (Gk. ta 

eschata). However, although the phrase ta eschata does appear in the New Testament, 
it never does so with the meaning of the end of time, etc. On the contrary, 
‘eschatology’ may better be defined as the study of ‘the last person’, Jesus, seeing that 
he is called ‘the last’ as we have noted.  

Christ the Goal of History 

 

103

from the New Testament is valid. We cannot merely 
indulge in calendar gazing or even political analysis, but 
we must give ourselves to discovering how Jesus Christ 
himself is the goal of creation. (It should follow in our 
thinking that to pursue this approach, while not 
satisfying the interest stimulated by other approaches, 
must be most enriching, since it is the revelation which 
God has given and not—to put it very crudely—the 
newspapers which will direct our thought and faith!)3 
 We have seen that Jesus Christ himself is the goal of 
creation. But it is also clear that this does not mean that 
the goal of creation can be realised in him alone, without 
creation, but rather that the goal is reached precisely 
when a particular relationship between him and the 
creation comes into being. Creation is deliberately 
directed towards him (Col. 1:16–17; Eph. 1:10). 
 For the moment, we are concerned with the question as 
to how the goal of creation is realised through him. We 
have noted that the whole period of Pentecost to the 
second coming (and it can be shown that it is from the 
incarnation, see Heb. 1:2, to the second coming) is 
described in eschatological terms. Christ himself is the 
goal of creation, and all that God had in mind in creation 
can only be reached through Christ. In his history 
creation reaches its goal. For that reason all aspects of the 
life and history of Christ can be described in  

                                            
3  In what follows, I am following a modified form of notes by Adrio König, supplied to 

students of the University of South Africa (published 1975), which were later 
published as The Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology (see footnote 5, p. 16). 
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eschatological terms. Both his incarnation and earthly life 
(Heb. 1:2; 9:26; Matt. 12:28), and his work in and through 
the Holy Spirit in the time between his ascension and 
return (Acts 2:17; I John 2:18; I Tim. 4:1; II Tim. 3:1), and, 
of course, his return itself, are proclaimed in 
eschatological terms in the New Testament. He himself is 
the goal of creation, and therefore the goal will be 
achieved in and through his whole life. 
 But the history of Jesus Christ is a long one—it is now 
nearly 2000 years. How is the goal achieved in this long 
history? In answering this it is important to recognise 
that the first Christians did not strictly function within a 
limited structure with regard to the reaching of the goal, 
or, indeed, concerning the history of Christ himself. First 
and foremost, concerning eschatology (the end, the last 
days, etc.), the first Christians thought differently from 
most Christians today. Today, eschatology is usually seen 
as a number of events which have yet to take place in the 
future. Some say these events are very near, while others 
do not wish to express an opinion as to when these events 
will take place. What both groups have in common is the 
belief that actual eschatology lies in the future. At best, 
they say, we may be living in the beginning of the end-
time. The signs of the times may be partly fulfilled 
already, but actual eschatology lies in the future: it 
consists in things that still have to happen. 
 It is, of course, quite clear that the Bible also includes 
these coming events in eschatology; for example, the 
return of Jesus in the future, accompanied as it will be by 
certain important events.  
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But the great difference between the Bible and current 
usage is that the Bible does not limit eschatology to the 
return of Jesus; rather it quite clearly and with equal 
emphasis calls the first coming of Jesus, and his coming in 
the Holy Spirit, eschatology. Anyone who does not grasp 
this fact will never properly understand biblical 
eschatology. He or she will never understand what it 
means when the New Testament calls the incarnation of 
Jesus the ‘end’ or ‘the last days’ or ‘the last times’ (Heb. 
1:1; 9:26; I Pet. 1:20). He or she will also never be able to 
explain the fact that the apostles referred to the times in 
which they lived, namely, directly after the outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit, as ‘the last days’ and ‘the last hour’ (Acts 
2:17; I John 2:18)! Because of these statements in 
Scripture, and there are many more with the same point 
of departure, it seems impossible to agree with the usual 
approach to eschatology and limit it to the future and to 
the return of Christ, for his first coming and his coming in 
the Holy Spirit are both truly eschatological. These are 
just as much the end as his return, because he is the last 
and the end (goal). He is no more the end in his return 
than he is the end in his first coming. He is the end, and 
he is this in his full history, from his birth in Bethlehem 
until he finally delivers the kingdom to the Father (I Cor. 
15:24).  
 For this reason it is wrong to regard the incarnation of 
Jesus primarily as the beginning of a new era, or even as 
the centre or turning point of world history. He is the last 
and the end, even in his incarnation, because he is it and 
not merely certain things which he does.  
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 The first Christians did not regard Jesus in terms of 
the centre of history. The concept used is that of the end 
(telos) or the last (eschatos). Neither his first advent nor 
his coming in the Spirit are ever regarded as the centre 
(or worse, as the beginning) of a long history. They are 
referred to as the last days and the last hour. Unless we 
follow the New Testament writers here we shall never 
share their understanding of eschatology. They did not 
look forward to a history of future ages, of which Jesus 
was the beginning; they lived in the end time, the last 
hour. 
 Likewise, the apostles did not make nearly the same 
distinctions which we make between the first advent and 
the return of Jesus. He was the end, the eschatos. All the 
emphasis was laid here. As a result, they saw the final 
events as much more of a unity, and they did not regard 
the return of Jesus as a far-off event which would take 
place once in the distant future. We notice this when we 
give attention to the terms which they used. 
 For instance, they did not use the term ‘second coming’ 
(or ‘return’) as we do. The English translations use the 
term ‘coming’ on a number of occasions with reference to 
the return of Jesus (I Thess. 2:19; 3:13; 4:15; 5:23; II 
Thess. 2:1, 8; etc.). Always this is a translation of the 
Greek word parousia, which means ‘presence’ or ‘arrival’, 
without the idea of ‘second’ or ‘return’.  
 There are, it is true, a few instances (e.g. Heb. 9:28 and 
John 14:3) where the text does specify a ‘second’ coming or 
a coming ‘again’, but these instances are rare and quite 
exceptional. Indeed, the reference in John 14:3 probably 
does not refer  
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to the usual idea of the ‘second coming’ at all, but to the 
gift of the Spirit. There were occasions when the 
translators of the AV added ‘again’, for example in John 
14:18, but then the word was put in italics. It has been 
omitted in later translations. Instead of our terms ‘second 
coming’ or ‘return’, we find almost without exception the 
word ‘coming’ (as either a verb or a noun) in the Greek of 
the New Testament. However, for the sake of convenience, 
and for want of a better word, we may continue to use the 
word ‘return’, although with these issues clearly in mind. 
 To illustrate the point further, we note that one of the 
words used frequently for the return of Christ, his 
‘coming’ (Greek, erchomai), is used nearly as often 
regarding his incarnation, his first coming (see Matt. 5:17; 
9:13; 10:34, 35; 11:3; John 1:11; 3:19; 5:43; 7:28; etc.). 
 In the same way, John speaks of both the return and 
the incarnation by using the word ‘appear’ (or an 
alternative translation) in I John 3:2 and 5. So does Paul 
in Romans 3:21 and Colossians 1:26; I Timothy 3:16 on 
the one hand, and in Colossians 3:4 and II Thessalonians 
2:8 on the other. Paul also uses the word ‘time(s)’ or 
‘season’, etc. (Greek, kairos), for Jesus’ death (Rom. 5:6; I 
Tim. 2:6), for his return (I Cor. 4:5; I Tim. 6:15) and also, 
in I Corinthians 7:29, II Corinthians 6:2, Galatians 6:10, 
and Colossians 4:5, for the period between the ascension 
and the return—the interim period, namely the time of 
the Holy Spirit, which is also a coming of Jesus. 
 The same sort of observation can be made concerning 
‘eternal life’ (I Tim. 1:16; 6:12), ‘hour’ (John  
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5:25, 28), ‘day’ (Gal. 4:4; Acts 3:21), ‘judgment’ (John 
12:31, 48), ‘the kingdom of God’ (Matt. 12:28; 25:34), and 
the ‘end’ or ‘consummation’ (Heb. 9:26; Matt. 13:39, 40).  
 We can be left in little doubt, then, that the New 
Testament writers did not make such a very sharp 
distinction between Christ’s first and second comings. 
Indeed, in most of these examples it could be shown that 
these very expressions might also have been used of the 
coming of the Holy Spirit and of the time between the 
ascension and the return of Christ. The reason for this is 
that the early Christians saw the end-time differently 
from the way we see it. They saw Christ’s birth, life, 
death, resurrection, ascension and the outpouring of the 
Spirit, the life of the church and the events that we 
usually call the ‘end’, namely the return of Christ and all 
that takes place with that, as a unity, indeed as the end 
itself. 
 Jesus himself, according to the Gospel of John, did not 
make the marked distinction that we do between these 
aspects. When he speaks in John chapters 14 – 16 of his 
‘coming’, it is not always clear whether he means his 
resurrection, or the outpouring of the Spirit or his return. 
(Examples of this are: John 14:18 in the light of vv. 16–17, 
and 14:28 in the light of vv. 25–27 and 16:16.) 
 Finally, it is noteworthy that the writers of the New 
Testament see the first coming and the return as a unity, 
in such a way that they even sometimes understand the 
same Old Testament promise as fulfilled in the first 
coming of Jesus (or his coming in the Holy Spirit), as well 
as in his second coming. Thus, for instance, according to 
John  
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19:37, Zechariah 12:10 is fulfilled in the crucifixion of 
Jesus, while according to Matthew 24:30 and Revelation 
1:7 it is to receive its fulfilment at his return. Similarly, 
Malachi 3:1–2 are fulfilled in John the Baptist (according 
to Mark 1:2), while Revelation 6:17 sees it fulfilled in the 
final judgment (or at least sees the language of it as 
appropriate). Again, Peter sees the fulfilment of Joel 2:28–
32 as being the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:14ff.), while the 
Book of the Revelation quotes freely from Joel 2 in 
describing a vision of the final judgment.  
 We thus can see that the ‘last things’ formed much 
more of a unity for the early Christians. This was 
possible, and indeed obvious, because they saw Jesus as 
the last, the purpose and end of God’s creation. 
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10 

