The Covenantal Kingdom

A Brief Summary
of

The Biblical Argument
for

Postmillennialism

Ralph Allan Smith



Table of Contents

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER ONE: THE BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL ISSUES

Defining the Issues
Three Positions
Two Theological Questions
Biblical Answer: The Victory of the Gospel
Matthew 28:18-20
Romans 11
Matthew 13
Daniel 2 and 7
Summary
Biblical Answer: Second Coming and Resurrection
Teaching of Jesus
Teaching of Paul
Summary
Conclusion

CHAPTER TWO: INTERPRETING PROPHECY

Figurative vs. Literal Interpretation: The Wrong Paradigm

Creation Symbolism: The Biblical Paradigm
Creation Symbolism and Eschatology
Creation Symbolism and the Coming of Christ
Conclusion

CHAPTER THREE: THE CONFLICT OF HISTORY
Pessimillennialism: Jesus Loses in History
Amillennial Pessimism
Optimistic Amillennialism?
Premillennial Pessimism
Biblical Optimism: Satan Defeated, the World Converted
The Defeat of Satan in the New Testament
The Salvation of the World
1. The Father’s Love

2. The Son’s Atonement

20
21
22
26
30
33

35
37
38
40
43
45
46
47
48
49



3. The Spirit’s Power 51

Summary 52
Conclusion 52
CHAPTER FOUR: GOD’S COVENANTAL KINGDOM 54
What Is a Covenant? 55
How Important Is the Covenant? 61
What Is the Essence of the Covenant? 63
Covenant and Eschatology 65
The Creation Mandate and the Covenants 66

The Christ and the Covenants 68

1. The Abrahamic Covenant Fulfilled in Christ’s Seed 69

2. The Davidic Covenant Fulfilled in Christ’s Ascension 71

3. The New Covenant Fulfilled in Christ’s Death and Resurrection 73

Jesus” Covenantal Rule 75
Covenantal Sanctions and the Growth of the Kingdom 78
Conclusion 81
CONCLUSION 84
APPENDIX ONE: COVENANTS AND DISPENSATIONS 88
The Dispensational Definition of a Dispensation 89

A Covenantal Definition of a Dispensation 91
Conclusion 95

APPENDIX TWO: A NEGLECTED MILLENNIAL PASSAGE FROM ST. PAUL 97

The Premillennial Interpretation 98
The Postmillennial Interpretation 102
Conclusion 107
APPENDIX THREE: UNDERSTANDING THE BOOK OF REVELATION 109
A Literal Interpretation of John’s Introduction and Conclusion 110
The Style of Revelation 118
Conclusion 125
APPENDIX FOUR: A TEST CASE: REVELATION 19:11-16 126
Literal Interpretation? 127
Biblical Interpretation 130

Conclusion 141



INTRODUCTION

My interest in eschatology began almost as soon as I became a Christian in the
summer of 1971, after graduating from college. A graduate student in psychology at
the time, I started attending a small Bible class taught by a dispensational pastor. I still
remember the “dispensational charts” the pastor used to explain Biblical prophecy. I
enthusiastically accepted dispensational thinking.

After being called to the ministry, I quit my psychology studies and made plans to
attend seminary. The Vietnam War was still going on and my number had come up
for the draft, so I had to spend two years in the Navy before going on to seminary.
During Naval training in San Diego, California, I attended Campus Crusade meetings
and heard sermons on prophecy. I will never forget the sermon that explained the
Biblical timing of the rapture in terms of the Jews’ return to Israel. Within one
generation, forty years from 1948, all the prophecies were to be fulfilled (cf. Mt. 24:34).
According to the preacher, the millennium could begin no later than 1988. This meant
that the latest possible date for the rapture would be 1981 — an exciting sermon in
1972!

I went to Grace Theological Seminary in January of 1974. In the Navy I had
already read Lewis Sperry Chafer’'s multi-volume Systematic ~ Theology and numerous
other dispensational works. At Grace my dispensational faith was deepened, especially
my zeal for premillennialism and the pretribulation rapture. I never imagined then
that I would or could be converted to postmillennialism.

Moving to Japan in the year of the rapture, 1981, led to various changes in my life.

First, the daily confrontation with pagan civilization provoked me to think about the
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cultural significance of Christian faith in a way that I had never before considered. I
studied Cornelius Van Til’s works on Christian apologetics and epistemology. Since I
was looking for a Christian approach to culture, I eventually turned to R. J.
Rushdoony’s The Institutes of Biblical Law, a book I had purchased earlier for my Old
Testament studies but had forgotten about.

Even though I found Rushdoony helpful, I never thought that I would accept the
postmillennial side of his theology. The Scriptures were too clear, in my opinion. For
that reason, I was not afraid to read the postmillennialist literature — I felt that I
should at least see what they had to say. To my surprise, postmillennialism not only
had a logical appeal on the basis of the Biblical idea of the covenant, it was more
faithful to the Scriptures than premillennialism. Postmillennialism even treated the
book of Revelation in a more “literal” fashion — that is, more in accord with the
normal rules of grammatical and historical interpretation.

In short, I have been convinced that what is called postmillennialism is the
teaching of the Bible — this is why I have written this short introduction to
postmillennialism. The reader may disagree with me, but I hope that he will read and
seriously think about what I have said. If he finds it persuasive, fine. If not, then I
hope that he will try to Biblically refute what is written here. The process of
theological argumentation is tedious, but if we pursue it in a right spirit, the aim is
that the whole Church of Jesus Christ may “come to the unity of the faith and the
knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the
fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13) — a goal, by the way, that the postmillennialist is certain

will someday be achieved.

Four points in the eschatological debate seem especially important to me. I have
written a chapter about each one. First, in an article in the Journal of Christian
Reconstruction, Greg Bahnsen defines the fundamental theological and Biblical
questions better than anything I have read. Chapter one, based upon Bahnsen’s essay,
attempts to clarify the theological issues and prompt the reader to rethink his
eschatology.

The second chapter is devoted to the question of interpretation. I have relied
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especially on James Jordan’s insightful discussions of Biblical interpretation and David
Chilton’s introduction to eschatology, Paradise Restored. Jordan's approach to
interpretation, which Chilton follows, opened up the eschatological debate for me. As
a dispensationalist, I had been convinced of what is referred to as “literal
interpretation.” James Jordan has demonstrated the fallacy of the dispensationalist’s
so-called “literal interpretation” and shown the way to a more truly literal and
Biblical approach to interpretation.

Chapter three deals with the broader Biblical issue of the great conflict of history.
Every Christian knows that the Bible presents history as a conflict between God and
Satan. All Christians believe that God wins this conflict at the Day of Judgment. But
who wins within history? Does Satan win only to be overwhelmed by Omnipotence
in the end? Or is it God’s purpose to be victorious in history? If so, we also need to
ask, what are God’s methods of fighting this temporal battle? I argue that from Genesis
to Revelation God’s method of fighting Satan is consistent. I also argue that God will
win in history as well as at the Last Day. The final destruction of Satan is based upon
the judgment of the Cross and the subsequent total defeat of Satanism in history.

The final chapter is in some ways the most important. I deal with the Biblical
teaching of the covenant and its implications for eschatology. Although traditional
Reformed theology and modern Biblical scholarship have both emphasized the
centrality of the covenant idea in the Bible, the eschatology debate has largely ignored
it. Chapter four is based upon the work of Ray Sutton, whose contributions to the
doctrine of the covenant enable us to develop the eschatological implications of the
covenant with clarity.

Eschatology is not an abstract subject with little relevance for our Christian
witness and labor in this world. How we view eschatology not only determines our
view of history, it also determines our view of everyday life in the present age. What
are we living for? What kinds of goals ought we as Christians to pursue? What is the
ultimate meaning of our labor in history? To be specific, should we invest our time,
money and labor in projects that may take over 100 years to complete, that require
sophisticated knowledge and technical ability, and that “preach the Gospel” in a far less
direct manner than passing out tracts? Is the ultimate meaning of our historical labor

simply found in the number of people that we win to Christ, or does educational,
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scientific, artistic, political, and industrial work have ultimate meaning for a
Christian also?

These and many other questions that touch our daily life find their answers in
our eschatological beliefs. It is this connection with everyday life which makes the
eschatological debate inescapable — for without answers to future questions, we
cannot know how we ought to serve God in the present, like politicians without a
program or a plan who daily change national policy according to the results of the
polls. Itis not God’s will that we, like them, be “tossed to and fro with every wind.” In
His word He has revealed all that we need to know so that we may live “to glorify God

and enjoy Him forever,” beginning now.

Soli Deo Gloria



Chapter One

THE BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL ISSUES

Debates on eschatology tend to be confusing. There is, of course, a vast amount of
Scripture to be dealt with, and the passages to be interpreted are admittedly sometimes
complex. Add to this a long history of theological debate, and it is easy to see why the
subject of eschatology can be bewildering. But it doesn’t have to be this way, as we

shall see.

Defining the Issues
Three Positions

There are three basic positions regarding the time of the second coming of Christ.
Premillennialism teaches that Christ returns before the end of history to inaugurate
an earthly kingdom of a thousand years. Amillennialism denies an earthly kingdom
age and says the coming of Christ is the end of history. Postmillennialism agrees with
amillennialism that the coming of Christ ends history. It also agrees with
premillennialism that there will be a kingdom of God on earth and in time. However,
the postmillennialist believes that Christ will bring in His kingdom through the work
of the Holy Spirit in the Church and then return to this world at the end of the history

when God’s kingdom purposes have been fully realized.
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Two Theological Questions

Greg Bahnsen has narrowed the eschatological debate to two specific theological
questions.!
Question 1:  “Is the church age inclusive of the millennium?
(Alternatively: Will the end-time events of Christ’s return, the

resurrection, and judgment synchronize with each other?)”?

To this question the premillennialist answers, “No.” For the premillennialist,
the church age is distinct from the future millennium. Christ returns at the end of the
church age to inaugurate the millennium. The final resurrection and judgment occur
a thousand years later.

Both the amillennialist and postmillennialist answer, “Yes.”  Though for
different reasons, these positions agree the Bible teaches that the final judgment,
resurrection, and return of Christ synchronize with each other. The millennium for
the amillennialist occurs in heaven during the church age. For the postmillennialist

the millennium is the final era of the church age.

Question 2: “Will the church age (identical with or inclusive of
the millennial kingdom) be a time of evident prosperity for the
Gospel on earth, with the church achieving worldwide growth and
influence such that Christianity becomes the general principle

rather than the exception to the rule (as in previous times)?”3

To this question both the premillennialist and amillennialist answer, “No.”
They agree that the Gospel will never be victorious in history. The postmillennialist
answers, “Yes.” He believes that the command of Christ guarantees the victory of the

Gospel.

1. Greg Bahnsen, “The Prima Facie Acceptability of Postmillennialism” in
Journal of Christian Reconstruction, Winter 1976-77, vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 64ff..

2. Ibid., p. 65.

3. Ibid.
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If the postmillennialist can demonstrate that, according to the Bible, the coming
of Christ is at the end of history (including the end-time events of the resurrection and
judgment), he will have proved his position against the premillennialist. If he can
demonstrate that the Gospel of Christ will be victorious within history, resulting in
the conversion of the majority of the human race and leading to an age of
unparalleled blessing, he will have proved the correctness of his position in contrast to
the amillennialist.*

The eschatological debate, therefore, is less complicated than it may seem at first.
Just two straightforward questions: 1) Does Christ return at the end of history? 2) Will
the Holy Spirit succeed in converting the majority of the human race by the Gospel?
Answer these questions Biblically, and eschatology is saved from the rhetorical fog of
endless theological disputation. The postmillennialist believes the Biblical answers to
these two simple but theologically decisive questions demonstrate the truth of the

postmillennial position.

Biblical Answer: The Victory of the Gospel

We begin with the second question: ~ Will the church age be a time of evident
prosperity for the Gospel on earth?  The postmillennialist agrees with the
premillennialist that the many promises in the Old Testament of an age of great
blessing on earth will be fulfilled. Both sides also agree that the promises will be
fulfilled at a time when men are evidently still in mortal bodies, for sin and death are
still facts of life, even when human societies are enjoying the fullest measure of

earthly blessing the Gospel will ever bring (Is. 65:20).5

4. Of course, the premillennial position would also be refuted by Scriptural
evidence of the global success of the Gospel. As Bahnsen also points out, these two
points can be further reduced to the single issue of the success of the Gospel. Ibid., p.
68.

5. Note Amillennialist Hoekema’s unsuccessful attempt to interpret this
passage in The Bible and the Future (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), pp. 202 ff. Gary

North demonstrates clearly that an amillennial interpretation of this passage is
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In contrast with the premillennialist, the postmillennialist believes these
blessings are brought about not by the return of Christ, but by the work of the Holy
Spirit® through the Gospel in the church age. How can the postmillennialist
demonstrate Biblically that the blessings of God’s kingdom come through the spread
of the Gospel before the second coming of Christ?

Matthew 28:18-20

To begin with, the postmillennialist sees in the Great Commission a promise of
success.” Consider the preface to the Great Commission. Jesus said, “All authority is
given unto me in heaven and in earth” (Mt. 28:18). Note that Christ claims not only
authority in heaven, but all authority on earth as well. This is a clear assertion of His

sovereignty over earth’s history. It also means, of course, that Jesus’ commission to

impossible. Millennialism and  Social Theory (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian
Economics, 1990), pp. 98-106.