‘For, In and With’ 

A number of statements in the New Testament view the 
incarnation of Jesus as the end. For example: 
 

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various 
ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken 
to us by a Son . . . (Heb. 1:1–2). 

 
But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the 
age to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself (Heb. 9:26). 

 
He [Christ] was destined before the foundation of the world, 
but was revealed at the end of the ages for your sake (I Pet. 
1:20). 

 
In addition, we should note the words of Jesus at the 
commencement of his ministry, ‘The time is fulfilled’, and 
his declarations in Matthew 12:28 and Luke 17:20–21 
that the kingdom of God had actually been established in 
and through him; it is not merely some future reality.  
 In other words, when the Word became flesh, at last 
there was a true man who was God’s faithful  
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covenant partner. The end, the goal had been reached. 
But there is far more. The incarnation was God’s 
appointed method of ‘bringing many children into glory’ 
(Heb. 2:10). All that we have seen of the Old Testament 
promises have pointed us towards this goal. And we must 
go even further: the incarnation can never accomplish its 
purpose apart from the Cross and resurrection of Christ. 
In fact, the full text and context of Hebrews 2:10 makes 
this plain: 
 

. . . someone has testified somewhere, 
 ‘What are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
  or mortals, that you care for them? 
 You have made them for a little while lower than the 
angels; 
  you have crowned them with glory and honor, 
  subjecting all things under their feet.’ 
Now in subjecting all things to them, God left nothing 
outside their control. As it is, we do not yet see everything in 
subjection to them, but we do see Jesus, who for a little 
while was made lower than the angels, now crowned with 
glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by 
the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. 
 It was fitting that God, for whom and through whom all 
things exist, in bringing many children to glory, should 
make the pioneer of their salvation perfect through 
sufferings (Heb. 2:6–10). 

 
In history, many people have died, and even many have 
died for others, but what is essential in the New 
Testament is that the death of Jesus for us is brought to 
its conclusion, not in a grave but in his resurrection. 
Without his resurrection, his death and burial would have 
been our death and burial,  
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and the final defeat of the world. If Christ had remained 
in the grave, then there would have been no hope for 
anyone, ever. 
 This is the significance of the cry of Jesus from the 
Cross, ‘It is finished’. In the Greek New Testament, this is 
one word, tetelestai, the goal has been reached, it is 
complete. All the accumulated guilt of all humanity for all 
time has been fully judged. ‘Christ died for our sins 
according to the Scriptures’ (I Cor. 15:3). That is, all that 
the Scriptures have promised concerning the purpose of 
God for his Son and so for his people has been 
accomplished. The covenant has been fulfilled; the end 
was made of the unfaithful covenant partner, who has 
been crucified with Christ, as ‘he who knew no sin was 
made sin for us’ (II Cor. 5:21). As far as God is concerned 
(and what does not concern him is not worth the concern 
of anyone and may not be the concern of anyone), we no 
longer exist as rebels. 
 Now it is in the resurrection of Jesus that the full 
flowering of the purposes of God is revealed. Galatians 
2:19–20 show that in the resurrection of Jesus is our new 
life: 
 

 . . . through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to 
God. I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I 
who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now 
live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
me and gave himself for me. 

 
In Ephesians 2:15–16, Paul says that it was in his flesh 
that Christ created ‘one new man’, that is, a new 
humanity. Through the Cross, and the Resurrection, God 
now has his people. As P. T. Forsyth said: 
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What Christ presented to God for His complete joy and 
satisfaction was a perfect racial obedience. It was not the 
perfect obedience of a saintly unit of the race. It was a racial 
holiness. God’s holiness found itself again in the humbled 
holiness of Christ’s ‘public person.’ He presented before God 
a race He created for holiness.1 

 
When Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he then stressed 
that his ministry was not to bring anything about so much 
as to declare what had already taken place. Thus in II 
Corinthians 5:14–21 he says: 
 

For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced 
that one has died for all; therefore all have died. And he died 
for all, so that those who live might live no longer for 
themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them. 
 From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human 
point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a 
human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So 
if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old 
has passed away; see, everything has become new! All this is 
from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and 
has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ 
God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since 
God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on 
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made 
him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God. 

 
The point is that all this was done for us, quite without 
our cooperation and, indeed, over against  

                                            
1  P. T. Forsyth, The Work of Christ, Collins, London, (1910) 1965, p. 118. 
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our hostility (Col. 1:21–22). What is more, it is not only us 
but the whole ‘world’ which has been reconciled. This 
means more than the whole of humanity; rather it means 
that the whole of creation is complete and secure in him. 
All that would have perverted creation and hindered it 
from revealing the glory of God has been judged at the 
Cross.  
 Now, while Christ has actually accomplished salvation 
for us and for creation, we must go further and say that 
we are truly saved. In other words, what he did for us is 
not some ‘pie in the sky by and by’ thing which we 
‘believe’ but do not experience. For example, on the Cross 
the conscience of God was satisfied. As far as God is 
concerned we are righteous; he is no longer offended by 
our guilt for it has all been dealt with, it is gone. But Paul 
wrote to the Romans that: 
 

I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also 
to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed 
through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one who is 
righteous will live by faith’ (1:16–17). 

 
To say that ‘the righteousness of God is revealed’ does not 
mean simply that it has been ‘shown’; it means that we 
have the righteousness of God in us. We are righteous! Of 
course, this does not mean that we are righteous in and of 
ourselves. That can never be the case. But it means that 
the goal reached for us on the Cross has now been reached 
in us. It is for this reason that the New Testament 
addresses believers as ‘saints’, ‘holy ones’. This is not 
merely an anticipation of what will be but a  
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description of the reality. If to be holy means initially to 
be separated for God, it must also mean that we are pure, 
clean and blameless because what he did for us has been 
made effective in us. 
 This must not be taken to mean that we are now 
‘sinless’. Experience should quickly show that that is not 
so. But it does mean that God does not have to pretend 
that we are something when as yet we are not. But how, 
then, can we avoid saying something like that? 
 The answer lies in the nature of salvation. For 
example, in Romans 5:5 Paul wrote that ‘God’s love has 
been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit that has 
been given to us’, and he then proceeds to say that the 
love of God, far from being an item of emotion, is the 
objective work of the Cross: ‘But God proves his love for us 
in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us’ (5:8). 
The Cross will always remain a strange, distant thing 
apart from Pentecost. Likewise, Pentecost is meaningless 
apart from the Cross.  
 We should note some of the occasions where salvation 
is described in terms of ‘receiving the Spirit’ (etc.):  

I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8).  
Repent, and be baptised, every one of you in the name of 
Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will 
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38).  
And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy 
Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him (Acts 
5:32).  
So Ananias went and entered the house. He laid his hands 
on Saul and said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus,  
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who appeared to you on your way here, has sent me so that 
you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit’ 
(Acts 9:17; cf. 22:16). 