6. Note that postmillennialists believe that the kingdom is brought in by God,
not man. It is the work of the Spirit through the Church. C. C. Ryrie falsely asserts
that postmillennialism believes that the kingdom is brought in by the work of man: C.
C. Ryrie, The Basis of the Premillennial Faith (Neptune, New Jersey: Loizeaux
Brothers, 1953), pp. 13-14. Postmillennialists are not talking about a natural process or
merely human effort, but about supernatural regeneration as the foundation of the
kingdom. If the Spirit of God does not regenerate the world, there will be no kingdom
of God in history — premil or postmil.

7. See Kenneth J. Gentry Jr., “The Greatness of the Great Commission,” in Gary
North, ed., Journal of Christian  Reconstruction, Vol 7, No. 2, Winter, 1981 (Vallecito,
California: Chalcedon, 1981), pp. 19-47; and Gary DeMar and Peter Leithart, The
Reduction of Christianity, (Ft. Worth, Texas: Dominion Press, 1988), pp. 178-85. 1
have concentrated in the above paragraphs on the promise associated with the
commission, but the commission itself implies the worldwide conquest of the Gospel
also, inasmuch as we are commanded to “disciple all the nations.” For a detailed
book-length explanation of the Great Commission, see Kenneth J. Gentry Jr., The
Greatness of the Great Commission (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics,
1990).
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His Church is backed by His own supreme and unimpeachable authority. Why did
Jesus assure us He has all authority in  heaven and on earth, and then promise us
that He Himself, the sovereign Lord, would be with us? = Was it not to give us
assurance that we should accomplish the task by His grace? No other interpretation
does justice to the Biblical parallels or to the immediate context of Jesus’ resurrection
victory.

Next, consider the last words of Jesus’ command to the Church: “[L]o, I am with
you always, even unto the end of the world” (Mt. 28:20). Just as the Lord told Joshua
He would be with him and not leave or forsake him (Josh. 1:5-9), Christ has assured
the Church that He will always be with her, even to the end of the age. Christians
agree that God’s promise to be with Joshua is a guarantee of his success. Why is it,
then, that only postmillennialists believe Jesus” promise to the Church, that she will be
enabled by His power to accomplish the great task to which He called her? If this is
not the meaning of the promise of His presence, what does that promise mean?

But there is more. The promise of Christ’s presence in the Great Commission is
the fulfillment of Jesus’ name as Matthew records it: “they shall call his name
Immanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us” (Mt. 1:23; cf. Is. 7:14). Matthew
records that Jesus is the One who fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies of the
Messiah who is “God with us.” The Immanuel promise in the Old Testament
expresses the very essence of the covenant grace of God. God’s presence assures the
outward and eternal prosperity of His covenant people. It is God’s presence that His
people seek as the essence of covenantal blessing (cf. Ps. 27:4). Thus God promises
Isaac, “Sojourn in this land, and I will be with thee, and will bless thee; for unto thee,
and unto thy seed, I will give all these countries, and I will perform the oath which I
sware unto Abraham thy father” (Gn. 26:3). God’s presence guarantees His blessing.

When Jesus said, “[L]o, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world,”
He was pointing to the very meaning of His coming as Immanuel: that the presence of

God assures the victory of His covenantally faithful people.’

8. See Gn. 26:3, 24, 28; 28:15, 20; 31:3; 39:2, 3, 21, 23; 48:21; Ex. 3:12; 10:10; 18:19;
20:20; Nm. 14:9; 16:3; 23:21; Dt. 32:12; Josh. 1:5, 9, 17; 3:7; 6:27; 22:31; Jdg. 1:19, 22; 6:12,
13, 16; Rth. 2:4; 1Sm. 3:19; 10:7; 14:7; 16:18; 17:37; 18:12, 14, 28; 20:13; 2 Sm. 7:3; 14:17; 1
Kg. 1:37; 8:57; 11:38; 2 Kg. 3:12; 10:15; 18:7; 1 Chr. 9:20; 17:2; 22:11; 16; 28:20; 2 Chr. 1:1;
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Christians are to believe that His command carries with it the power for its
accomplishment. As God said to Joshua, “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and
of good courage; do not be afraid, nor be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you
wherever you go” (Josh. 1:9).? Christians must also “be strong and of good courage”
because we know God’s promise and presence cannot fail. We must preach the Gospel
with the confidence that God will prosper His Word and build His kingdom according

to His covenant promise. With His presence the Church cannot fail!
Romans 11

Romans 11 is a central passage on the extension of the Gospel. It is not, as some
hold, a discourse on the second coming of Christ. Paul outlines the progress of the
Gospel in three general stages. First, Israel as a whole having rejected Christ, a
remnant of the Jews and a large number of Gentiles are converted to faith in Christ.
Second, God’s evident blessing on Christian Gentiles eventually provokes the Jews to
jealousy and becomes the means of leading them to faith in the Gospel.l9 Third, the
conversion of Israel results in the salvation of the world. Paul says nothing here of
Christ’s return; he is only speaking of the growth and influence of the Gospel.
According to Paul, the progress of the Gospel will bring about the salvation of the
world. 11

13:12; 15:2, 9; 17:3; 19:11; 20:17; 36:23; Ezr. 1:3; Ps. 118:6, 7; Is. 8:10; 41:10; 43:2, 5; 45:14;
Jer. 1:8, 19; 15:20; 20:11; 30:11; 42:11; 46:28; th. 3:17; Hag. 1:13; 2:4; Zch. 8:23; 10:5; and
in the New Testament, cf. also: Mt. 1:23; Lk. 1:28; Acts 7:9; 10:38; 18:10; 2 Thes. 3:16; 2
Tim. 4:22; Rev. 21:3.

9. Cf. Acts 13:47, “For so the Lord has commanded us: ‘I have sent you to be a
light to the Gentiles, that you should be for salvation to the ends of the earth.” ”

10. The reader will note that postmillennialists do believe in the fulfillment of
the Old and New Testament promises that Israel will be saved. The mystery of the
Gospel includes the idea, however, that the Gentiles and Jews will be one body in
Christ.

11. See the fuller discussion of the postmillennial order of development in Gary
North, Unconditional ~ Surrender: God’s  Program  for Victory (Tyler, Texas:
Dominion Press, third edition, 1988), pp. 335-47. On the future conversion of Israel in

10
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Matthew 13

The kingdom parables of Matthew 13 also point unmistakably to the gradual
growth and progress of the Gospel until the final coming of the Lord.1? A brief look at
these parables will demonstrate that, according to the teaching of Jesus, the
characteristic of the present era is gradual and imperfect growth of the kingdom until
the end of history. The source of this growth is identified in the first parable: “the seed
is the Word of God” (Lk. 8:11). The overall perspective is simple. God’s Word, the
Gospel, brings about the growth of God’s kingdom until the end of history, when Jesus
returns.

In the first parable Jesus describes four soils into which are planted the seed of the
Word of God. Only one of those soils is good; the other three do not bear fruit. The
point of this parable, however, is not that twenty-five percent of all those who hear the
Gospel will be saved. What Jesus teaches here is that, while there are both those who
show no interest from the start (the seed sown by the wayside) and those who have
only a temporary and false faith (the seed sown on stony ground and the seed sown
among thorns), there will also certainly be those who respond to the Gospel message.
These people will bear fruit.!3 This is the distinguishing characteristic of the true
Christian (cf. John 15:1-16). Ask yourself this question: “If true Christians bear fruit —

Romans 11, see David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion
(Ft. Worth, Texas: Dominion Press, 1985), pp. 125-31. For a detailed study of Romans
11 consult John Murray’s commentary on Romans in the New  International
Commentary, and commentaries by Matthew Henry, Robert Haldane, and Charles
Hodge.

12. Cf. Gary North, Unconditional Surrender, pp. 309ff; Dominion and
Common  Grace (Tyler Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987), pp. 65-68;
Moses and  Pharaoh: Dominion  Religion versus Power Religion (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1985), pp- 158-172;  David Chilton, Paradise
Restored, pp. 73-75; and John Jefferson Davis, Christ's Victorious Kingdom (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1986), pp 49-52. For an extended discussion of the interpretation of
these parables, though from an amillennial perspective, also see Herman Ridderbos
The Coming of the Kingdom (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1962).

13. Note also that Christ indicates this parable is the key to the others (Mar. 4:13).

11
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including the blessing of seeing men and women converted — and non-Christians
and false Christians do not, who will be numerically greater in the long run?”

The next parable, the wheat and the tares, appears to be a logical development of
the first parable. In the parable of the soils only one of four soils represents true
Christians. Two soils represent false Christians, those who “believe for a while” (Lk.
8:13). We are left, then, with the question, “What should the Church do about false
Christians who temporarily look like true believers?” The answer, given by the
second parable, is to leave them alone until the end of the age when the Lord Himself
will judge (Mt. 13:30).14

This parable indicates there will be no global, miraculous, divine judgment (as in
the days of Noah, for example) until the end of history. There is no great
discontinuity, like the rapture or the return of Christ, until the very end. The
kingdom is not heaven; it is not a perfect place (Mt. 13:47-50). But this imperfect
kingdom will be perfected in the end. This is an important instruction for those who
live on earth during the kingdom age, for it is easy to be overcome by utopian desires.
Our Lord, however, forbids us from hastening, as it were, the last judgment.
Vengeance belongs to God. He will have His vengeance at the end . . . for the kingdom
of heaven consummates in final judgment (Mt. 13:49-50).

The exhortation to wait for Christ's final judgment seems to raise another
problem. If Christians ignore the false brethren planted among them by Satan, it
would threaten to undermine the Church’s work for God’s kingdom. What can the
Church accomplish with such a mixed multitude? Will the preaching of the Gospel
result in nothing more than an ambiguous mixture of tares and wheat? This problem
is answered by two parables, the parable of the mustard seed (Mt. 13:31-32) and the
parable of the leaven (Mt. 13:33). Both guarantee the kingdom of God will:

1. grow into a great tree in which the birds, the kingdoms of the
world, will make their nest (cf. Eze. 17:22-24; 31:2-9; Dn. 4:10-12);

2. like leaven in bread, eventually leaven the whole earth.1®

14. This is not to imply that the church does not or should not discipline its
members. It does imply that church discipline, even in “believers’ baptism” churches,

can never be so perfect that tares do not infiltrate.

12
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In other words, the Word of God sown by the Son of Man (Mt. 13:37), though it
does not convert every individual man and woman, will gradually spread through all
the earth and bring all nations to rest in Christ. The kingdom of God comes through
the preaching of the Gospel. Christ, to whom all authority in heaven and earth has
been given, is with us. It is He who builds His Church, and the gates of hell will not be
able to withstand His assault.1®

Together, these parables — which leading dispensationalists admit refer to the
present agel” — teach the gradual growth of the kingdom of God. This growth is
achieved by the difficult but in the end always fruitful labor of preaching the Gospel.
The kingdom of heaven ends in the final judgment at the second coming of Christ,

when the wicked are cast into hell and the righteous enter eternal bliss.
Daniel 2 and 7

Jesus’ teaching in the kingdom parables of Matthew 13 corresponds to the outline
of history given in the visions of Daniel the prophet (Dn. 2:31-45; 7:1-28). Daniel
concentrates on two aspects of God’s kingdom: 1) the gradual growth of the kingdom

and 2) its starting point — Christ’s ascension to God (Dan 7:13). If the kingdom begins

15. Dispensationalists often insist the leaven here must be a symbol of evil,
because it is used as a symbol of evil in other passages (cf. Mt. 16:6, 12; 1 Cor. 5:6-9; Gal
5:9). But Jesus clearly says “the kingdom of heaven is like leaven” (Mt. 13:33), and the
entire passage is dealing with the growth of God’s kingdom. The relevant
hermeneutical rule here is, “When all else fails, read the context.” For an extended
discussion of leaven in Biblical symbolism, see Gary North, Moses and Pharaoh, pp.
158-76.

16. For the correct interpretation of Mt. 16:18 and its relation to the book of
Revelation see David Chilton, Days of Vengeance (Fort Worth: Dominion Press,
1987), pp. 313-14.

17. See John F. Walvoord, The  Millennial  Kingdom (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1959), p. 288, etc.; Herman A. Hoyt, The End Times (Chicago: Moody
Press, 1969), p. 88, 89, etc.; Charles L. Feinberg, Millennialism (Chicago: Moody Press,
[1936] 1980), p. 149, etc.

13
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at the resurrection and ascension of Christ and grows gradually through history, as
Daniel shows, then the means of growth can only be the seed of God’s Word. Jesus
Himself points back to Daniel when He tells us that the one who sows the good seed is
Daniel’s “Son of Man” (Mt. 13:37).