While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell upon all 
who heard the word (Acts 10:44).  

The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were 
astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured 
out even on the Gentiles . . . (Acts 10:45). 

 ‘Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people 
who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?’ (Acts 
10:47). 

And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just 
as it had upon us at the beginning (Acts 11:15). 

And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, 
‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the 
Holy Spirit’ (Acts 11:16). 

For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body —
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to 
drink of one Spirit (I Cor. 12:13). 

You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before 
your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly exhibited as 
crucified! The only thing I want to learn from you is this: Did 
you receive the Spirit by doing the works of the law or by 
believing what you heard? Are you so foolish? Having 
started with the Spirit, are you now ending with the flesh? 
(Gal. 3:1–3). 

And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you 
were marked with a seal for the day of redemption (Eph. 
4:30). 

. . . our message of the gospel came to you not in word only, 
but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full 
conviction (I Thess. 1:5). 

. . . he saved us, not because of any works of righteousness 
that we had done, but according to his mercy,  
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through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit 
(Titus 3:5). 

 
 There can be little doubt that within the New 
Testament the gift of salvation was associated with a 
powerful experience of the Holy Spirit and that those who 
received the Spirit were in no doubt of the fact. But the 
significant question concerns why the gift of the Spirit 
was both necessary and powerful. To answer that 
question we must examine John 14 – 17, Jesus’ discussion 
in the upper room immediately prior to the Crucifixion. 
 This is not the place for a full commentary on these 
chapters; however, we should note the following:  

‘Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe 
also in me. In my Father’s house there are many dwelling 
places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to 
prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for 
you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that 
where I am, there you may be also. And you know the way to 
the place where I am going.’ Thomas said to him, ‘Lord, we 
do not know where you are going. How can we know the 
way?’ Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and 
the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If 
you know me, you will know my Father also. From now on 
you do know him and have seen him’ (John 14:1–7).  

In this section, Jesus indicates that he must ‘go and 
prepare a place for’ the disciples. Because there are many 
‘dwelling places’ he will prepare a place for them. Having 
done so he will return and take them to himself. How will 
he prepare a place for them among the many dwelling 
places in the Father’s house? Recalling such statements 
as Psalm 24:3–5: 
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Who shall ascend the hill of the LORD?  
 And who shall stand in his holy place?  
Those who have clean hands and pure hearts,  
 who do not lift up their souls to what is false,  
 and do not swear deceitfully.  
They will receive blessing from the LORD,  
 and vindication from the God of their salvation,  

we see that the preparation, of necessity, involves the 
purification of the heart. So the preparation is the work of 
the Cross, which was to take place within only a few 
hours of Jesus making the statement. Then, the work of 
the Cross complete (‘it is finished’!), Jesus will return and 
take the disciples to himself. The result will be that the 
disciples will know the Father. Furthermore, he says that 
it will be ‘from now on’. So when will he return? To 
answer that next question we should continue with John 
14:15–18: 
 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will 
ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, to be 
with you forever. This is the Spirit of truth, whom the world 
cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. 
You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in 
you. I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you.  

 
Immediately associated with the return of Jesus is the 
giving of the Spirit. He calls the Spirit ‘the Spirit of truth’ 
and we cannot avoid observing that Jesus has already 
described himself as ‘the truth [of the Father]’ in verse 6. 
Verses 19, 20 and 23 continue this theme:  

In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will 
see me; because I live, you also will live. On that day you will 
know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.  
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. . . Jesus answered him, ‘Those who love me will keep my 
word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to 
them and make our home with them.’ 

 
That the meaning of ‘you will see me’ is the sight of faith 
through the gift of the Spirit, is shown by the statements 
elsewhere that when Christ returns at the consummation 
of history ‘every eye will see him, even those who pierced 
him’ (Rev. 1:7). The fact that the world will no longer see 
him but that the disciples will is evidence that it is the 
gift of the Spirit which is in mind. This is borne out by 
verse 23, which says that (when the Spirit is given) both 
the Father and the Son will make their dwelling places 
(the same Greek word is used here as is used in verse 2) 
in those who love Christ and are loved by the Father. 
 After speaking of the need for the disciples to maintain 
their union with him (15:1ff.), Jesus spoke of the ministry 
of the Spirit, in 16:12–15: 
 

I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear 
them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you 
into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will 
speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the 
things that are to come. He will glorify me, because he will 
take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father 
has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is 
mine and declare it to you.  

 
The Spirit’s ministry is to lead the believers into the 
intimacy of knowing all that the Father has given to the 
Son. We could compare this with the statement in I John 
2:20, ‘But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and 
all of you have knowledge’. This intimacy is the climax of 
Jesus’ prayer in chapter 17, where he prays: 
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. . . not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those 
who will believe in me through their word, that they may all 
be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they 
also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have 
sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given 
them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and 
you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the 
world may know that you have sent me and have loved them 
even as you have loved me. Father, I desire that those also, 
whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see 
my glory, which you have given me because you loved me 
before the foundation of the world (vv. 20–24). 

  
 The climax will be the total union of the believers with 
Christ, and so with the Father. Putting these chapters of 
John together, we cannot but conclude that the gift of the 
Spirit is of such significance, because to receive the Spirit 
is to receive the Son, which is to receive the Father. More 
than this, to receive the Spirit is actually to be caught up 
into the unity of the Godhead, not as a deity but as a 
participant in the Son. Hence Peter wrote that: 
  

. . . he has given us . . . his precious and very great promises, 
so that through them you may escape from the corruption 
that is in the world because of lust, and may become 
participants of the divine nature (II Pet. 1:4). 

  
The dynamic gift of the Spirit is the dynamic of Christ 
himself. To receive the Spirit is to receive Christ who is 
the goal of all the plan and purposes of God. Hence Paul 
wrote to the Colossians: 
  

. . . in him [Christ] the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 
and you have come to fullness in him, who is the head of 
every ruler and authority (2:9–10). 
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 Of course, we must not overlook the fact that ‘we walk 
by faith, not by sight’ (II Cor. 5:7). In other words, the 
reality of what we have and are in Christ is not in doubt; 
what we do not have is the sight of it. This is the point 
made by such passages as Hebrews chapter 11, and the 
many references to hope as the present dynamic (along 
with faith and love) of the believer’s life and of the life of 
the Church. See, for example, Romans 5:2, 8:17–25, 
Colossians 1:3–6, and I Thessalonians 1:2–10, for 
examples of the way hope is a focal point in Paul’s letters.  
 Also, it is clear that the writers of the New Testament 
understood that the dynamic nature of hope would stand 
out in the midst of a world ‘having no hope and without 
God in the world’ (Eph. 2:12). Thus, Hebrews 10:23 urges 
the readers: ‘Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope 
without wavering, for he who has promised is faithful’, 
and Peter wrote that the Christians must be ready ‘to 
make defence to anyone who demands from you an 
accounting for the hope that is in you’ (I Pet. 3:15). 
 We have said that the substance of our hope is known 
by faith and not yet by sight; we can also say that 
believers may taste ‘the powers of the age to come’ (Heb. 
6:5). Although the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews 
does not specify what he was referring to, it seems likely 
that it was the ‘various miracles and . . . gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, distributed according to his will’ (Heb. 2:4) which 
are in mind. Such gifts as those of ‘healings’ in I 
Corinthians 12 are both an immediate benefit and a 
foretaste of the total healing which is yet to come. It is 
therefore consistent with the provisional nature of our  
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present experience that believers will experience both 
healings and the bondage to decay which precedes the 
redemption of our bodies.  
 All that remains, then, is that that which Christ 
accomplished for us fully and which is now the possession 
of men and women of faith should be finally revealed. 
‘When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also 
will be revealed with him in glory’ (Col. 3:4). We must now 
give our attention to those things which are associated 
with the final revelation of Christ. 
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11 

The Millennium 

Why is it that there are different opinions concerning the 
return of Christ? For example, why do some Christians 
teach that the return of Christ will follow a thousand year 
period (‘the millennium’) when the Gospel will have ever 
increasing sway in the world (the ‘post-millennial’ 
position), while others teach that Christ’s return will be 
prior to the millennium (the ‘pre-millennial’ position)? 
Again, there are others who insist that there will not be a 
literal millennium at all, but that the millennium stands 
for the present age between the incarnation and the 
return of Christ (the ‘a-millennial’ position’).1 
 In his lecture notes, Adrio König suggests that part of 
the problem arises from wrongly seeing the biblical 
promises as predictions to be fulfilled in precise detail. He 
says: 
 