Daniel first understood the course of history when he interpreted the dream of
the king of Babylon. King Nebuchadnezzar saw a vision of a great image with a head
of gold, chest and arms of silver, belly and thighs of bronze, and legs partly of iron and
partly of clay (Dn. 2:32-33). This great image was destroyed by a stone cut without
hands, which subsequently grew into a great mountain that filled the earth. Daniel
explained the meaning of the dream to Nebuchadnezzar: Four powerful kingdoms —
the Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman — would dominate the history of the
world, until the God of heaven Himself sets up a new kingdom which will never be
destroyed (Dan 2:36-45).

It is explicitly stated that the kingdom of God would be set up in the days of the
Roman Empire (Dan 2:44). Dispensational premillennialists must introduce a break!8
of at least two thousand years somewhere in the legs of the vision. The dispensational
“gap-theory” interpretation, however, is pure speculation — an imposition upon the
text that is contrary to its plain, normal, literal meaning.

When, at a later time, Daniel himself sees essentially the same vision, the four

empires are represented by four beasts rather than a grand human image (Dn. 7:3ff.),

18. John F. Walvoord sees the prophecy about the image being fulfilled in the
past, except the prophecy concerning stone falling on the foot of the image, which he
regards as future. “In view of the very accurate portrayal of preceding history by the
image, it is a reasonable and natural conclusion that the feet stage of the image
including destruction by the stone is still future and unfulfilled.” Daniel: The Key to
Prophetic Revelation (Chicago: Moody Press, 1971). This “gap-theory” interpretation,
which requires the expositor to insert an interval of at least two thousand years
between the legs and the feet, in addition to making the image rather unstable, is a
highly unnatural reading of the text, for there are no indications of such a gap in the
context, nor of any gaps between the other empires prophesied. It should be pointed
out that not all dispensationalists favor the “gap-theory” interpretation. See Robert D.
Culver, Daniel and the Latter Days (Chicago: Moody Press, revised edition, 1977), pp.
118, 124ff.

14



Chapter One: The Biblical and Theological Issues

indicating the difference between a Christian and a non-Christian perspective on these
kingdoms. In Daniel’s vision, the kingdoms of man end, as in Nebuchadnezzar’s
vision in chapter 2, when God sets up His kingdom (Dn. 7:9-14). Again the timing is
clear — Christ receives the kingdom at His ascension to God: “[B]ehold, one like the
Son of man came with the clouds of heaven, and came to the Ancient of days, and
they brought him near before him. And there was given him dominion, and glory,
and a kingdom, that all people, nations, and languages should serve him; his
dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom
that which shall not be destroyed” (Dn. 7:13). That Christ became King and Lord at His
resurrection and ascension is the clear and repeated teaching of the New Testament as
well (Mk. 16:19; Lk. 22:69; Acts 2:25-36; 7:55-56; 13:33; Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20-22; Col. 3:1;
Heb. 1:3; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Pet. 3:22).19

Summary

This is only a brief summary of the testimony of a few important Scriptures.
Even so, it is evident that where the Bible gives an outline of the progress of history, it
points to three important truths. One, the kingdom of God grows gradually (Mt. 13;
Rom. 11; Dn. 2, 7). Two, the kingdom of God grows through the preaching of the

19.1t is also interesting to note that Daniel says nothing in this passage of Christ
returning to the earth to exercise dominion. On the contrary, the repeated emphasis is
that the saints will rule (Dn. 7:18, 22, 27). But the rule of the saints is the rule of Christ
in and through them (cf. Dn. 7:27).

Walvoord does not seem to notice that Christ is here coming on the clouds to
God and not to the earth, Ibid., pp. 166-70. Wood, too, appears to be unaware of the
possibility that this refers to the ascension of Christ. See Leon Wood, A  Commentary
on Daniel (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1973), pp. 192-94. What is true of the
Dispensational commentaries is also true of their standard works on eschatology. It
has not occurred to them that Daniel sees Jesus ascending to God. See ]. Dwight
Pentecost, Things to Come (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1972, ninth printing), pp. 102,
318, 443, 479, 491, 497, Herman A. Hoyt, The End Times (Chicago: Moody Press, 1969),
pp- 56, 59, 183, 184; and John F. Walvoord, The  Millennial Kingdom (Grand Rapids,
1959), p. 267.
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Gospel — the seed of the Word that will convert Israel and the whole world according
to the promise of the resurrected Christ (Mt. 28:18-20; Rom. 11; Mt. 13). Three, the
kingdom begins at the resurrection and ascension of Christ (Dn 2, 7; Mt. 28:18-20 and
many other New Testament passages). These three Scriptural truths are the Biblical
basis for the postmillennial hope. Neither premillennialism nor amillennialism fits

the Scriptural teaching of the kingdom.

Biblical Answer: Second Coming and Resurrection

By answering Bahnsen’s second question we have already demonstrated that the
Biblical witness points to postmillennialism. Nevertheless, it is important to consider
Bahnsen’s first question also — “Is the church age inclusive of the millennium?” (In
other words, does the second coming of Christ bring the end of history?). If the church
age includes the millennium, then premillennialism, the most popular millennial

position today, is proven doubly wrong.
Teaching of Jesus

There is a wealth of New Testament evidence pointing to one general
resurrection at the end of history.2? Jesus says four times in John 6:38-54 that He will
resurrect His people on the last day. He had already stated in a previous encounter
with the Jews that the resurrection of the righteous and the unrighteous would occur
together: “Marvel not at this: for the hour is coming, in which all that are in the
graves shall hear his voice, and shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the
resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation”
(Jn. 5:28-29). In a single time period (“the hour”), the entire human race will hear
Christ’s voice and come forth from the grave (“all that are in the graves shall hear his
voice, and shall come forth”). After the resurrection, the people will be divided on

ethical lines between those who have done good and those who have done evil.

20. See the very interesting explanation of the day of the Lord and the
resurrection in David Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 133-48.
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There is no dispensational division of Jews, Gentiles, and the Church. Neither are
there two resurrections as the dispensationalists teach. There is only one resurrection

— but with two different destinations.
Teaching of Paul

Paul referred to the same single resurrection when he confessed his faith that
“There shall certainly be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked” (Acts
24:15). In another place, the apostle Paul taught that all the dead in Christ would be
raised and the living would be translated at the sound of the last trumpet (1 Thes. 4:13-
17; 1 Cor. 15:52-58). This is the final defeat of death and the end of its reign (1 Cor.
15:54-58). It is also the end of history and the beginning of eternal life in heaven, for
Paul teaches that the last enemy which will be defeated is death (1 Cor. 15:25-26).21

Perhaps the most lucid statement concerning the time of the resurrection is Paul’s
teaching in 1 Corinthians 15:20-28.22 Here Paul states that the resurrection of the dead
takes place in two stages: first, the resurrection of Jesus Christ Himself; second, the
resurrection of those who are Christ’s (1 Cor. 15:23). Paul speaks of the resurrection of
God’s people as the defeat of their great enemy, death (1 Cor. 15:26). He expressly states

that Christ, who is ruling now, “must reign, till he hath put all enemies under his

21. Dispensationalists deny the plain and straightforward implications of these
and other passages by introducing numerous distinctions.  The basis for the
dispensationalist distinctions between the various judgments and resurrections,
however, is grounded in their theological presuppositions, not in sound exegesis of
the passages themselves. Their main text is Revelation 20. Distinctions introduced
into the teaching of Jesus and Paul are clearly based upon their interpretation of
Revelation. For an extended discussion of the interpretation of Revelation 20, see
David Chilton, Days of Vengeance. 1 believe that in the New Testament teaching
about the final judgement and resurrection we see another example of
postmillennialism being more “literal” than dispensationalism.

22. For an extended discussion of 1 Cor. 15:23-28 that compares the premillennial
and amillennial/ postmillennial interpretation, see Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline
Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Baker, [1930] 1979). Cf. also Paradise Restored, p. 145f.
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feet” (1 Cor. 15:25),%3 including the last enemy which is death itself (1 Cor. 15:26).
Death is defeated with the resurrection of Christ’s people at the end of history when
Christ delivers the kingdom to God (1 Cor. 15:24, 27-28).24

The implications of this passage are inescapable. The language is clear and free of
symbolism.  The only real question this passage raises is this: ~ Why do
premillennialists ignore the straightforward teaching of the central New Testament
chapter on the resurrection and build a doctrine of the resurrection on what they

consider to be the implications of figures of speech?
Summary

The explicit teaching of Jesus and Paul points to a single resurrection at the end of
history. It is a principle of interpretation that we must use the simple and clear
passages of Scripture to aid us in understanding the more difficult figurative language.
In the Gospels and the Epistles, we have the simple but seldom-used key to the book of

Revelation and the “secrets” of Biblical eschatology.

Conclusion

The eschatological debate is clouded by dispute over difficult passages of Scripture
and by failure to clearly define the issues. Greg Bahnsen defines the central and
decisive theological issues so that the eschatological questions can be clearly answered
from the teaching of the Bible. There are just two questions that must be answered: 1)
Does the resurrection of the righteous take place at the end of history? 2) Will the
Gospel conquer the world? The prophecy of Daniel, the parables of Christ, the Great

Commission, John 6, Romans 11, 1 Corinthians 15, and many other Scriptures answer

23. Cf. Acts 2:34-35 where Peter also refers to this verse.

24. Pentecost’s extensive discussion of verses 20-24 is conducted as if verse 25-28
do not exist. But verse 25, beginning with the word “for,” is Paul’s exposition of the
previous verses. It can hardly be ignored! A later discussion of verses 24-28 is

conducted as if the passage did not begin with a discussion of resurrection. Pentecost,
Things to Come, pp. 402-7 and 492-94.
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these questions affirmatively. Of the three major eschatological approaches, only the
postmillennial interpretation accords with the witness of the Bible.

The more difficult prophetic portions of Scripture, especially the book of
Revelation, should be interpreted in light of our answers to these questions. But we
must be on guard against forcing our interpretation into an unbiblical mold to fit our
preconceived ideas. The teachings of Christ and Paul clearly point to both the success
of the Gospel in converting the world, and a single judgment and resurrection at the
end of history. We must continue to pursue a Biblical approach in the interpretation
of the more difficult eschatological passages. Does the book of Revelation teach the

postmillennial view? How should we interpret its symbolic language?
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INTERPRETING PROPHECY

Many believe Christians differ in their eschatology because they use different
principles of interpretation.! Premillennial ~ dispensationalists in particular
emphasize that they consistently interpret the Scriptures “literally,” while others
“spiritualize” or wuse “figurative interpretation.” Many amillennialists and
postmillennialists argue that no one can interpret “literally” all the time and insist
that the New Testament “spiritualizes” certain Old Testament passages,? thus
seeming to endorse the dispensationalist view that differences among the schools are
based upon different hermeneutical approaches.

The idea that the various millennial positions are the result of different
principles of interpretation confuses the real problem for three reasons. One,
dispensational premillennialists do not interpret “literally.” Two, postmillennialists
do not “spiritualize” the eschatological portions of Scripture.  Three, the real

hermeneutical problem is something entirely different.

1.In a debate among the four major millennial positions — historic premil, dispensational premil,
postmil, and amil — all four participants repeatedly stressed the importance of hermeneutics (principles
of interpretation). Robert G. Clouse, ed., The Meaning of the Millennium (Downers Grove: InterVarsity
Press, 1977).

2. The Meaning of the Millennium, pp. 134ff., 172ff.
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Figurative vs. Literal Interpretation: The Wrong Paradigm

Since dispensationalists understand the basic issue to be hermeneutics, they
typically include long discussions of the interpretation of prophecy in their books on
eschatology.3  Dispensational premillennialists argue that amillen-nialists and
postmillennialists use a method of interpretation which forces a non-literal meaning
on what is intended by the Bible to be literal. J. Dwight Pentecost goes so far as to say,
“The reason a non-literal method of interpretation is adopted is, almost without
exception, because of a desire to avoid the obvious interpretation of the passage. The
desire to bring the teaching of Scripture into harmony with some predetermined
system of doctrine instead of bringing doctrine into harmony with the Scriptures has
kept the method alive.”4

Pentecost’'s statement reflects the dispensational prejudice that non-
dispensationalists use a non-literal and, therefore, dishonest method of interpreting
Scripture. But what about dispensationalists? Do they really interpret “literally”?
When a well-known dispensational Bible teacher of a previous generation, Louis S.
Bauman, named socialism, communism, and fascism as the “three unclean spirits like
frogs” of Revelation 16:13, was he interpreting literally?® How literal is it to say, as
John F. Walvoord cautiously suggests, that the apostle John’s description of an army of
horsemen in Revelation 9:16-19 refers to modern warfare?® A popular

premillennial teacher in the early part of this century even announced the year for the

3. See J. Dwight Pentecost, Things To Come: A Study in Biblical Eschatology (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1958, 1972), pp. 1-64; Charles L. Feinberg, Millennialism: The Two Major Views (Chicago:
Moody Press, revised edition, 1980), pp. 37-62; John F. Walvoord discusses amillennial and premillennial
principles of interpretation separately in The Millennial Kingdom (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1959,
1972), pp. 59-67, 128-138. Paul L. Tan devoted an entire book to the subject, The Interpretation of Prophecy
(Winona Lake, Ind.: BMH Books, Inc., 1974).

4. Things To Come, p. 60.

5. Quoted in Dwight Wilson, Armageddon Now!:  The Premillennarian Response to Russia and
Israel Since 1917 (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1991), p. 108.

6. The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago: Moody Press, 1966), pp. 166-67. Herman Hoyt does
not favor Walvoord'’s interpretation here, but he says, “Tanks, machine guns, flame throwers, and many
other varieties of modern warfare so easily fit the imagery.” An Exposition of the Book of Revelation

(Winona Lake, Indiana: Brethren Missionary Herald Company, 1966), p. 51.
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beginning of the literal fulfillment of Revelation — 1925!7 More recently, a best-
selling book by a dispensational author proved by no less than 88 literal reasons that
the rapture must occur in 1988. When the rapture didn’t occur, the same author then
proved that the rapture would occur in 1989.8 (Don’t hold your breath for his next
best-selling book!) Dispensational commentary on prophecy abounds with examples
of non-literal and, too often, nonsensical interpretation. The point is
dispensationalists do not really practice “literal” interpretation.

In their better moments, dispensationalists recognize the problem. In a debate on
eschatology, Lorainne Boettner challenged the dispensational idea that prophecy must
be interpreted “literally,” by citing Genesis 3:15, among other references. In this
passage the prophecy that Christ would incur serious injury in the process of defeating
Satan is couched in figurative language. Speaking to the serpent, God says, “He [the
seed of the woman] shall bruise your head. And you shall bruise His heel.” As
Boettner pointed out, dispensationalists do not usually interpret this to be a principle
of enmity between man and snakes. But what Boettner here called “figurative
interpretation,” the premillennialist Herman Hoyt called “literal interpretation,” for,
Hoyt explained, “literal interpretation” is just “normal interpretation” and does not
exclude recognition of figurative language.’

In other words, what the amillennialist and the postmillennialist would call
“figurative  interpretation” is often, if not always, included within the
premillennialist’s definition of “literal interpretation.” The supposed difference in
hermeneutical approaches is a matter of language rather than principles. In fact, most
of the hermeneutical principles dispensationalists stress would be agreed upon by

everyone. Evangelical amillennialists and postmillennialists agree that interpretation

7. Armageddon Now!, pp. 63-64.

8. See Gary North, Rapture Fever: ~ Why Dispensationalism Is Paralyzed (Tyler, Texas: Institute
for Christian Economics, 1993), 53-54, 189-190. Both Wilson’s book, referred to above, and North’s contain
numerous examples of sensationalistic (and money-making!) interpretation in the name of literalism.

9. The Meaning of the Millennium, pp. 147-48. Cf. also Vern S. Poythress, Understanding
Dispensationalists (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1987), where he explains the extensive
dispensational use of “figurative interpretation” in historical passages of Scripture, and the use of special
terms like “application” rather than “interpretation” to give them more breadth in treating the prophetic

Scriptures.
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should be grammatical and historical, which is what premillennialists mean by
“literal.” Premillennialists ~ imply, = however, that amillennialists and
postmillennialists use a method of interpretation which forces a figurative meaning
on what is intended to be non-figurative language. This is a gross misrepresentation
of the issue.

The real issue is not “figurative” and “literal” interpretation. No
postmillennialist (or amillennialist) is attempting to impose his own ideas onto the

0 Premillennialists

Scriptures by changing literal language into figurative language.!
recognize that the Bible contains difficult symbolic language. They call their
interpretation “literal,” but they have not dealt systematically with the Bible’s own use
of symbolic language. What they really give us is an interpretation which seems
“literal,” because it conforms to our own cultural life and thought. They have
neglected the real hermeneutical question: What is the place of figurative language
and symbolism in the Bible? What all Christians should be searching for are Biblical

guidelines for understanding the figurative language of the Bible.

Creation Symbolism: The Biblical Paradigm

Considering the place of figurative language in the Bible allows us to study the
whole debate from a different perspective. We are looking for the Bible’s own
guidelines for understanding the Bible’s own language. The problem is not merely
with the prophetic Scriptures — figures of speech also occur frequently in the historical
and poetical books. We need an approach to figurative language that relates all the
strands of Biblical literature, an approach that is clear, consistent, and grounded in the
Bible itself.

10. There is a very important distinction between recognizing and interpreting figurative language
in the Bible, and allegorizing the Scriptures. There was a problem in the early church, particularly in the
Alexandrian tradition stemming from Origen, of forcing alien meanings onto Scriptural texts. But this
“allegorical interpretation” was clearly opposed by theologians of the Antiochene school, led by Diodore
of Tarsus, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and Theodoret. The “typological” method employed by the
Antiochenes, while sometimes tainted by “allegorical” interpretation, is “normal” interpretation of the

Scriptures. See]. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (London: A & C Black: 1958, 1989), pp. 69-78.
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The Biblical doctrine of creation provides a theological and linguistic foundation
that is comprehensive and consistent. A creationist hermeneutics can unite the
various types of Bible literature and the figures of speech which occur in them.
Biblical scholar James Jordan offers a systematic approach to the Bible’s use of
figurative language, grounded in the doctrine of creation.!l He treats symbolism as a
central issue in understanding the Scriptures, based upon the doctrine of creation.

In his manifesto on Biblical symbolism, Jordan makes the following rather

surprising statement.

Symbolism is more important than anything else for the life of
man. Anyone who does not understand this has [not] yet fully
come to grips with the philosophy of Cornelius Van Til, or more

importantly, with the Biblical doctrine of creation.12

Jordan explains that the doctrine of creation means the created order as a whole
reflects the Creator Himself.!3 The entire creation, as a whole and in detail, points to

God and is, thus, a sign or symbol of God. This perspective — that the whole created

11. Jordan’s work is especially important in that it is a further extension of Cornelius Van Til’s
epistemology. Though Van Til himself taught that all of life must be known and lived in submission to the
Word of God, his categories of explaining the teaching of the Scriptures were taken from philosophy
rather than the Bible. Of course, explaining the teaching of the Bible in philosophical categories is not
wrong. Jordan, however, by expounding the Biblical worldview in terms of the Bible’s own system of
symbolism, has made the doctrine of creation normative for the methodology and content of our
worldview. If nothing else, this approach is much easier for most Christians to understand. It has the
further advantage of integrating the methodology and content of our worldview with our understanding of
the language of the Bible. See Jordan’s fascinating development of Biblical symbolism in Through New
Eyes (Brentwood, Tennessee: Wolgemuth and Hyatt, 1988). Detailed studies related to a Biblical
worldview are available from James Jordan’s ministry: Biblical ~ Horizons, P. O. Box 1096, Niceville,
Florida, 32588. Another good introduction to this approach is James Jordan’s cassette tape series The
Garden of God, also available from Biblical Horizons. See also: James Jordan, Judges: God’s War
Against Humanism, The Law of the Covenant (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1984), and
The Sociology of the Church (Tyler, Texas: Geneva Ministries, 1986).

12. James Jordan, “Symbolism: A Manifesto,” The Geneva Papers, May 1984, no. 28.

13. Cf. Ps. 8:1,9; 19:1-6; 29; 97:6 Rom. 1:18-20; etc.
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world is a general symbol of God, and that man is a special symbol of God — should be
readily conceded by anyone who believes that God is the Creator. But this view is the
very antithesis of the thinking of sinful men, who assume that things and events
either have meaning in themselves or no meaning at all, and that whatever symbolic
dimension there may be is added by man.14

As Jordan points out, symbolism not only precedes man’s interpretation of
reality, it precedes the very existence of reality. How can that be? Because God’s plan
to create the world to reveal Himself, that is, God’s determination of the symbols of
His glory, preceded the actual creation. In the Bible, essence precedes existence. The
world is created in terms of God’s previously determined meaning or interpretation.
Man, rather than imposing a symbolic meaning on brute facts, is called to understand
the God-created symbolism. Man’s role in history is to discover the God-designed
meaning of reality. When man attempts to create the symbolic meaning
autonomously, he is denying that God created the world according to His plan to
express the meaning that He intended.

The belief that man should not “create” symbols, however, is not to deny that
man is a “symbolizer.” On the contrary, man was created as a special symbol of God to
reveal, among other things, the Creator’s symbolizing nature. In this sense, man
cannot escape being a “symbol-generating creature.” Although man’s symbols are
secondary, they are the means by which he restructures reality, which itself reflects
God’s primary symbols. Even as a sinner, man generates symbols. The problem is that
he uses them to deny God and escape from the knowledge of God which everywhere
confronts him. Nevertheless, the sinner’s revolt against his Lord and King reveals his
God-determined nature, for the sinner cannot change what he is: a symbol of God.
Symbolism is central to his life, even as air, food, and water are inescapable

concerns.15

14. Cf. The Sociology of the Church (Tyler, Texas: Geneva Ministries, 1986), p. 283.

15. The above is a radical simplification of Jordan’s presentation in “Symbolism: A Manifesto.” It
may be added that Jordan also believes a concern for symbolism cannot be reduced to rationalism: “The
primacy of the symbolic is not the same thing as the Greek notion of the primacy of the intellect, for
symbolism often does not operate at the conscious or rational level of the human psyche. Symbolism
entails the equal ultimacy of the rational and the non-rational (as Van Til might put it), unlike the

intellectualist heresy which tries to shave away the mysterious.”
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The true knowledge and proper covenantal use of symbols, therefore, is a vital
concern for Christians. But, how can we understand the symbolism of creation, given
the sinful tendency of the human mind? Reason and common sense are certainly
inadequate to guide us in the right direction. But God has given us in Holy Scripture a
standard to enable us to understand both the symbolism of creation and the symbolism
of the Bible itself. The Bible’s approach to symbolism must be systematically studied in
order to understand the teaching of the Bible and the symbolism of the world around
us.16  Systematic study of Biblical symbolism begins with an understanding of the
symbolic themes in the creation narrative of the book of Genesis.

Jordan argues that symbolism is vital to our understanding of the Bible as a
whole, because symbolism is essential to the entire Biblical worldview. Symbolism is
especially important, however, for the exegesis of prophecy, because the basic symbolic
themes of the book of Genesis!” continue all the way through Scripture and find their
realization in Biblical eschatology. Though Jordan himself has not written extensively
on eschatology, David Chilton’s Paradise  Restored and Days of Vengeance apply

Jordan’s creation symbolism to the doctrine of the millennium.!®

16. Jordan’s commentaries on the book of Judges and on the book of the covenant contain many
illustrations of the practical, exegetical, and theological value of his understanding of symbolism. His
commentary on Judges in particular is very helpful in understanding how symbols are used in historical
narrative. It is not necessary to agree with all of Jordan’s suggestions to profit from his very interesting
approach. See Judges: God’s War Against Humanism, and The Law of the Covenant.

17. Jordan explains that the early chapters of Genesis provide basic symbolic themes that are
developed through the rest of the Scriptures. To name just a few, Light and Darkness, the Spirit-Cloud of
Glory, the Holy Mountain, the Garden-Sanctuary of the Lord, Trees, Rivers, Paradise, the Serpent, the
Seed, the Mother, the Younger Brother, etc. See Jordan’s series on Genesis One in the Geneva  Review,
starting from July 1985; his article “Rebellion, Tyranny, and Dominion in the Book of Genesis,”
Christianity — and  Civilization No. 3 (Tyler, Texas, Geneva Divinity School Press, 1983), pp. 38-80; and
also David Chilton’s exposition of these themes in Paradise  Restored (Tyler, Texas: Dominion Press,
1985). Jordan refers frequently to Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980).

18. See David Chilton, Paradise  Restored and Days of Vengeance (Fort Worth: Dominion Press,
1987).
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Creation Symbolism and Eschatology

Understanding Biblical symbolism in the doctrine of creation leads to a fresh
approach to the interpretation of Daniel, Revelation, and other highly figurative
passages. David Chilton follows Jordan’s general outline of Biblical symbolism by
interpreting prophecy according to the basic symbolic themes which arise from the
Genesis creation narrative. When dealing with difficult figurative language, knowing
the symbolic themes that run throughout the Bible from creation to Revelation, helps
us avoid the erratic, let’s-decode-the-Bible approach. The book of Revelation is not
interpreted by a speculative attempt to find prophetic fulfillments in the latest edition
of the local newspaper, but by relating it to the whole of previous Biblical teaching.

In other words, the Bible itself is the “key” to understanding the Bible’s use of
figurative language — not the cultural and linguistic orientation of the interpreter. As
Vern Poythress points out, what may seem to a 20th-century American to be the
“literal interpretation” of the text is not necessarily the most Biblical interpretation and
may, in fact, be a speculative attempt to conform the teaching of the Bible to our

cultural circumstances.!?

As Chilton explains, symbolism gives us sets or patterns of association.?)
Reading Biblical symbolism is like reading poetry — words conjure up pictures and
associations with other words and ideas — in particular, the themes of creation.
Chilton also urges us to read “visually,”?! for the basic creation themes of Scripture
usually appeal to the world as we see it.

The ambiguity involved in figurative language does not inhibit communication.
It is, rather, essential to the depth and breadth of poetic expression. Consider the words

of Psalm 23:1, “The LORD is my Shepherd.” No expositor can explain the full

19. Understanding Dispensationalists, pp. 59-62.

20. Paradise Restored, p. 18ff.

21.Ibid., p. 19. On page 21, Chilton suggests the following rules for studying imagery:

1. Read visually; try to picture what the Bible is saying.

2. Read  Biblically; don’t speculate or become abstract, but pay close attention to what the Bible
itself says about its own symbols.