. . . when we do this we look e.g. in the Revelation of John 
(as well as in other parts of the Bible), for the  

                                            
1  A good discussion of these three positions, written from an ‘a-millennial’ stance, is W. 

J. Grier, The Momentous Event, (Banner of Truth, London, [1945] 1970). See also, 
Geoffrey Bingham, The Matter of the Millennium (NCPI, Blackwood, 1991). 
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history of our century written out in advance, and then we 
try to explain every sensational event in our time as the 
fulfilment of a particular prediction. 
 But this is a distortion of the biblical promises. Promises 
which are fulfilled are different from predictions which come 
true. The latter are poor and static. One would be able to 
predict in advance precisely what would happen in every 
period. The future loses its openness and its elements of 
surprise. In fact it becomes monotonous and wearisome.2 

 
There is no reason why there should be any uncertainty 
about the return of Christ, even though it will be a 
delightful surprise. That is because we already know 
Christ and ‘long for his appearing’ (II Tim. 4:8). 
 Before examining the various elements associated with 
the return of Christ, a brief look at the ‘millennium’ of 
Revelation 20 is in order: 
 

Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, holding in 
his hand the key to the bottomless pit and a great chain. He 
seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the Devil and 
Satan, and bound him for a thousand years, and threw him 
into the pit, and locked and sealed it over him, so that he 
would deceive the nations no more, until the thousand years 
were ended. After that he must be let out for a little while.  
 Then I saw thrones, and those seated on them were given 
authority to judge. I also saw the souls of those who had 
been beheaded for their testimony to Jesus and  

                                            
2  König, private lecture notes, p. 105 (see footnote 3, p. 103 for more information). He 

makes the point that a prediction will cause us to lay more stress on the details of the 
prediction, which would have to have corresponding details in the fulfilment, whereas 
promises are free to use whatever imagery may carry them.  
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for the word of God. They had not worshiped the beast or its 
image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or 
their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ a 
thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life 
until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first 
resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who share in the 
first resurrection. Over these the second death has no power, 
but they will be priests of God and of Christ, and they will 
reign with him a thousand years.  
 When the thousand years are ended, Satan will be 
released from his prison and will come out to deceive the 
nations at the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, in 
order to gather them for battle; they are as numerous as the 
sands of the sea. They marched up over the breadth of the 
earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved 
city. And fire came down from heaven and consumed them. 
And the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the 
lake of fire and sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet 
were, and they will be tormented day and night forever and 
ever (Rev. 20:1–10). 

 
For some, it may seem quite strange that many 
Christians could be so emphatic about the meaning of a 
passage with such vivid imagery and that the three 
positions are so distinct. Rather than our avoiding the 
question, taking the cynically titled ‘pan-millennial 
position’—it will all ‘pan out all right at the end’—an 
attitude which is frankly arrogant in the face of God’s 
declaration that there is great blessing for those who come 
to hear and obey the contents of the Book of the 
Revelation (see Rev. 1:3), is there some way that we can 
come to an appreciation of the riches of this topic?  
 The answer is a simple ‘Yes’. All that we must do is 
ask, ‘What did the writer of the Book of the Revelation 
himself believe and what did he expect  
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his first readers to understand?’3 This principle is vital, 
because so often theories are constructed which interpret 
Revelation chapter 20, and indeed the whole of the book, 
from the point of view of the present readers. Of course, 
this means that each successive generation who do this 
come to different conclusions. The following quotation 
may illustrate this point: 
 

Revelation 9:16 tells us of a great army of horsemen, 
numbering ‘myriads of myriads’. In some Greek texts, this 
reads two myriads of myriads, and is sometimes translated 
200 million. All sorts of fanciful and contrived explanations 
have been proposed for this. Perhaps the most well-known 
theory of recent times is Hal Lindsey’s opinion that ‘these 
200 million troops are Red Chinese soldiers accompanied by 
other Eastern allies. It’s possible that the industrial might of 
Japan will be united with Red China. For the first time in 
history there will be a full invasion of the West by the 
Orient.’ Such fortune telling may or may not be accurate 
regarding a coming Chinese invasion, but it tells us 
absolutely nothing about the Bible. To help put Lindsey’s 
view into historical perspective, we will compare it to that of 
J. L. Martin, a 19th-century preacher who, while sharing 
Lindsey’s basic presuppositions about the nature and 
purpose of prophecy, reached the different, and amusing, 
conclusion that St. John’s ‘200 million’ represented ‘the 
fighting force of the whole world’ of 1870. Note Martin’s 
shrewdly scientific, Lindsey-like reasoning: 

 
We have a few more than one billion inhabitants on the 
earth. . . . But of that billion about five hundred  

                                            
3 A very good simple introduction to the Book of the Revelation from an historical point 

of view is Paul Barnett, Apocalypse Now and Then: Reading Revelation Today 
(Anglican Information Office, Sydney, 1989); from a more theological approach, see 
Geoffrey Bingham, The Revelation of St John the Divine (NCPI, Blackwood, 1993). 
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millions (one-half) are females, leaving an average popula-
tion of male inhabitants of about five hundred millions; and 
of that number about one-half are minors, leaving about two 
hundred and fifty millions of adult males on the earth at a 
time. But of that number of adult males about one-fifth are 
superannuated—too old to fight. These are statistical facts. 
This leaves exactly John’s two hundred millions of fighting 
men on earth. And when we prove a matter mathematically, 
we think it is pretty well done.  
 
 . . . Whereas modern apocalyptists view this [Rev. 9:17–
19] in terms of lasers and missile launchers, Martin had a 
different explanation—one which was in keeping with the 
state of military art in his day . . . : 
 
John is pointing to the modern mode of fighting on 
horseback, with the rider leaning forward, which, to his 
sight, and to the sight of one looking on at a distance, would 
appear as the great mane of the lion; the man leaning on the 
horse’s neck. He would, in fighting with firearms, have to 
lean forward to discharge his piece, lest he might shoot down 
his own horse that he was riding. In John’s day the posture 
was very different. . . . Now, I want to ask my friendly 
readers if it is not as literally fulfilled before our eyes as 
anything can be? Are not all nations engaged in this mode of 
warfare? Do they not kill men with fire and smoke and 
brimstone? . . . Do you not know that this is just ignited 
gunpowder? 
 Could an uninspired man, in the last of the first century, 
have told of this matter?4 
 

 If we go back to the time of John on Patmos we would 
find approximately the following situation (and 
motivation for writing). The young churches in Asia Minor 
were suffering persecution and  

                                            
4 David Chilton, The Days of Vengeance: An Exposition of the Book of Revelation, 

Dominion Press, Forth Worth, 1987, pp. 11–13. For many reasons, this work could not 
be recommended as a basic book to be studied. 
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martyrdom (Rev. 2:9–10, 13; 3:10). They were in confusion 
and doubt about this because the message which had been 
preached to them was that Satan had been conquered 
(Col. 2:15; Matt. 12:28–29; Luke 11:20–22; Heb. 2:14–15; 
etc.). Why should they suffer now and be martyred 
through Satan’s attacks? Had not Christ, in his life and 
death, conquered Satan? 
 In this situation, John was commanded to write to the 
seven churches of Asia (Rev. 1:4) which existed there in 
the latter half of the first century. It was the members of 
those churches who were confused and uncertain and it 
was, therefore, those same people who needed to be 
comforted. Therefore, Revelation chapter 20 must have 
some message of consolation for them! The assumption 
that the details of the Revelation are intended for our 
time (whenever that may be!) would mean that these folk 
received a message from God which actually had no 
immediate reference to them.  
 This must not be the way we approach the Book of the 
Revelation, first because John did not have in mind that it 
would be another 2000 years (or more) before Christ 
would return. If for no other reason, John would have 
known that Jesus had explicitly forbidden any speculation 
concerning the time of his return (Matt. 24:36; etc.). On 
the contrary, both Jesus and the apostles taught that the 
return was near (I Cor. 7:29; James 5:8, 9; I John 2:18; 
Rev. 22:12; etc.). The early Christians expected Christ to 
return speedily, perhaps even in their lifetime (see I 
Thess. 4:15, ‘we’). 
 John did not, therefore, write the Book of the 
Revelation as a kind of history of the twentieth  
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century, (or any other later century) in advance. It is not a 
prophecy of precisely how events in a certain century 
would occur. The Spirit commanded him to write to 
specific people at a specific time (say, about AD 90), to 
comfort those who were then in danger. We must find out 
what Revelation chapter 20 meant to them, and only from 
that will we be able to infer what God wants to say to us 
as part of the same church. 
 It is quite clear that Revelation chapter 20 could have 
held no message of comfort for those in AD 90 if the 1000 
years meant a literal thousand years (as the pre- and 
post-millennialists teach) or even if it was a symbolic 
thousand years (as the a-millennialists teach). What 
would it have meant to persecuted Christians to hear that 
in 1000 or 2000 years time Satan would be bound? On the 
other hand, what would it mean to say that Satan is 
completely bound now? Likewise, when Revelation 20:3 
says that Satan will be let out for ‘a little while’, what 
comfort would there be in saying that what you are 
suffering now is nothing—it will get far worse!  