3. Read the Story; try to think about how each element in the Bible contributes to its message of

salvation as a whole.
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meaning of this passage, because poetic expression is intended to be broader and deeper
than literal language. But does the “ambiguity” of the figurative language inhibit
communication? Not in the least. We meditate on the meaning of God’s shepherd
care in many different situations and enjoy Him in new and unexpected ways.

To illustrate the approach in more detail, consider the questions Chilton says we
must ask in order to understand Revelation 12:1ff22 This passage speaks of a
“woman clothed with the sun, standing on the moon and laboring in childbirth while
a dragon hovers nearby to devour her child.” Chilton’s interpretive method is in

remarkable contrast to what is all too common in churches today.

A radically speculative interpreter might turn first to news of the
latest genetic experiments, to determine whether a woman’s size
and chemical composition might be altered sufficiently for her to
be able to wear the sun; he might also check to see if the Loch Ness
Monster has surfaced recently. A Biblical interpreter, on the
other hand, would begin to ask questions: Where in the Bible
does this imagery come from? Where does the Bible speak of a
woman in labor, and what is its significance in those contexts?
Where does the Bible speak of a Dragon? Where does the Bible
speak of someone trying to murder an infant? If we are going to
understand the message of the Bible, we must acquire the habit of
asking questions like this.23
To see how Chilton approaches a theme running all the way through the
Scriptures, study the following extended quotation on the significance of mountains in

Biblical symbolism.

Finally, a very important aspect of Eden’s location is that it
was on a mountain (Eden itself was probably a plateau on a

mountaintop). This follows from the fact that the source of water

22. Paradise Restored, p. 17.
23. Ibid. Chilton’s humorous description of the extremes of dispensational interpretation may
offend some readers, but the embarrassing fact is that premillennialists have used the headlines as a

guide for exegesis throughout this century. See Dwight Wilson, Armageddon Now!
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for the world was in Eden: the river simply cascaded down the
mountain, parting into four heads as it traveled. = Furthermore,
when God speaks to the king of Tyre (referring to him as if he
were Adam, in terms of man’s original calling), He says: “You
were in Eden, the Garden of God. . .. You were on the holy
mountain of God” (Ezek. 28:13-14).

That Eden was the original “holy mountain” explains the
significance of God’s choice of mountains as sites for His
redemptive acts and revelations. The substitutionary atonement
in place of Abraham’s seed took place on Mount Moriah (Gn.
22:2). It was also on Mount Moriah that David saw the Angel of
the Lord standing, sword in hand, ready to destroy Jerusalem,
until David built an alter there and made atonement through
sacrifice (1 Chron. 21:15-17). And on Mount Moriah Solomon
built the Temple (2 Chron. 3:1). God’s gracious revelation of His
presence, His covenant, and His law was made on Mount Sinai.
Just as Adam and Eve had been barred from the Garden, the
people of Israel were forbidden to approach the holy mountain, on
pain of death (Ex. 19:12; cf. Gn. 3:24). But Moses (the Mediator of
the Old Covenant, Gal. 3:19), the priests, and the 70 elders of the
people were allowed to meet God on the Mountain (after making
an atoning sacrifice), and there they ate and drank communion
before the Lord (Ex. 24:1-11). It was on Mount Carmel that God
brought His straying people back to Himself through sacrifice in
the days of Elijah, and from whence the ungodly intruders into
His Garden were taken and destroyed (1 Kings 18; interestingly,
carmel is a Hebrew term for garden-land, plantation, and
orchard). Again on Mount Sinai (also called Horeb) God revealed
His saving presence to Elijah, and recommissioned him as His
messenger to the nation (1 Kings 19).

In His first major sermon, the Mediator of the New Covenant
delivered the law again, from a mountain (Matt. 5:1ff.). His

official appointment of His apostles was made on a mountain
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(Mark 3:1-13). On a mountain He was transfigured before His
disciples in a blinding revelation of His glory (recalling
associations with Sinai, Peter calls this the “holy mountain,” in 2
Pet. 1:16-18). On a mountain He gave his final announcement of
judgment upon the faithless covenant people (Matt. 24). After the
Last Supper, He ascended a mountain with His disciples, and
proceeded from there to a Garden where, as the Last Adam, He
prevailed over temptation (Matt. 26:30; cf. Matt. 4:8-11, at the
beginning of His ministry). Finally, He commanded His disciples
to meet Him on a mountain, where He commissioned them to
conquer the nations with the Gospel, and promised to send them
the Holy Spirit; and from there He ascended in the cloud (Matt.
28:16-20; Acts 1:19; ...)

I have by no means exhausted the list that might be given of
Biblical references to God’s redemptive activities on mountains;
but those which have been cited are sufficient to demonstrate the
fact that in redemption God is calling us to return to Eden; we
have access to the Holy Mountain of God through the shed blood
of Christ. We have come to Mount Zion (Heb. 12:22), and may
boldly approach the Holy Place (Heb. 10:19), granted by God’s grace
to partake again of the Tree of Life (Rev. 2:7). Christ has built His
Church as a City on a Hill, to give light to the world (Matt. 5:14),
and has promised that the nations will come to that light (Isa.
60:3). The prophets are full of this mountain-imagery, testifying
that the world itself will be transformed into Eden: “in the last
days, the mountain of the House of the LORD will be established
as the chief of the mountains, and will be raised above the hills;
and all the nations will stream to it” (Isa. 2:2; cf. Isa. 2:2-4; 11:9;
25:6-9; 56:3-8; 65:25; Mic. 4:1-4). Thus the day will come when
God’s kingdom, His Holy Mountain, will “fill the whole earth”
(see Dn. 2:34-35; 44-45), as God’s original dominion mandate is
fulfilled by the Last Adam.?*
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This excerpt illustrates both the immense practical value and the exegetical
importance of recognizing basic creation themes in Biblical symbolism. Following
such themes as the garden, the harlot,2® the wilderness, the serpent-dragon, the cloud
of glory, and the Biblical imagery of trees, minerals, water, and so forth, Chilton
interprets the book of Revelation in the context of the whole Scripture by applying the

vivid and powerful imagery of the Old Testament.?

The imagery of Revelation
flows from the stream of Biblical symbolism beginning in Genesis; it is an organic part

of the Biblical story.?’
Creation Symbolism and the Coming of Christ

One of the more controversial aspects of the eschatological debate is the
Reconstructionist assertion that many (not all) of the New Testament references to the
coming of Christ were fulfilled in the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 7028 This
assertion is based on the Old Testament symbolic language of judgment, which is itself
grounded in the creation narrative.?? Chilton, for example, points to Old Testament
references to the coming of God — thematically reminiscent of His appearance in the

Garden — in which no literal physical appearance actually takes place.3’ Rather, God

24. Paradise Restored, pp. 30-32.

25. The great harlot of Revelation 17-19 is an interesting example. Though often understood as a
reference to Rome, Chilton says that if we knew our Bibles well, we would recognize the language as taken
largely from other Biblical passages describing Jerusalem. Jerusalem is the harlot city fornicating with
the nations in Isaiah 57, and Ezekiel 16 and 23. The harlot in the wilderness picture comes from Jeremiah
2-3 and Hosea 2. John's statement that the blood of the prophets and the saints is to be found in this harlot
points to the words of Jesus concerning Jerusalem in Matthew 23:34-37. The city which has a kingdom
ruling over all the kingdoms of the earth (Rev. 17:18) refers to Jerusalem as the center of God’s kingdom,
not to Rome, for John sees history covenantally. God’s temple and God’s people are central, not political
power. Paradise Restored, pp. 187-93.

26. Cf. Days of Vengeance, p. ix., the comments in the Foreword by Gordon J. Wenham.

27. Paradise Restored, p. 15.

28. It goes without saying that this view is not original with Reconstructionist writers; it has been
around for a long time. See J. Marcellus Kik, An Eschatology of Victory (Phillipsburg, New Jersey:
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1971), who refers to many older writers who also hold this position.

29. Cf. Meredith Kline, Images of the Spirit.
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“comes” in judgment through historical agents at His disposal. Thus the fall of
Babylon to the Medes is described as the Day of the Lord in which the sun, moon, and
stars will no longer give light (Is. 13:9-10). In the judgment against Edom, the very
host of heaven will “wear away, and the sky will be rolled up like a scroll” (Is. 34:4). At
Samaria’s destruction in 722 B. C., the sun again disappears (Amos 8:9). And God says
to Egypt, “Behold, the LORD rides on a swift cloud, and will come into Egypt” (Is. 19:1).

That such passages are couched in the language of final judgment is natural and
to be expected, since all historical judgments are foretastes of the final revelation of
God’s wrath and the fulfillment of the Genesis warning: “You shall surely die!” The
following language, for example, if not understood in context, would certainly seem to

be either a reference to the Noahic deluge or perhaps eschatological judgment.

Then the earth shook and trembled;

The foundation of the hills also

Quaked and we were shaken,

Because He was angry.

Smoke went up from His nostrils,

And devouring fire from His mouth;
Coals were kindled by it.

He bowed the heavens also,

And came down

With darkness under His feet.

And rode upon a cherub, and flew;

He flew upon the wings of the wind.

He made darkness His secret place;

His canopy around Him was dark waters
And thick clouds of the skies.

From the brightness before Him,

His thick clouds passed with hailstones and coals of fire.
The LORD also thundered in the heavens,
And the Most High uttered His voice,
Hailstones and coals of fire.

He sent out His arrows and scattered the foe,

30. Chilton, Days of Vengeance, pp. 64-65, Paradise  Restored, pp. 57ff., 97ff; cf. also Kline,
Images of the Spirit, pp. 97-131.
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Lightenings in abundance,

And He vanquished them.

Then the channels of waters were seen,

And the foundations of the world were uncovered

At Your rebuke, O LORD,
At the blast of the breath of Your nostrils.

Although David seems to be using eschatological language, we know from the
title of Psalm 18 that he is describing the Lord’s rescuing him from his enemies. The
Lord’s intervention on behalf of David, however, is described as a cosmic cataclysm.
The Lord came down from heaven and delivered David from those who sought to
kill him. The passage sounds like the great passages of Scripture dealing with God’s
judgment of the world by the Flood, God’s judgment on the tower of Babel, the
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, or the judgment of Egypt. It also sounds like
references to the coming of Christ at the end of history. The various judgment
passages sound similar because of a common symbolic system, and because historical
judgments derive their meaning from their relationship to the final judgment to
which they point.

The proper interpretation of the New Testament references to Christ's coming
must take into account the Old Testament prophetic language of judgment. For
example, the prophecies in Matthew 24 follow Jesus’ scathing denunciation of Israel’s
leaders in chapter 23. Matthew 23 includes Jesus’ prophetic judgment that “this
generation” shall persecute prophets and wise men sent by Christ, and so be held guilty
for “all the righteous blood shed upon the earth, from the blood of righteous Abel
unto the blood of Zechariah, son of Barachiah” (Mt. 23:35). That one generation
should be held accountable for the crimes against God’s righteous prophets of all
generations suggests unparralled judgment.

Dispensationalists insist that the language in Matthew 24 must be eschatological,
even though the New Testament uses the same figures of speech employed in the Old
Testament to describe God’s covenantal wrath. Matthew 24 speaks of a coming
judgment on Jerusalem, and therefore Israel. This passage contains expressions which
in any interpretation must be regarded as figurative — unless we believe that stars can

“fall,” etc. In fact, in some places in Matthew 24 the text virtually quotes figurative
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language word for word from the Old Testament. Dispensationalists, however, assert
dogmatically that we must “literally” interpret this language. But they are not always
consistent. In Matthew 24:34, for example, Jesus states the time of that judgment very
clearly: “Verily I say unto you, this generation shall not pass, till all these things be
fulfilled” (Mt. 24:34). Here they insist that “generation” should be given the figurative
meaning “race” — a meaning no where else supported in Scripture. Isn’t it more
“literal” to interpret the passage to mean the generation of Jews alive at the time Christ
was speaking? This certainly appears to be a more Biblically justifiable approach.
Essentially, Jordan and Chilton, in line with the preterist interpreters of the past,
call for a re-thinking of the New Testament references to the coming of Christ. Given
the covenantal connection between historical and eschatological sanctions, the sense of
the language of judgment naturally is the same, even when the specific referent — the
flood, the exodus, the destruction of Jerusalem, etc. — varies. Whether a particular
passage refers to His final coming or to the imminent judgment on Israel must be
determined by the context. The essential point postmillennialists insist upon is that

the Bible itself must be our standard for interpreting prophetic Scripture.

Conclusion

It should be clear that, beginning with the creation narrative, there is a Biblical
basis in the prophetic and symbolic language of the Old Testament for the
postmillennial approach to the book of Revelation and other highly figurative New
Testament passages. Undoubtedly, the last word has not been spoken on these
passages. But an approach to these portions of the Bible based on the Bible’s own
creationist imagery is the only method of faithfully interpreting these highly symbolic
passages of Scripture.

The so-called “literal” approach of the dispensationalist is far less truly literal
than an approach which carefully examines the use of figurative language in the Bible.
Dispensational premillennialism, since it either denies or ignores the fact that there is
a symbolic system grounded in the Biblical doctrine of creation, is forced to interpret

Biblical figures of speech in speculative terms which conform to our -cultural
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predilections — and/or the evening news — but which are alien to the Bible. The
appearance of “literal interpretation” gained by this speculative approach is a false
impression — hermeneutical trick-photography.

Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, the “literal interpretation” debate
distorts the issue. The issue is not literal versus figurative interpretation. The
fundamental issue in hermeneutics is whether or not the Bible itself contains the key
to prophetic interpretation. The postmillennialist is confident that the Bible is self-
interpreting, since the self-interpreting nature of Scripture is essential to the idea of its
transcendent authority.  Confusion about the self-interpreting nature of Biblical
revelation leads to distortions of the doctrine of inspiration.  Ironically, the
dispensational doctrine of literal interpretation tends to undermine the authority of
the Bible by asserting a form of perspicuity which is culturally relative. Though they
claim to interpret “literally,” dispensationalists, too, must distinguish between literal
language and figurative language. But the dispensationalist’s criteria for making that
distinction are found in the modern Western cultural milieu, rather than in the
Scriptures themselves. ~What the modern American mind can see as “literal” is
interpreted “literally” and what it sees as figurative is regarded as figurative.

The Reformed doctrine of the perspicuity of Scripture is linked to the idea of
Scripture as self-interpreting, so that the Word of God is able to speak to all men in all
lands in every generation. The most important single hermeneutical principle is that
the Scripture interprets the Scripture.3! The Bible itself gives us a system of figurative
language and thus provides the key to its own understanding. The real hermeneutical

issue, then, is not literal vs. non-literal, but Biblical vs. non-Biblical.

31. This is not to say that general revelation is unnecessary or less necessary than special
revelation. General revelation is necessary, sufficient, authoritative, and perspicuous for the purposes for
which it was given. Nor do I intend to imply that we do not need general revelation to understand the
Bible. We may derive very important information from history, science, or other realms of knowledge to
help us understand the Bible. What I am saying is that we do not derive principles of interpretation or our
basic approach to the Scriptures from changing cultural norms. On special and general revelation, see John
M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Phillipsburg, New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed,
1987), pp. 62 ff.
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THE CONFLICT OF HISTORY

From the time of man’s fall in the Garden of Eden, the history of man has been
the history of conflict: “Their feet are swift to shed blood; destruction and misery are
in their ways; and the way of peace have they not known” (Rom. 3:15-17). But the
primary conflict does not concern nations and tribes. The real battle is between the
seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent (Gn. 3:15). This is the fundamental,
underlying war.

Most Christians understand this was true in the Old Covenant era before the
incarnation. Repeatedly, we see Satanic foes trying to destroy the seed of Abraham to
prevent the birth of the Messiah. Abimelek in Genesis, Pharaoh in Exodus, Haman in
the book of Esther, and King Herod in the Gospels are only a few examples of
demonically inspired leaders who sought to destroy the seed, to prevent the salvation
of the world (cf. Rev. 12). But the war did not end with the birth of Christ. It continues
on in history.

This historical conflict is at the heart of the Christian philosophy of history and
eschatology. It is also at the heart of the eschatological debate, even though
postmillennialists, amillennialists, and premillennialis’ts1 agree on many of the

fundamental issues of the philosophy of history.2 All believe in the supernatural

1. See David Chilton, Days of Vengeance: An Exposition of the Book of Revelation (Fort Worth:
Dominion Press, 1987), pp. 493-98, for a discussion of the inadequacy of these terms and the historical
development of eschatology.

2. There are five basic questions that the philosophy of history must answer: 1) Who is in
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creation of the world, God’s sovereign control of history for His own glory, the sin of
man and the redeeming work of Christ the incarnate Son, and the future resurrection
of the body unto life everlasting.3 Concerning the final victory of God, all positions
are equally optimistic and confident. There is no disagreement about who wins in the
very end, when history comes to a close. The people of God are taken to heaven and
the devil and all wicked men are cast into hell forever (Mt. 25:34, 41, 46). God is
victorious over all who rebel against His sovereign authority.*

There is significant disagreement, however, when we consider the conflict
between Christ and Satan within history itself. The debate centers around two issues

in the historical conflict.

ultimate control over history? 2) Who are His representatives in history? 3) What are the laws by which
He rules the world? 4) What sanctions does He administer in history to those who keep or disobey His
laws? 5) To what end is He leading history? These five questions follow the five-point covenant outline
developed by Ray Sutton, That You May Prosper (Fort Worth, Texas: Dominion Press, 1987). They can be
stated in different words and from slightly different perspectives, but the basic issues are the same.

3. This is a rough summary of the Apostles Creed which, as a statement of faith in the Triune God,
is also a statement of faith about history. It points to the radically historical character of Christian
religion, in contrast to other religions of the world whose confessions are statements of ideas, not history.
See R. J. Rushdoony, The Foundations of Social Order:  Studies in the Creeds and Councils of the Early
Church (Fairfax, Virginia: Thoburn Press, [1969] 1978), pp. 4-5.

4. Tt must be pointed out, regretfully, that evangelicals in America do not all agree on one of the
fundamental doctrines of Christianity, the doctrine of hell. In May, 1989, 385 evangelical theologians,
Christian leaders, and laymen met at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School to clearly define the word
“evangelical.” Organized by Carl F. H. Henry and Kenneth Kantzer, the conference represented
mainstream evangelical thinking. When a debate broke out on the conference floor over the doctrine of
“annihilationism” (the doctrine that non-Christians will not be sent to hell but wiped out of existence),
evangelical theologian J. I. Packer pressed the assembly to adopt a statement affirming the eternal
punishment of unbelievers. The vote was split, according to the chairman, in favor of those denying the
doctrine of hell. No statement was adopted. See  Gary North, Political ~ Polytheism (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1989), p. 633, note 16.

J. I. Packer did get a second chance, however, when Zondervan published Evangelical ~ Affirmations,
a collection of articles based upon the conference. Packer’s article explicitly refutes universalism and
annihilationism, and names the leading evangelicals denying the doctrine of hell: John Stott, Philip
Edgcumbe Hughes, and John W. Wenham. Kenneth S. Kantzer and Carl F. H. Henry, ed., Evangelical
Affirmations (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, Academie Books, 1990), pp. 124, 135.
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1. What is the nature of the historical conflict?

2. Who is the victor in the New Covenant historical era?

These questions concern the New Covenant era from the death of Christ until
His return. With regard to this age, the three schools of eschatology fit into two
groups. Premillennialism and amillennialism are pessimistic about the historical

5  Proponents of these positions often object to

conflict between Christ and Satan.
being called “pessimistic,” but the fact is both positions assert the victory of Satan
through violence and deception, until the time that Christ returns. When Christ does
return, He defeats Satan by raw power.

Postmillennialism, on the other hand, is optimistic, but this is no Pollyanna-style
optimism. Postmillennial optimism is grounded in the Gospel. The historical conflict
is seen as primarily ethical and covenantal, with Christ victorious through the spread
of the Gospel. His second coming brings final judgment after the Gospel has already

achieved the fullness of victory.

Pessimillennialism: Jesus Loses in History

Premillennialism and amillennialism essentially agree on the historical conflict
of the present age. Neither amillennialists nor premillennialists care to admit this, but
it can be demonstrated without much difficulty. When we consider how each position

answers the two questions of the historical conflict, it is clear that both are

5. Vern S. Poythress’ discussion of the optimism and pessimism of the various millennial positions
is helpful to a degree, in so far as it reminds us that all Christians are optimistic in the final sense. But
Poythress has missed the central issue of the optimistic-pessimistic debate, at least from the
postmillennial perspective. All Christians agree the church is now at war with the world and the devil.
The issue is: Who wins this great historical conflict? See Vern S. Poythress, Understanding
Dispensationalists (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), pp. 48-50.

6. R. J. Rushdoony’s The  Biblical Philosophy of History (Nutley, New Jersey: Presbyterian and
Reformed, 1969), David Chilton’s Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion, (Ft. Worth:
Dominion Press, 1985), and Gary North’s Dominion and Common Grace (Ft. Worth: Dominion Press, 1987)
are three basic Reconstructionist books dealing extensively with the philosophy of history, though the

subject appears frequently in other works as well.
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fundamentally pessimistic about the present age. In fact, both believe in Satan’s

victory in the New Covenant era — between the cross and the second coming of
Christ.

Amillennial Pessimism

Consider the amillennial scenario. Jesus’ disciples go into all the world and
preach the Gospel, as He commanded. Here and there people are converted to Christ.
Sometimes whole nations are converted. In the long run, however, the number of
Christians begins to decrease. When the pagan world gradually comes to understand
the full implications of the Gospel, “the crack of doom” comes and Christians are
persecuted fiercely. The Church is overwhelmed by the wrath of Satanic humanity
until Jesus returns to save the saints and judge the world. Cornelius Van Til describes

how the non-Christian progresses in history according to the amillennial view:

But when all the reprobate are epistemologically self-conscious, the
crack of doom has come. The fully self-conscious reprobate will do
all he can in every dimension to destroy the people of God. So
while we seek with all our power to hasten the process of
differentiation in every dimension we are yet thankful, on the
other hand, for the “day of grace,” the day of wundeveloped
differentiation. Such tolerance as we receive on the part of the
world is due to this fact that we live in the earlier, rather than the
later, stage of history. And such influence on the public situation
as we can effect, whether in society or in state, presupposes this

undifferentiated stage of development.”

Meredith Kline, an amillennialist, describes the present era in these words: “And
meanwhile it [the common grace order] must run its course within the uncertainties

of the mutually conditioning principles of common grace and common curse,

7. Common Grace and the Gospel (Nutley, New Jersey: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1974), p. 85,
quoted in North, Dominion and Common Grace, pp. 85-86.
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prosperity and adversity being experienced in a manner largely unpredictable because
of the inscrutable sovereignty of the divine will that dispenses them in mysterious
ways.”8 Kline is assuring us that there is no certain success for anyone in the present
age. The blessings and the curses of this life are distributed in a random manner in the
New Covenant era, so that we cannot predict the course of history except in the
broadest terms.

Kline is not being candid, however. Given the amillennialist view of history, it is
certain that the Church is going to lose in the end. This means that God’s rule in the
present age must be exercised in favor of unbelievers for their victory to be certain.”
Comparing the covenantal systems of the old Adam (era from Adam till Christ) and
the New Adam (era from the resurrection to the end of the world) in amillennial
theology, we discover that the principle of blessing and cursing is reversed. In the old
era, covenant-breakers were cursed and covenant-keepers were blessed. The new era
may be ambiguous, but the tendency is just the opposite. In the final analysis, Kline’s
view means covenant-breakers in this age may rebel against God, confident of their
ultimate victory.

The nature of the historical conflict is clear in the amillennial view. Non-
Christians dominate the present age according to the principles of oppression that
Jesus referred to in Mark 10:42: “Ye know that they which are accounted to rule over
the Gentiles exercise lordship over them; and their great ones are tyrants over them.”
Power, the religion of ancient Rome, is the religion that will determine human
authority in the present age. The amillennial faith says that the only way Satanic
power-religion can be effectively removed is by greater power: the second coming of
Christ at the end of history.

Until Jesus returns, therefore, history is the devil's playground.l® Of course,
many people will be saved. Amillennialists may even admit that the advance of

science and medicine, along with many other cultural blessings, is the result of God’s

8. “Comments on an Old-New Error,” Westminster Theological ~Journal, XLI (Fall 1978), p. 184,
quoted in Gary North, Millennialism and Social Theory (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics,
1990), p. 43.

9. See the extended discussion of this problem in Gary North, Millennialism and Social ~Theory,
pp- 155-209.

10. Cf. North, Dominion and Common Grace, pp. 85-86, 125-26.
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11" History will serve the general purpose of glorifying God, but history itself

grace.
appears to have no special goal other than providing a sphere for the operation of
special grace. Once the elect have been saved, history can be trashed and God can start
all over.

The meaning is clear. When Satan tempted man in the Garden, he ruined God’s
original purpose for man: be fruitful, fill the earth, and rule it as God’s servant so that
God could be glorified by the maturation of His creation (Gn. 1:26). If Satan’s
temptation of Adam and Eve destroyed this plan, so that man will never fulfill the
dominion mandate given in Genesis 1:26-31, then Satan is the victor in history. The
church is told to fight against Satan and wicked men, but she is guaranteed that she can
never win the battle. Her historical theme song is, “We shall not overcome!”

Thus, premillennialist A. J. McClain compares the amillennial view of history to
a staircase leading nowhere, or a loaded gun, which, when fired, can only discharge a
blank cartridge.!? McClain rightly emphasizes that in the amillennial view our only
hope is beyond history. History itself is like a cramped narrow corridor leading
nowhere within the historical process and is “only fit to be abandoned at last for an

ideal existence on another plane.”!3 For all practical purposes, then, history belongs

to the devil. This, in no uncertain terms, is radically pessimistic.
Optimistic Amillennialism?

Are there some amillennialists who are more optimistic about history? Perhaps.