‘A THOUSAND YEARS’ AND  
‘A LITTLE WHILE’ 

In order to give Revelation chapter 20 any real meaning 
for the original readers (and for us, whom God 
undoubtedly had in mind, too) it is best not to take the 
‘1000 years’ and the ‘little while’ as symbolic periods at 
all, but as general symbols. That is,  
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there is nothing to compel us to explain a number as 
symbolic for a particular period of time.  
 If the 1000 years and the little while are symbols in 
general, we would have the following explanation: That 
the devil is bound for a thousand years means that he has 
been completely overpowered! The reference is to the 
intensity or the radicalness of his bondage and not to the 
period. He has indeed been conquered by Christ, and 
bound, as Matthew 12:28–29 states:  
 

But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then 
the kingdom of God has come to you. Or how can one enter a 
strong man’s house and plunder his property, without first 
tying up the strong man? Then indeed the house can be 
plundered. 

 
Christ has totally disarmed Satan and his powers; he has 
removed the only weapon which they could wield against 
creation and against Man in particular, that is, guilt, 
rendering them helpless against the one who has 
conquered them. What is more, by means of the triumph 
of the Cross, the forgiveness of sin through the judgment 
of sin, Christ made a public spectacle of the ‘powers’ of 
darkness, exhibiting them as a defeated foe: 
 

And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncir-
cumcision of your flesh, God made you alive together with 
him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the 
record that stood against us with its legal demands. He set 
this aside, nailing it to the cross. He disarmed the rulers and 
authorities and made a public example of them, triumphing 
over them in it (Col. 2:13–15). 

 
This imagery derives from the Roman general who has 
conquered the enemy, taking the enemy  
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officers captive. Outside Rome he would remove their 
items of armour and fasten those items to his own chariot. 
Then he would lead his triumphal procession through the 
streets of Rome, the enemy having to trot helplessly 
alongside the chariot, to the great satisfaction of the 
crowds who lined the streets.  
 It must be noted that there is nothing cryptic about 
these statements by Jesus and Paul; that is, we do not 
have to try to work out what the meaning might be. So we 
see also Matthew 28:18, ‘All power has been given to me 
in heaven and on earth’, and Ephesians 1:22, ‘And [God] 
has put all things under [Jesus’] feet and has made him 
the head over all things for the church’. 
 We may thus see Revelation 20 as declaring the total 
defeat and the absolute bondage of Satan and his hosts; 
indeed to see the defeat as other than total in this context 
would make Revelation stand in opposition to the rest of 
Scripture. Hence, the picture of ‘a thousand years’ as 
pointing us to a period of time, however limited, is 
inadequate. 
 It is the same thing with ‘a little while’ (Rev. 20:3). 
What would it mean to say that the devil, who has been 
totally defeated by Christ and bound, will suddenly be ‘not 
overcome’? But if we set the passage against the 
background of the situation of the church in Asia Minor 
about AD 90, and against the meaning of the ‘1000 years’ 
as being the absolute defeat of Satan, then the ‘little 
while’ may be seen as a symbol of the little scope allowed 
to Satan in the interim period, between the triumph of 
Christ and his appearing, to test the saints (and, 
incidentally, to prove the genuineness of their faith,  
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I Pet. 1:6–7). Because it is ‘a little while’, we should see 
that any scope which Satan has is strictly limited. He may 
go only so far, and no further!  
 There is nothing new about this picture of Satan’s 
activity. The opening chapters of Job point out that (even 
before the coming of Christ and the work of the Cross) 
Satan could do nothing without the permission of God. 
Later, in Revelation 13, the same principle is seen: 
 

The beast was given a mouth uttering haughty and 
blasphemous words, and it was allowed to exercise authority 
for forty-two months . . . Also it was allowed to make war on 
the saints and to conquer them. It was given authority over 
every tribe and people and language and nation (13:5, 7). 

 
 In The Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan describes Christian’s 
experience: 
 

. . . he lift up his eyes, and, behold, there was a very stately 
palace before him, the name of which was Beautiful, and it 
stood just by the highway side. 
 So I saw in my dream, that he made haste, and went 
forward, that if possible he might get lodging there. Now, 
before he had gone far, he entered into a very narrow 
passage, which was about a furlong off the porter’s lodge; 
and looking very narrowly before him as he went, he espied 
two lions in the way. Now, thought he, I see the danger that 
Mistrust and Timorous were driven back by. (The lions were 
chained, but he saw not the chains.) Then he was afraid, and 
thought also himself to go back after them, for he thought 
nothing but death was before him; but the porter at the 
lodge, whose name is Watchful, perceiving that Christian 
made a halt as if he would go back, cried unto him, saying, 
Is thy strength so small? (Mark iv. 40.) Fear not the lions, 
for they are chained, and are placed there for trial of faith 
where it is; and for  
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the discovery of those that have none: keep in the midst of 
the path, and no hurt shall come unto thee. 
 Then I saw that he went on, trembling for fear of the 
lions, but taking good heed to the directions of the porter. He 
heard them roar, but they did him no harm.5 

 
Bunyan’s tale reminds us of the total bondage of Satan 
(the chains) and, at the same time, the seriousness of the 
believer’s present conflict. Likewise, Revelation 20 does 
not imply that believers do not need to persevere in the 
battle. On the contrary, to this point the Book of the 
Revelation has stressed the need to persevere against 
what may seem overwhelming odds: 
 

I, John, your brother who share with you in Jesus the per-
secution and the kingdom and the patient endurance, was on 
the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the 
testimony of Jesus (Rev. 1:9). 

 
I [Jesus] know your works, your toil and your patient 
endurance. I know that you cannot tolerate evildoers; you 
have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and 
have found them to be false (Rev. 2:2). 

 
I know your works—your love, faith, service, and patient 
endurance. I know that your last works are greater than the 
first (Rev. 2:19). 

 
Because you have kept my word of patient endurance, I will 
keep you from the hour of trial that is coming on the whole 
world to test the inhabitants of the earth (Rev. 3:10).  
If you are to be taken captive, into captivity you go; if you 
kill with the sword, with the sword you must be killed. Here 
is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints (Rev. 
13:10). 

                                            
5  John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, T. Nelson & Sons, London, n.d., p. 49. 
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Here is a call for the endurance of the saints, those who keep 
the commandments of God and hold fast to the faith of Jesus 
[emphases mine] (Rev. 14:12). 

 
The rest of the New Testament also knows the nature of 
this struggle; see, for example, Ephesians 6:10f.; I Peter 
5:8f.; Hebrews 12:4; Philippians 1:27–30; II Timothy 2:3–
5; etc.  
 The purpose of Revelation 20 is to comfort the church of 
Asia Minor at the end of the first century (and us) by 
telling them that the suffering does not mean we are 
fighting a lost battle and that the devil may still win, or 
that we are defenceless before him, or that the battle 
somehow depends on us. It tells us, by means of this 
imagery, that his power has been broken and that he has 
been defeated and that he stands fully under the power of 
Christ the Lord, having only a very limited freedom or 
scope for his action. The note of triumph for believers as a 
result is seen in passages such as II Corinthians 2:14, 
4:16–18, and Romans 8:18–39. The responsibility of 
believers to fight against the devil is always in the context 
of the victory of God: 
 

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his 
power. Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be 
able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For our struggle 
is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the 
rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of 
this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in 
the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of 
God, so that you may be able to withstand on that evil day, 
and having done everything, to stand firm. Stand therefore, 
and fasten the belt of truth around your waist, and put on 
the breastplate of righteousness. As shoes for your feet put 
on whatever  
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will make you ready to proclaim the gospel of peace. With all 
of these, take the shield of faith, with which you will be able 
to quench all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the 
helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the 
word of God (Eph. 6:10–17). 