Anthony Hoekema may be an example.!# Tt cannot be denied that he makes a valiant

11. Meredith Kline apparently denies that there is a relationship between faithfulness to God’s
word and historical blessing, but his view is probably not typical. For Kline’s view, see Dominion and
Common Grace, p. 138. For a more optimistic amillennial view, see Anthony A. Hoekema, The Bible and
The Future (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), pp.73-5. Even in the case of Hoekema, however, the motive
to labor for the glory of God in the broader cultural sphere is weak at best.

12. The Greatness of the Kingdom (Chicago: Moody Press, [1959] 1968), p. 531.

13. Tid. p. 529.

14. There are some who apparently call themselves “optimistic amillennialists” who view the
course of history rather like postmillennialists; cf. Chilton, Days of Vengeance, p. 498. But the
“optimistic amillennial” position has not been defined in a systematic treatment or defended by Biblical

exegesis. There are no volumes of “optimistic amillennial” eschatology to refer to. In the end, such an
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attempt to rescue amillennialism from dispensationalist Alva McClain’s charge of
historical irrelevance. Hoekema asserts that the Christian understanding of history is
“basically optimistic,” and he argues that the cultural achievements of the present age
are in some sense continuous with the eternal kingdom of God.!> He is exactly on
target when he contrasts the Biblical view of history to the Greek cyclical view: “For
the writers of the Bible, history is not a meaningless series of recurring cycles but a
vehicle whereby God realizes his purposes with man and the cosmos. The idea that
history is moving toward divinely established goals, and that the future is to be seen as
the fulfillment of promises made in the past, is the unique contribution of the
prophets of Israel.” 16

Hoekema also asserts that nations as well as individuals are blessed or cursed in
terms of God’s laws, though he doesn’t use specifically covenantal language.l” He
sounds like a postmillennialist when he says, “Christ has indeed brought in the new
age, the age of the kingdom of God. The world is therefore not the same since Christ
came; an electrifying change has taken place. Unless one recognizes and acknowledges
this change, he has not really understood the meaning of history.”18 He sounds even
more like a postmillennialist when he affirms that redemption is cosmic.1?

Perhaps Hoekema’s popularity as the representative amillennialist stems from
the fact that he has flavored his amillennial salad with postmillennial dressing. He
returns to a more amillennial tone, however, when he speaks of the “ambiguity” of
history, and the parallel growth of good and evil. Concerning the latter, Hoekema

says, “History does not reveal a simple triumph of good over evil, nor a total victory of

evil over good.”?0 To the question, “Can we say that history reveals any genuine

approach must reduce either to amillennialism or postmillennialism. See Gary North, Millennialism
and Social Theory.

15. His entire chapter, “The Meaning of History,” presents the amillennial philosophy of history.
The Bible and the Future, pp. 23-40.

16. Ibid., p. 25.

17. Ibid., pp. 26-28.

18. Ibid., p. 31.

19. Ibid., pp. 31-33.

20. Ibid., p. 35. He goes on to say that Christ has won the victory and that Satan is fighting a

losing battle, but for Hoekema the victory comes after history, not within it.
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progress?” he can only answer, “Again we are faced with the problem of the ambiguity
of history.”?! Though he affirms progress and victory, these can only be perceived by
faith. The change brought about by the new age is “electrifying,” but history is well
insulated. Nothing is openly revealed until after history is over at the judgment.

Not only does Hoekema undermine his optimistic assertions by his principle of
ambiguity, he also believes Christ may return at almost any time.?? The final

Antichrist could appear “in a very short time”?3

and fulfill the prophecies concerning
the last days before Christ’s coming. According to Hoekema, we should be ready for
the coming of Christ at all times, though we can never know whether it will be soon
or far off.

This view has great implications for the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant
in Christ. Suppose, for instance, that Christ were to return next week. Will the
Abrahamic and Davidic covenant promises of universal dominion have been fulfilled
in history?%* Will the world have been converted to Christ so that “all nations will be
blessed” in Him? Will the created world have been developed to its full potential and
offered to God in praise and thanks? Where is cosmic redemption? And what about
all the promises of the past that await future fulfillment? Questions such as these
point out the weaknesses in the most optimistic amillennial view of history.

Any view of eschatology which asserts that the Lordship of Jesus in history may
never be manifest, except over a relatively small portion of the earth, is less than truly
optimistic. Such a view makes meaningless the prayer, “Thy kingdom come. Thy will
be done in earth, as it is in heaven.” Yet this is exactly the position of Hoekema. His
view of history tolerates the damnation of the vast majority of the human race, in
spite of the Abrahamic promise that “all families shall be blessed in you.” It is not
enough to say that there is continuity between our present cultural work and the final
kingdom. The Creation Mandate demands a full development of God’s world. It is

something far less than the reversal of Satan’s rebellion, if history should end with

21.Tbid., p. 35.

22. “Instead of saying that the Perousia is imminent, therefore, let us say that it is impending. It is
certain to come, but we do not know exactly when it will come. We must therefore live in constant
expectation of and readiness for the Lord’s return.” Ibid., p. 136.

23. Tbid., p. 162.

24. See my next chapter, “Chapter Four: God’s Covenantal Kingdom.”
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large portions of the creation underdeveloped, not manifesting the praise of God.

To put it bluntly, Hoekema’s view tolerates the possibility of 1) a severely limited
dominion for Christ, 2) very few men being saved, and 3) a truncated conclusion to the
development of world culture. This is certainly not optimism. It may not be simple
defeatism either, because Hoekema allows the possibility that the kingdom will see far
greater historical realization than history has yet witnessed. But merely allowing the
possibility does not do justice to the Biblical promise, nor does it give God’s people the
encouragement they need to pray with confidence and fight for the kingdom. It is, at
best, a timid view that will seldom give birth to bold warriors.

Though Hoekema deals more seriously with history than Kline, all he finally
provides, to borrow McClain’s analogy, is a longer staircase which appears to be going
somewhere. We can not see the end because of the heavy fog of historical ambiguity,
but as we climb toward the top we can comfort ourselves with the thought that the

staircase may end any moment.
Premillennial Pessimism

The problem with McClain’s analysis is that, to the degree the considerations he
introduces are vital to a philosophy of history, they refute his own premillennialism
as well as amillennialism. For premillennialism also abandons history and finds hope

only in a post-historical salvation.??

This may seem to be unfair to the
premillennialist, since he does view the millennial kingdom as part of history.
However, his view of both the inauguration and the character of the kingdom makes
it clear that he is not talking about what is normally called history or “historical

process.”26

25. Greg Bahnsen, “The Prima Facie Acceptability of Postmillennialism” in Journal of Christian
Reconstruction, Winter 1976-77, vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 67-68.

26. This is not to mention the fact that premillennialists like Dave Hunt take a rather pessimistic
view of the millennium itself. He is quoted as saying, “The millennial reign of Christ upon earth, rather
than being the kingdom of God, will in fact be the final proof of the incorrigible nature of the human
heart.” Also, “In fact, dominion — taking dominion and setting up the kingdom of Christ — is an
impossibility, even for God.” See Gary DeMar and Peter Leithart, The Reduction of Christianity: — Dave
Hunt’s Theology of Cultural Surrender (Ft. Worth: Dominion Press, 1988), p. 157.
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With regard to the present era, there is no significant difference between the
premillennial and amillennial schemes.  The scenario traced above fits the
premillennialist equally well. Again, this means that in the present era, covenant
breakers are blessed. Evil men rule by raw power while a small number of elect are
saved from sin. Then Christ conquers the nations by a sword that appears to be
wielded in His hand, not the sword of the Word proceeding from His mouth (Rev. 19).
The return of Christ is like the coming of a cosmic Rambo, with naked force the final
solution to the world’s problems.

According to premillennialism, however, the return of Christ is followed by a
thousand-year earthly kingdom. What is the nature of this kingdom? The same raw
power that subdued the final, historical rebellion of mankind continues to threaten
men for a thousand years, like the sword of Damocles hanging over them to keep
them in line.?” Although the kingdom is said to be spiritual and based upon the
conversion of the nations,? premillennialists also describe the kingdom as an age of
totalitarian power miraculously wielded by Christ to restrain the wicked. The daily
process of government is carried on by a holy bureaucracy.?’

In sum, during this present age of grace, premillennialists say, we work and labor
only to lose it all to the Antichrist and his legions during the tribulation. Satan is
victorious in the present era, but our hope is that in another age of miraculous raw

force, we will reign with Christ.30  Amillennialism ends everything in the here-and-

27. “These great moral principles of the mediatorial government will be enforced by sanctions of
supernatural power. ... For in the coming Kingdom the judgments of God will be immediate and tangible
to all men (Zech. 14:17-19; Isa. 66:24).” (emphasis in the original). McClain, The Greatness of the
Kingdom, pp. 208-09.

28. McClain, The Greatness of the Kingdom, pp. 218-21.

29. McClain, for example, asserts: “Instead of regarding government as a necessary evil—the less of
it, the better — the beneficent rule of this Kingdom will extend to every department of human life and
affect in some way every detail.” He also suggests that saints in resurrected bodies will rule on earth with
Christ. This should provide enough bureaucrats for a beneficent totalitarianism to rule by “the more of it,
the merrier” principle. The Greatness of the Kingdom, pp. 213-14, 210. Cf. also John F. Walvoord, The
Millennial Kingdom (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1959), pp. 301-2; Herman A. Hoyt, The End Times
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1969), pp. 180-81.

30. Note: This is not intended to disparage miracles or the miraculous, but rather the use of

miracles as a mere raw power option for the defeat of Christ's enemies. The power of the Gospel is also
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now — the “blank cartridge” view of history. The premillennial gun, however, fires
live rounds: the “magnum force” kingdom. Whereas the Gospel failed in this age,
violence and power succeed in bringing in the kingdom. It is a holy violence to be
sure, but still something very different from conversion by faith and Spirit-led

obedience.3!

Biblical Optimism: Satan Defeated, the World Converted

Postmillennialism  holds that both amillennialism and premillennialism are
guilty of virtually surrendering history to Satan, as if, by his temptation of Adam and
Eve in the garden, Satan had defeated God’s original purpose to manifest His glory in
time and on earth through the rule of His image-bearer, man.3> Postmillennialists do
not believe that God simply quits the historical battle with Satan, bringing time to an
abrupt end. Nor do they believe that God defeats Satan in history by naked force.
Postmillennialists believe that Satan’s plan to spoil God’s image by lies is defeated by
the truth of the cross and resurrection. Satan’s lies must be defeated by God’s words of
truth, and not sheer brute power, or else the message of history is nothing more than
a demonstration that God is bigger and stronger than Satan.

Postmillennial hope is an aspect of Biblical soteriology. In the Bible, soteriology
and eschatology are one. Furthermore, the historical conflict between Christ and Satan
is at the very heart of Biblical soteriology. Christians sometimes forget that the first
promise of salvation in the Bible was a promise that Christ would defeat Satan (Gn.

3:15). That promise said nothing specifically of salvation by faith or of a future

miracle-working, but it is not brute force. In the postmillennial scheme, Christ’s triumph over Satan is
accomplished by His work on the cross and by the omnipotent word of the Gospel, which will not return
unto God void but will attain its purpose.

31. Of course, most premillennialists believe in the conversion of the world during the millennium.
But why does the conversion of the world wait for the second coming of Christ? What is the meaning of
the Holy Spirit and the Gospel in this age? Why does Satan have to be violently overthrown first, before
the Gospel can succeed?

32. On the Cultural Mandate, see the discussion in Gary North, The Dominion Covenant:  Genesis

(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, revised 1987), pp. 27-36, 133f, 147-49, etc.
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resurrection, yet the defeat of Satan meant the reversal of Satan’s program and the
undoing of all the damage he had done. The rest of the promises in the Bible fill out
the meaning of the promise that Satan would be defeated. We must view the defeat of
Satan and the plan of salvation through the Gospel as one, for that is the perspective of
the Bible.

The Defeat of Satan in the New Testament

The New Testament bears abundant witness to the fact that Satan is a defeated
foe. The twofold prophecy of Genesis 3:15 that Satan would inflict injury on Christ but
Christ would crush Satan’s head was fulfilled in Christ’s first coming: “For this
purpose the Son of God was manifested, that he might destroy the works of the devil”
(1]Jn. 3:8b). Jesus’ entire ministry was a series of battles with Satan, epitomized by our
Lord’s repeatedly healing the demon-possessed. When accused by the Pharisees of

‘“”

casting out demons by the power of Satan, Jesus answered: “. .. if I cast out devils by
the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God is come unto you. Or else how can one
enter into a strong man's house, and spoil his goods, except he first bind the strong
man? and then he will spoil his house” (Mt. 12:28-29). Here Christ indicates the
twofold significance of His miraculous casting out of demons: 1) Satan has been
bound; 2) the kingdom of God has come! Salvation and the defeat of Satan are
inseparable.