 
This explanation of the millennium makes plain that, at 
the present time, Christ reaches the goal in us. In Christ 
and his victory, believers themselves live in triumph. 
However, their triumph is continually called into question 
and contested, and is in the context of opposition and 
suffering.  
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12 

The Return 

There are many things which can be said concerning the 
return of Christ: it will be sudden, visible and glorious. 
But the primary thing which must be said is that it will 
be climactic! In other words, the time is coming when all 
that God has been about in human history and which we 
have seen described in Scripture will reach its planned, 
and foretold, conclusion. Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: 
 

Now concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and 
sisters, you do not need to have anything written to you. For 
you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will 
come like a thief in the night. When they say, ‘There is peace 
and security,’ then sudden destruction will come upon them, 
as labor pains come upon a pregnant woman, and there will 
be no escape! But you, beloved, are not in darkness, for that 
day to surprise you like a thief; for you are all children of 
light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of 
darkness. 
 So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep 
awake and be sober; for those who sleep sleep at night, and 
those who are drunk get drunk at night. But since we belong 
to the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of faith 
and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation. For God has 
destined us not for wrath  
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but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we 
may live with him. Therefore encourage one another and 
build up each other, as indeed you are doing [emphasis 
mine] (I Thess. 5:1–11). 

 
However sudden the coming of Christ may be, and 
although it may be impossible to predict the time, 
nonetheless believers have no doubts about what God is 
about to do. They have the apostolic testimony and they 
have the whole biblical record of the purpose and action of 
God. All that remains is for the goal to appear.  
 And that goal is Christ. He is the Omega, the goal and 
the end. But this is far more than theological abstraction, 
for our whole future is intimately tied to his future and 
our present life is conditioned by what Christ is yet to do: 
 

So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that 
are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 
Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that 
are on earth, for you have died, and your life is hidden with 
Christ in God. When Christ who is your life is revealed, then 
you also will be revealed with him in glory.  
 Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly: 
fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which 
is idolatry). On account of these the wrath of God is coming 
on those who are disobedient. These are the ways you also 
once followed, when you were living that life. But now you 
must get rid of all such things—anger, wrath, malice, 
slander, and abusive language from your mouth. Do not lie 
to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self 
with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new 
self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the 
image of its creator. In that renewal there is no longer Greek 
and Jew,  
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circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave 
and free; but Christ is all and in all! (Col. 3:1–11). 

 
The appearing of Christ will mean the appearance of our 
glory. But we are intimately related to him now. Our lives 
are presently hidden with Christ in God. They are hidden, 
meaning that we cannot even see ourselves as we are—
yet—but faith need have no doubt concerning what lies 
ahead. Indeed, to faith, it is as if those things were 
already present. Faith taps into the substance of hope and 
has clear evidence of things which are now unseen (Heb. 
11:1; cf. 6:5). So because we may already live in the 
anticipated reality, even if only in a provisional way, 
‘whatever in [us] is earthly’ must be ‘put to death’. This is 
not some legal requirement but an obvious and ontological 
necessity.  
 If we say that our future is tied to Christ’s future, we 
must not overlook the fact that Christ has already 
reached the goal for us. Paul’s great discourse on the 
nature of Christ’s resurrection as the guarantee of our 
resurrection, in I Corinthians 15, makes this clear. Christ 
is the ‘first fruits of those who have died’ (v. 20). He is 
already raised from the dead. His resurrection body is the 
paradigm for ours. Presently we are longing for ‘the 
redemption of our body’ (Rom. 8:23), but ‘the last Adam’, 
‘the second man’, already stands in his resurrection body. 
Therefore, death has been exposed as an empty entity for 
him, and will finally be of no account to us—‘the last 
enemy to be destroyed is death’ (I Cor. 15:26): 
 

Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we 
will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling  
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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 body must put on 
imperishability, and this mortal body must put on 
immortality. When this perishable body puts on 
imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, 
then the saying that is written will be fulfilled: 

‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’ 
‘Where, O death, is your victory? 
 Where, O death, is your sting?’ 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But 
thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord 
Jesus Christ (I Cor. 15:51–57). 

 
Our transformation lies ahead, but the victory is ours 
now,1 ‘through our Lord Jesus Christ’.  
 But while we will undoubtedly benefit from his return, 
the day will be all his. His present exaltation will mean: 

. . . that at the name of Jesus 
 every knee should bend, 
 in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue should confess 
 that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
 to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:10–11). 

 
The concern of the Son is the glory of the Father. It is 
then that his Sonship will be fully seen. That was of 
course the principle that was at work in the Gospel of 
John, where Jesus said and did nothing beyond what the 
Father had given (see 5:19–23; 14:9b–11; etc.). Just as 
Christ is now ‘all and in all’: 
 

Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to 
God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and  

                                            
1  The Greek word didÒnti (‘gives’) is a present participle, meaning ‘goes on giving’. 



MARANATHA 

 

140

every authority and power. For he must reign until he has 
put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be 
destroyed is death. For ‘God has put all things in subjection 
under his feet.’ But when it says, ‘All things are put in 
subjection,’ it is plain that this does not include the one who 
put all things in subjection under him. When all things are 
subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected 
to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so 
that God may be all in all (I Cor. 15:24–28). 

 
 The climax of history, and so of the plan and action of 
God, will be when God, the Father, is ‘all in all’. Then all 
evil, all the enemies, the hindrances and the defiling 
elements, will all be gone, never to be remembered. The 
glory to be revealed in us will be untainted by any sense of 
failure. As to whether we will be able to remember, there 
is no hint. But there will be no need to remember, no 
memories which come flooding back unbidden to spoil the 
intimacy with God, his people and his creation. The 
tempter will then be silenced. No doubt, if there are 
memories, they will be memories which can only be taken 
up in the light of the wonder of the presence of the Lamb. 
This is the way things may be now, but it is a matter of 
faith, contested in so many ways. Nonetheless, it is true 
that now, ‘if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new!’ (II Cor. 5:17). Or, as it can be, ‘the old things 
have become new’. This is what Isaiah promised: 

 
Come now, let us argue it out, 
 says the LORD: 
though your sins are like scarlet, 
 they shall be like snow; 
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though they are red like crimson, 
 they shall become like wool (Isa. 1:18). 

 
The sins which were once ‘like crimson’ have now ‘become 
like wool’. Now if there is a memory of sin, it is a memory 
which has been totally purified, washed clean. They are 
now memories without the pollution. Of course, 
knowledge of this in the present is a matter of faith, and 
so is constantly being called into question, but on that 
day, who will even consider dredging up the past as guilt, 
when the past as glorious, purged by grace and purified, 
will be the triumph of Christ.  
 There is another aspect which we may anticipate. In 
Genesis 3:15, at the moment when sin entered creation, 
there was the promise that all that had been undone 
would be restored: 

 
The LORD God said to the serpent, 
 ‘Because you have done this, 
cursed are you among all animals 
 and among all wild creatures; 
upon your belly you shall go, 
 and dust you shall eat 
all the days of your life. 
 I will put enmity between you and the woman, 
and between your offspring and hers; 
 he will strike your head, 
and you will strike his heel’ (Gen. 3:14–15). 

 
It was with this promise in mind that Christ came to 
‘destroy the works of the devil’ (I John 3:8), and that is 
what happened. Hebrews 2:14–15 states: 

 
Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he 
himself likewise shared the same things, so that through 
death he might destroy the one who has the power of  
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death, that is, the devil, and free those who all their lives 
were held in slavery by the fear of death. 

This is the triumph of the Cross. The strong man has been 
disarmed (Matt. 12:28–29), the ruler of the world cast out 
(John 12:31). There is a victory for the people of God; they 
do conquer the evil one (Rev. 12:11), but they continue to 
wrestle and fight against him, and need to wear the 
armour of God (Eph. 6:10–12). However, in what is almost 
an unnoticed part of Paul’s Letter to the Romans, he 
wrote: 
 

. . . while your obedience is known to all, so that I rejoice 
over you, I want you to be wise in what is good and guileless 
in what is evil. The God of peace will shortly crush Satan 
under your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with 
you (Rom. 16:19–20). 