Jesus Himself indicated that the fulfillment of both aspects of Genesis 3:15 are
concentrated at a single point in time. Referring to His imminent crucifixion, Jesus
said, “Now is the judgment of this world: now shall the prince of this world be cast
out” (Jn. 12:31; cf. 16:11). The cross is the focus of salvation and of the historical conflict
between Christ and Satan. In the same way the defeat of Pharaoh was necessary for the
deliverance of Israel, the defeat of Satan was essential to our salvation: “Forasmuch
then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also himself likewise took part
of the same; that through death he might destroy him that had the power of death,
that is, the devil; And deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime
subject to bondage” (Heb. 2:14-15). Paul uses the Exodus imagery to describe our

salvation by Christ’s death as being taken from one kingdom and placed in another:
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“Giving thanks unto the Father . . . who hath delivered us from the power of darkness,
and hath translated us into the kingdom of his dear Son: in whom we have
redemption through his blood, even the forgiveness of sins.” (Col. 1:12a, 13-14).

The Church still fights with Satan, but not as in the Old Covenant era. Salvation
has come and the Church has been given victory in Christ. The gift of the Holy Spirit
guarantees that we are safe, because “greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the
world” (1 Jn. 4:4b). John assures us three times that in Christ we overcome the world
(1 Jn. 5:4-5) and then promises that Satan cannot even touch us (1 Jn. 5:18). In like
manner, Paul encourages the church in Rome: “And the God of peace shall bruise
Satan under your feet shortly” (Rom. 16:20a). Alluding to the Genesis promise of
salvation, Paul teaches Christians that the victory of the cross is to be worked out in
our lives. Now that Christ has defeated Satan, we are to make the victory manifest by
spreading the Gospel and obeying God’s word.

It is clear from the passages above that our battle with Satan is not to be fought on
Satan’s terms. Though Satan still practices deception and raw violence, Christ gained
the definitive victory at the cross. He is defeating Satan progressively by the sword
which proceeds from His mouth (Rev. 19:15), even the word of God (cf. Eph. 6:17; Heb.
4:12). And when all of His enemies have been defeated by the power of the Spirit and
the Gospel (1 Cor. 15:24-25), Jesus will return in judgment to finish the destruction of
the devil. The analogy with individual salvation is clear: definitive salvation in
justification, progressive salvation in sanctification, final salvation at the resurrection.
The postmillennial vision of Christ's warfare with Satan is distinctively evangelical

and optimistic.33
The Salvation of the World

The New Testament speaks clearly and repeatedly of the plan of the Triune God
for the salvation of the world. The Bible teaches that the Father has determined to
save the world, that Christ died to save the world, and that the Holy Spirit, through
the Gospel, will bring the world to saving faith in Christ. The Three Persons of the

Trinity are committed to the salvation of the world that They created. The significance

33. For an extended essay on the doctrine of Satan, see Greg Bahnsen, “The Person, Work, and

Present Status of Satan” in Journal of Christian Reconstruction, Winter 1974, vol. 1, no. 2, pp. 11-43.
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of this fact cannot be overemphasized. The salvation of the world by the saving work

of the Triune God is essential to a truly Biblical concept of the Gospel of Christ.

1. The Father’s Love

The most often quoted verse of Scripture points to God’s unfailing love for the
world and His purpose to save it: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only
begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have
everlasting life. For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but
that the world through him might be saved” (Jn. 3:16-17). Interpreters struggle with
this glorious declaration of God’s saving grace. The amillennial, “five-point” Calvinist
insists, rightly, that the passage does not say, and cannot be made to say, that God’s love
did no more than to make salvation possible — the interpretation of both Arminians
and so-called “four-point Calvinists.” Most evangelicals in America today hold to the
mistaken Arminian interpretation and thus are confused in their understanding of
Biblical soteriology. God’s love did not merely give us the option of “self-help”
salvation, nor was God’s love for the world an impersonal, indefinite, “do-good” kind
of love. He sent His Son for the purpose of saving the world, and His purpose must be
accomplished.34

The Arminian position is not entirely wrong, however. Arminians insist that
the word “world” in John 3:16 does not mean, and cannot be made to mean, a small
number of elect individuals — the amillennial, “five-point” Calvinist interpretation.
John could have said “elect” if that is what he meant. Why would John say “world” if
he was, in the amillennial Calvinist understanding, referring to such a small portion
of humanity??®> The Arminians are right when they insist that the amillennial
Calvinist interpretation of “world” in John 3:16 is too restrictive.

The dilemma of whether to take God’s love to be effectual, or whether to take
“world” to mean “world,” can only be solved by saying “Stop! You're both right!” The

answer is found in a correct Biblical eschatology. There is no need to water down

34. See the classic work by Archibald Alexander Hodge, The Atonement (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 1974, reprint).

35. It is bad enough when a fisherman insists on repeatedly telling us about the “one that got
away.” The amillennialist imagines John to be the kind of fisherman who comes home with a trout the

size of a guppy and claims it’s a great catch!
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either aspect of the teaching anywhere in the New Testament where we encounter the
language of effectual salvation and global extent. God will actually save the world,
meaning the vast majority of mankind, and even more broadly, the creation under

man’s dominion as well (cf. Rom. 819-22).36

2. The Son’s Atonement

The New Testament witness to our Lord’s saving work is no less clear. Jesus was
the Lamb of God who came to take away the sins of the world (Jn. 1:29). John declares,
with emphasis, “And he is the propitiation for our sins: and not for ours only, but also
for the sins of the whole world” (1 Jn. 2:2). Paul wrote of Jesus’ redemptive work for
the world: “Who gave himself a ransom for all, to be testified in due time” (1 Tim. 2:6).
He also spoke of reconciliation in universal terms: “And, having made peace through
the blood of his cross, by him to reconcile all things unto himself; by him, I say,
whether they be things in earth, or things in heaven” (Col. 1:20). And he declared that
God'’s grace “bringeth salvation to all men” (Tit. 2:11).3”

Warfield chose the following three sentences from 2 Corinthians 5:14-21 as his

text for a sermon entitled “The Gospel of Paul.”38

“For the love of Christ constraineth us; because we thus judge,
that if one died for all, then were all dead: and that he died for all,
that they which live should not henceforth live unto themselves,
but unto him which died for them, and rose again.” (2 Cor. 5:14-
15)

“And all things are of God, who hath reconciled us to himself by

Jesus Christ, and hath given to us the ministry of reconciliation; to

36. See Benjamin B. Warfield’s famous sermon on John 3:16 “God’s Immeasurable Love” in, The
Saviour of the World: Sermons Preached in the Chapel of Princeton Theological Seminary (Cherry Hill,
N.J.: Mack Publishing Co., reprint, 1972), pp. 69-87.

37. The King James and some other translations relate the words “all men” with the verb “hath
appeared,” but it is better to understand the connection as I have translated above, which agrees also with
the New American Standard Bible. See, J. E. Huther, Meyer’s Commentary on the New Testament
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1881), p. 357.

38. The Saviour of the World, pp. 89-107.

49



Chapter Three: The Conflict of History

wit, that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself,
not imputing their trespasses unto them; and hath committed
unto us the word of reconciliation.”

(2 Cor. 5:18-19)

“For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we

might be made the righteousness of God in him.” (2 Cor. 5:21)

Warfield refers to these verses as “not only an announcement of the essence of
Paul’s Gospel, perhaps the most clear and formal announcement of its essence to be
found in his Epistles, but also this announcement in the form which he habitually
gave it.”3? He states, “You cannot exaggerate, therefore, the significance to his Gospel
of Paul’s universalism. In important respects this universalism was his Gospel.”40
By universalism, Warfield does not mean the salvation of each and every individual
man, an idea which he emphatically denies Paul ever entertained.*! Neither can we
understand Paul to be teaching “an inoperative universalism of redemption which
does not actually save.”4> What, then, is the significance of Paul’s universalism? “He
is proclaiming the world-wide reach, the world-wide destiny of God’s salvation.”43
“The world for Christ — not one nation, not one class, not one race or condition of
men, but the world and nothing less than the world for Christ!”4* The salvation of
the world by the Gospel of Christ — the postmillennial vision of a converted world —
is an essential aspect of the Good News of God’s saving grace: Behold the Lamb of God
that taketh away the sin of the world!

Nor is this the Gospel as preached only by Paul. Explaining 1 John 2:2, Warfield

argues:

.. . Jesus Christ is very expressly the Saviour of the whole world:

he had come into the world to save not individuals merely, out of

39. The Saviour of the World, p.91.
40. Ibid., p. 93.

41. Ibid., pp. 93-4

42.Ibid., p. 94.

43. Ibid., p. 95.

44. Ibid., p. 94.
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the world, but the world itself. It belongs therefore distinctly to his
mission that he should take away the sin of the world. It is this
great conception which John is reflecting in the phrase, “he is the
propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but for the whole
world.” This must not be diluted into the notion that he came to
offer salvation to the world, or to do his part toward the salvation
of the world, or to lay such a basis for salvation that it is the
world’s fault if it is not saved. John’s thinking does not run on
such lines; and what he actually says is something very different,
namely that Jesus Christ is a propitiation for the world, that he has
expiated the whole world’s sins. He came into the world because
of love of the world, in order that he might save the world, and he
actually saves the world. Where expositors have gone astray is in
not perceiving that this salvation of the world was not conceived
by John — any more than the salvation of the individual — as
accomplishing itself all at once. Jesus came to save the world, and
the world will through him be saved; at the end of the day he will

have a saved world to present to his father.#?

3. The Spirit’s Power

The salvation planned by the Father and accomplished by the Son is applied by
the Spirit. It is only by the gracious work of the Spirit of God in our hearts that we are
able to understand the word of God and exercise faith in Jesus Christ. It is only by His
work that we are able to persevere in faith unto the end. And itis only by His work in
our hearts that we are able to influence others for the Gospel.

Knowing that the Father loved the world and sent Christ to save it, knowing that
Christ was the propitiation for the sins of the world, we should not be surprised when
we read that the work of the Spirit is also declared to be global: “And when he is come,
he will reprove the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment” (Jn. 16:8).

The Great Commission, which commands the Church to disciple all the nations of the

45. John E. Meeter, ed., Selected Shorter Writings of Benjamin B. Warfield, 2 vols. (Nutley, New
Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed, [1915] 1970), 1:176.
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earth, can, then, only be fulfilled by the power of the Holy Spirit, Who was sent to us
for that very purpose (Acts 1:8).

Summary

In spite of the opposition of Satan and the struggle against indwelling sin, man in
Christ will by the grace of God and the power of His Holy Spirit, without continuous
miraculous intervention, fulfill God’s original purpose for him by loving obedience to
God’s commandments. God defeats Satan in history by the death and resurrection of
Christ. Applying to their lives the principle of the cross (Mk. 10:42-45; Jn. 12:24-26) and
imitating Christ's obedience to the Father, redeemed men prove that true historical
power is found in righteousness (cf. Jn. 15:1-16), not in brute force. Satan’s promise
that man can succeed in building a kingdom without God or His law is demonstrated
in history to be a lie. Obedience to Christ — which Satan claimed would limit man
and prevent him from realizing his full potential — proves in time and eternity to be
the true source of both individual and social vitality, joy, strength, and creativity.

The original purpose of the sovereign God to rule the world through His special
image, man, is fulfilled by the rule of Christ, the last Adam, through His people (cf.
Eph. 1:18-23). Man, ruined by the fall, is also the instrument for God’s historical defeat
of Satan. For God’s purpose in creation cannot be undone. God loves the world. By

no means does He commit it to Satan for the duration of time.

Conclusion

The idea that Jesus is the loser in the historical conflict seems so un-Christian it
may startle the reader that anyone could hold to such a position. However, both
premillennialism and amillennialism maintain, though in slightly different ways,
that Satan wins the historical conflict in the present age. In the end, both positions
interpret the nature of the battle as a contest of brute strength, won by Satan in history.

Postmillennialism teaches that Christ is the victor in history and that the nature
of the historical battle is covenantal and ethical. It is by the Gospel that Jesus defeats

His enemies. Christ has commissioned His Church to work with Him here and now
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to accomplish His mission, which is one of Her greatest privileges. He loves the world
and He will save the world (Jn. 3:16-17). The Church’s preaching of the Gospel is the
means through which Christ defeats the evil one and brings the love of God to the
world (Mt. 28:18-20; 1 Cor. 15:25).

The message of history is not a story of God defeating evil by brute force, nor is it a
story of God’s trashing history altogether and finding the answer in eternity. The story
of history is the story of God’s love marching slowly but relentlessly onward to fulfill
His own purpose in creation, defeating His enemy by the apparently weak and foolish
message of the cross of Jesus. This is the Biblical story of the world.

The historical question can be summed up, then, in the words of Gary North:

Postmillennialism is an  inescapable  concept. It is never a
question of cultural triumph vs. no cultural triumph prior to
Jesus” Second Coming; it is a question of which kingdom’s
cultural triumph. The amillennialist [and the premillennialist,
too, R.S.] has identified the victorious kingdom in history:

Satan’s.40

The Bible identifies the victorious kingdom as God’s:

“I saw in the night visions, and, behold, one like the Son of man
came with the clouds of heaven, and came to the Ancient of days,
and they brought him near before him. [note: this is the ascension
of Christ] And there was given him dominion, and glory, and a
kingdom, that all people, nations, and languages should serve
him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not
pass away, and his kingdom that which shall not be destroyed.”
(Dn. 7:13-14)

46. Gary North, Millennialism and Social Theory, p. 116.
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