 
He reminded the Romans that God would soon crush 
Satan under their feet! They, as men and women in the 
new creation in which righteousness dwells, would know 
the serenity which Adam knew before the Fall. The 
contest will be over, never to appear again. This is what is 
meant when we say that on that day Christ will reach the 
goal with us. 
 The removal of evil will, of necessity, involve the 
separation of believers from unbelievers and the final 
judgment of those whose names are not written in the 
book of life of the Lamb that was slain: 

Then I saw a great white throne and the one who sat on it; 
the earth and the heaven fled from his presence, and no 
place was found for them. And I saw the dead, great and 
small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. 
Also another book was opened, the book of life. And the dead 
were judged according to their works, as recorded in the 
books. And the sea gave up the dead  
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that were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead that were 

in them, and all were judged according to what they had done. 
Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. 
This is the second death, the lake of fire; and anyone whose 
name was not found written in the book of life was thrown 
into the lake of fire (Rev. 20:11–15). 

 
It should be stressed that this final judgment is not 
something new; it is the conclusive revelation of an 
already existing judgment which has been seen on a 
number of occasions prior to this. The great judgment was 
effected at the Cross. Within days of the Crucifixion, 
Jesus said, ‘Now is the judgment of this world; now the 
ruler of this world will be driven out’ (John 12:31). 
Flowing from that judgment, the Book of the Revelation 
shows how the ‘Lamb standing as if it had been 
slaughtered’, is the one who is presently administering 
judgments on the world. He effects the opening of the 
seals, leading to the blowing of the trumpets, which bring 
plagues upon the earth. Then, when the time has come for 
the revelation of the total triumph of God and for the 
marriage of the Lamb to his pure bride (see Rev. 19:1–8), 
John describes the final judgment of the beast and the 
false prophet (Rev. 19:17–21), and of the dragon (Rev. 
20:1–10), followed by the final judgment of those who 
followed them (Rev. 20:11–15). Then creation is pure! 
(Rev. 21:1ff.). 
 The question of whether the final judgment will be 
eternal is often raised. Many suggest that the result of 
this final judgment will be annihilation, but this does not 
fit with the statements of the scripture. For example, 
Revelation 20:10 says that the dragon, the beast and the 
false prophet were thrown into the lake of fire and 
sulphur, ‘and they  
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will be tormented day and night forever and ever’. When 
Jesus was warning of the coming separation of the 
nations, the sheep and the goats, he said of those who 
were not his own: 
 

Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are 
accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for 
the devil and his angels’ (Matt. 25:41; cf. Mark 9:42–48). 

 
His description of judgment uses the imagery of the valley 
of Hinnom, Gehenna, which was used as the place where 
Jerusalem’s rubbish was burned. Because smoke could 
always be seen rising from this place, it was an 
appropriate image for the coming judgment. But the way 
Jesus used the imagery demonstrates that he went far 
beyond the limits of physical burning. The description is 
of judgment which is commensurate with the eternal 
nature of God and his holiness, and which stands in 
contrast with the eternal life which is the gift of God.2  

‘EVERY EYE WILL SEE HIM’ 

Revelation 1:7 declares: 
 

Look! He is coming with the clouds; 
 every eye will see him, 
even those who pierced him; 
 and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail. 
So it is to be. Amen. 

                                            
2  See, among many works on this subject, William Hendriksen, The Bible on the Life 

Hereafter, pt 4 (Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1959, pp. 194–217). 
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This statement conflates two Old Testament references, 
Daniel 7:13 and Zechariah 12:10. Daniel had seen one like 
‘a human being’ (‘Son of Man’) coming with the clouds to 
receive the kingdom. Clouds are often referred to in the 
Scriptures in association with the presence of God and 
with his glory: 

 
At the morning watch the LORD in the pillar of fire and cloud 
looked down upon the Egyptian army, and threw the 
Egyptian army into panic (Exod. 14:24). 
 
And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the 
Israelites, they looked toward the wilderness, and the glory 
of the LORD appeared in the cloud (Exod. 16:10). 
 
Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘I am going to come to you in a 
dense cloud, in order that the people may hear when I speak 
with you and so trust you ever after.’ (Exod. 19:9). 
 
The LORD descended in the cloud and stood with him there, 
and proclaimed the name, ‘The LORD’ (Exod. 34:5). 
 
He made darkness around him a canopy, thick clouds, a 
gathering of water (II Sam. 22:12; cf. Ps. 18:11). 
 
And when the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud 
filled the house of the LORD, so that the priests could not 
stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of the 
LORD filled the house of the LORD (I Kings 8:10–11). 
 
Then the glory of the LORD rose up from the cherub to the 
threshold of the house; the house was filled with the cloud, 
and the court was full of the brightness of the glory of the 
LORD (Ezek. 10:4). 
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For a day is near, the day of the LORD is near; it will be a 
day of clouds, a time of doom for the nations (Ezek. 30:3). 

 
While it is true that ‘clouds’ are just that, clouds which 
produce rain, it is plain that when the New Testament 
refers to the clouds, it is usually with the presence and 
the glory of God in mind. Indeed there is only one occasion 
in the New Testament when mention of a cloud may not 
carry this connotation (Jude 12). Thus Matthew records 
the following: 
 

While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud 
overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, ‘This is 
my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to 
him!’ (Matt. 17:5). 

 
Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven, and 
then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see 
‘the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven’ with power 
and great glory (Matt. 24:30). 

 
Jesus said to him, ‘You have said so. But I tell you, 
  From now on you will see the Son of Man  
  seated at the right hand of Power  
  and coming on the clouds of heaven’ (Matt. 26:64). 

 
The statement in Revelation 1:7 would seem to mean, not 
so much that he is coming in the sky, but that when 
Christ returns it will be in power and great glory. If this is 
so, then there is no doubt as to why ‘all the tribes of the 
earth will wail’, for ‘every eye will see him’, and they will 
be confronted with the majesty and triumph of God in 
him. That does not mean that only those alive at the point 
of his appearing will see him, for John reminds us that 
‘even those who pierced him’ will be face-to-face  
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with the majestic presence. In other words, his return will 
be the moment promised in John 5:28–29: 

 
Do not be astonished at this; for the hour is coming when all 
who are in their graves will hear his voice and will come 
out—those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, 
and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of 
condemnation.  
 

 In Acts 1:9–11, there is the description of the ascension 
of Jesus: 

 
When he had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted 
up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. While he was 
going and they were gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two 
men in white robes stood by them. They said, ‘Men of 
Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven? This 
Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will 
come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.’  
 

Since Jesus had promised that he would never leave the 
disciples but would be with them ‘always, to the end of the 
age’ (Matt. 28:20), the account of the ‘ascension’ should 
not be taken to mean that he was spacially removed from 
them. On the contrary, he was removed ‘out of their sight’. 
From what we have seen above, the cloud which took him 
should almost certainly be taken to refer to the cloud of 
God’s presence and glory. In other words, Christ is now 
present, but beyond physical comprehension. The angelic 
promise, then, was intended to say exactly what the other 
promises say—he will return ‘on the clouds of heaven with 
power and great glory’. Just as now we cannot see him, 
then every eye will see him; and just as the  
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disciples ‘saw him go into heaven’ (that is, into the 
presence of God), so he ‘will come in the same way’, 
visibly. 
 A comment is necessary concerning Paul’s statements in 
I Thessalonians 4: 
 

But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and 
sisters, about those who have died, so that you may not 
grieve as others do who have no hope. For since we believe 
that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God 
will bring with him those who have died. For this we declare 
to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who 
are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means 
precede those who have died. For the Lord himself, with a 
cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the 
sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the 
dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are 
left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to 
meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord 
forever. Therefore encourage one another with these words 
(vv. 13–18). 

 
At first glance this may seem to say that the return of 
Christ is only concerned for believers, leading to the 
inference that there may be another return for the 
unbelievers. But this inference would miss the practical 
point that is being made, namely that believers who have 
died before the return of Christ will not miss out. Both the 
living and the dead will share together with Christ. The 
destiny of unbelievers at that point is simply not under 
discussion. There is only one return of Christ and that 
will be universally visible and will transcend the previous 
boundaries of time. 
 Of course, when Paul describes the great event, he does 
so in terms of the well-understood return of a 
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 triumphant Roman general. Something of the 
implications of this were discussed above, but here it is 
the blowing of the trumpet, significant in many ancient 
cultures, not least in Israel (see Exod. 19:16—‘On the 
morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, 
as well as a thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a 
trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp 
trembled’, etc.), and the immediate response of the 
population to the clarion call.  
 
 

WHEN WILL THESE THINGS BE? 

 
When Jesus had spent some six weeks with the apostles 

after his resurrection, speaking of the kingdom of God, they 

asked him concerning the timetable for the restoration of 
the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6). His reply specified that 
‘It is not for you to know the times or periods that the 
Father has set by his own authority’ (Acts 1:7). He then 
proceeded to state that they would ‘receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come upon [them]’ (Acts 1:8). In the 
light of Paul’s description in Romans 14:17, ‘the kingdom 
of God is not food and drink but righteousness and peace 
and joy in the Holy Spirit’, it is quite likely that Acts 1:8 is 
not Jesus avoiding the question, but him actually 
answering it directly. The kingdom would be restored 
when the Holy Spirit came. But the overall point was that 
the apostles had been instructed to ‘wait for the promise 
of the Father’ (Acts 1:4) and their question was, ‘for how 
long must we wait?’ 
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 We must conclude from this that the program for 
history is in the Father’s authority: 
 

But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the 
angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father (Matt. 
24:36). 

 
Not even the Son, although he is one with the Father, will 
attempt to move into the domain of the Father’s 
authority. The Son has his unique identity and function 
and will not move beyond it. The same must be true for 
us. Speculation concerning the time of the consummation 
of the age is not simply fruitless, it is sin! Attempts to 
predict the future in this way are no different from the sin 
of Adam and Eve, who wanted to know as only God may 
know.  
 On the contrary, Christ has given us clear indication of 
our role in the economy of God: 
 

But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the 
angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. For as 
the days of Noah were, so will be the coming of the Son of 
Man. For as in those days before the flood they were eating 
and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the 
day Noah entered the ark, and they knew nothing until the 
flood came and swept them all away, so too will be the 
coming of the Son of Man. Then two will be in the field; one 
will be taken and one will be left. Two women will be 
grinding meal together; one will be taken and one will be 
left. Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day 
your Lord is coming. But understand this: if the owner of the 
house had known in what part of the night the thief was 
coming, he would have stayed awake and would not have let 
his house be broken into. Therefore you also must be ready, 
for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour. 
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Who then is the faithful and wise slave, whom his master 
has put in charge of his household, to give the other slaves 
their allowance of food at the proper time? Blessed is that 
slave whom his master will find at work when he arrives. 
Truly I tell you, he will put that one in charge of all his 
possessions. But if that wicked slave says to himself, ‘My 
master is delayed,’ and he begins to beat his fellow slaves, 
and eats and drinks with drunkards, the master of that 
slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at 
an hour that he does not know. He will cut him in pieces and 
put him with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping 
and gnashing of teeth.  
 Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten 
bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet the 
bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 
When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with 
them; but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps. As the 
bridegroom was delayed, all of them became drowsy and 
slept. But at midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the 
bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’ Then all those 
bridesmaids got up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish 
said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are 
going out.’ But the wise replied, ‘No! there will not be enough 
for you and for us; you had better go to the dealers and buy 
some for yourselves.’ And while they went to buy it, the 
bridegroom came, and those who were ready went with him 
into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut. Later the 
other bridesmaids came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ 
But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’ Keep 
awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.  
 For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his 
slaves and entrusted his property to them; to one he gave 
five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according 
to his ability. Then he went away. The one who had received 
the five talents went off at once and traded with them, and 
made five more talents. In the  
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same way, the one who had the two talents made two more 
talents. But the one who had received the one talent went off 
and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money. 
After a long time the master of those slaves came and settled 
accounts with them. Then the one who had received the five 
talents came forward, bringing five more talents, saying, 
‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have made 
five more talents.’ His master said to him, ‘Well done, good 
and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few 
things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into 
the joy of your master.’ And the one with the two talents also 
came forward, saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me two 
talents; see, I have made two more talents.’ His master said 
to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have 
been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of 
many things; enter into the joy of your master.’ Then the one 
who had received the one talent also came forward, saying, 
‘Master, I knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where 
you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter 
seed; so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the 
ground. Here you have what is yours.’ But his master 
replied, ‘You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that 
I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not 
scatter? Then you ought to have invested my money with the 
bankers, and on my return I would have received what was 
my own with interest. So take the talent from him, and give 
it to the one with the ten talents. For to all those who have, 
more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but 
from those who have nothing, even what they have will be 
taken away. As for this worthless slave, throw him into the 
outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of 
teeth.’ 
 
 When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the 
angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. 
All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will 
separate people one from another as a shepherd separates 
the sheep from the goats, and he will put the  
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sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. Then the 
king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are 
blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you 
from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you 
gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked 
and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of 
me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the righteous 
will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry 
and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to 
drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and 
welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when 
was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ 
And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you 
did it to one of the least of these who are members of my 
family, you did it to me.’ Then he will say to those at his left 
hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was 
hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not 
welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick 
and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then they also will 
answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or 
thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did 
not take care of you?’ Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell 
you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you 
did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal 
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life (Matt. 24:36 
– 25:46). 

 
It is only in the context of the action of the kingdom that 
we may have any indication of the timing of God. Jesus 
had earlier said, ‘And this [gospel] of the kingdom will be 
proclaimed throughout the world as a testimony to all the 
nations; and then the end will come’! (Matt. 24:14; cf. 
28:18–20; Acts 1:8; etc.). The end has nothing to do with 
time, it has  
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everything to do with the fulfilment of the purpose of God. 
When the goal has been reached, the end will be seen. 
Hence Peter, looking forward to the consummation, said: 
 

Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what 
sort of persons ought you to be in leading lives of holiness 
and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the 
day of God, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze 
and dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire? 
[emphasis mine] (II Pet. 3:11–12). 

 
Again, Peter is focussing on the practicalities of ‘holiness 
and godliness’, and it is by means of these that we both 
wait and hasten that great day. In answer to the question, 
‘when will these things be?’, Jesus replies, ‘when my bride 
is ready!’ This is surely part of the import of Revelation 
19:7–8: 
 

‘Let us rejoice and exult  
 and give him the glory,  
for the marriage of the Lamb has come,  
 and his bride has made herself ready;  
to her it has been granted to be clothed  
 with fine linen, bright and pure’— 
for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.  

 
 What can be said with certainty is that the return of 
Christ will be sudden. There will be no ‘countdown’ 
discernible to us. This is contained within the parables 
quoted above from Matthew 24 and 25. Reflecting the 
cultural patterns of first century Judea, Jesus promises 
that the Bridegroom will come for the Bride, but all that 
the Bride knows is that he will come. The responsibility of 
her and her attendants is to be ready. They must live as if 
he will come at any moment, for he will,  
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indeed, come at any moment. They must ‘keep awake’ 
(25:1–13) and, to change to an earlier parable, be actively 
about their master’s business (24:45–46). 

CONCLUSION 

When John the Baptist was told of the ‘success’ of Jesus’ 
ministry he replied that, far from being in any way 
jealous, he was absolutely delighted. If there was any 
blessing in his own ministry it was all the gift of God. But 
having been informed by God of the identity of Jesus and 
his ministry (see John 1:29–34), he was thrilled that the 
Bride was now going to her Bridegroom. His joy was 
totally fulfilled (John 3:25–30). 
 All thought of personal ambition had gone; John the 
Baptist was content. If this was so before the great victory 
of the Cross and the Resurrection, how much more for us 
who know both the goal of God having been reached for us 
and its being reached in us. As Isaiah promised that ‘Your 
eyes will see the king in his beauty’ (Isa. 33:17), so we will 
certainly see the king, the Bridegroom, majestic in 
holiness, come for his Bride. The fascination with other 
things, the distractions and the temptations to be untrue 
to our great Bridegroom will all be swept away in an 
instant by the pure vision of Christ and the overwhelming 
fullness of his love. And yet Peter said that now: 
 

Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even 
though you do not see him now, you believe in him and 
rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy (I Pet. 1:8). 
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There is no sense that prior to the return of Christ we 
may excuse or tolerate indulgence in any such horrible 
unfaithfulness to the one who has already given himself to 
us in such amazing grace and love. To be betrothed to 
Christ is to love him because he loves us and to rejoice 
that he is coming for us. This is not some legal 
requirement, but it is the command which the human 
heart longs to obey because obedience has been evoked by 
the glorious presence of Christ himself in us. Just as we 
now cry ‘Abba, Father!’ by the Spirit, which is nothing less 
than the cry of the Son himself, so when he says, ‘Surely I 
am coming soon’, we cannot but rise up in thrilled 
response: 

 

‘AMEN. COME, LORD JESUS!’  
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