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To every believer who has ever looked honestly at the distance between who they are and who Christ is — and refused to look away.

To the ones who have tried and fallen and gotten up and tried again. To the ones who are fighting for every step. To the ones who have been in the church so long they forgot to come home. To the ones who came from the far country and are still learning what home feels like.

You are sealed. You are held. The blood has covered what the flesh just did. The hands have not opened. The goal is still ahead of you.

Now — abide. Walk. Go again.

––––––––
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A NOTE TO THE READER 

This book is a conversation. It is not a commentary, a systematic theology, or a debate manual — though it borrows something from all three. It is five voices at a table, each one holding a serious and carefully reasoned position about what the Bible says regarding the What Is Coming, each one willing to defend that position under pressure, and none of them willing to surrender it for the sake of comfort.

The format is Socratic. That means one voice at the table — Socrates — does not argue a position of his own. His role is to ask the questions no one wants to answer, press every argument to its logical conclusion, name the contradictions when they appear, and refuse to let anyone hold a belief they cannot defend.

The other four voices are real. W. A. Criswell, Anthony Hoekema, and Jonathan Edwards were historical figures whose writings have shaped how the church reads prophecy for generations. Their positions are represented here as faithfully as possible, drawn from their own words and their own works. The voice called Christian represents the author — a pastor of more than thirty-five years who has held these questions not as academic puzzles but as pastoral realities, standing at bedsides and gravesides where the answers mattered more than the arguments.

You do not have to agree with any of them to benefit from this conversation. You only have to be willing to follow the argument wherever it goes.

One warning. This book does not resolve the debate. Every position at this table has been held by serious, Scripture-believing, Christ-loving men and women across two thousand years of church history. The disagreement runs deep — all the way down to how we read the Bible itself. What this book tries to do is give every position its strongest possible hearing, ask every position its hardest questions, and leave the reader better equipped to think through these things for themselves.

What Is Coming are not abstract. They are pastoral. They touch how we grieve, how we evangelize, how we endure, and how we hope. That is why this conversation matters.

Come to the table.

— Dennis R. Piearcy

Tulsa, Oklahoma, 2026

ABOUT THE FIVE AT THE TABLE 

SOCRATES — The Questioner

Socrates of Athens (470–399 BC) was not a Christian. He never read the Bible. He died four centuries before the birth of Christ. And yet his method — the relentless, patient, sometimes maddening practice of asking questions until the truth or the contradiction surfaces — is the most useful tool this conversation has.

Socrates believed that most people hold positions they have never fully examined. They believe what they were taught, what is comfortable, what everyone around them believes — and they have never been pressed to explain why. His life's work was that pressing. He called it midwifery — helping people give birth to what they actually think.

At this table Socrates holds no eschatological position. He does not know what the millennium means or whether there will be a rapture. What he knows is how to ask a question that cannot be dodged, how to find the place where an argument contradicts itself, and how to press every voice at the table until they have said not just what they believe but why — and what follows if they are right.

He will not always be comfortable to sit across from. That is the point.

W. A. CRISWELL — The Voice of Passionate Dispensationalism

Wallie Amos Criswell was born in 1909 in Eldorado, Oklahoma, and died in 2002 at the age of ninety-two. For nearly fifty years he served as pastor of First Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas — at the time one of the largest Baptist congregations in the world. He was twice elected president of the Southern Baptist Convention. He preached through the entire Bible from his pulpit, verse by verse, book by book, and when he reached the book of Revelation he preached it across five consecutive years of Sunday evening services. Those sermons became his landmark work — Expository Sermons on Revelation — a book that shaped how a generation of Southern Baptist pastors understood the end times.

Criswell was a five-point Calvinist and a five-to-seven-point dispensational premillennialist. He believed the Bible taught a literal thousand-year reign of Christ on earth, a pre-tribulation rapture of the church, a future seven-year tribulation with the nation of Israel at its center, and a futurist reading of the book of Revelation. These were not casual convictions — they were the framework through which he read the whole of Scripture and the whole of history.

His influence on the Southern Baptist Convention regarding eschatology cannot be overstated. He was not the only voice, but he was among the loudest and the most persuasive, and the position he held became the assumed position of millions of Southern Baptists who may not have known they were holding a specific theological system at all.

At this table Criswell brings a preacher's fire, a pastor's heart, and a debater's confidence. He will push back hard. He will go to the text. And when the debate gets too philosophical he will want to stop arguing and start preaching.

His position: Dispensational Premillennial — Pre-Tribulation Rapture — Futurist

CHRISTIAN — The Biblical Worldview

Christian is a pastor. He has been a pastor for more than thirty-five years. He has preached at weddings and funerals, baptisms and hospital bedsides. He has held the hands of the dying and the grieving and the afraid, and in those moments eschatology stopped being a theological category and became the only thing holding the room together.

He is not a dispensationalist in the technical sense. He does not operate from a Scofield grid or a system of divided ages with the church as a parenthesis in God's prophetic program. He is not a five-point Calvinist. He holds a Provisionist soteriology — he believes God's grace is genuinely available to every person, that every person has genuine moral agency, and that the choice to receive or reject Christ is a real choice with real eternal consequences.

But he is a premillennialist. He believes Christ will return before a literal thousand-year reign. He holds a pre-tribulation rapture — not from a dispensational system but from the text itself, from the nature of the tribulation as God's wrath on a Christ-rejecting world, and from the distinction between Israel and the church that Scripture itself establishes. He reads Revelation as primarily a future book. He believes the world is not improving on its own and that only the return of Christ resolves what sin has broken.

He agrees with Criswell on many conclusions. He arrived there by a different road — one that does not require a full dispensational system or a Calvinist soteriology to stand on. The church is not Israel. The church is grafted into the covenant promise through Christ. Israel remains God's chosen covenant people. These are convictions that come from the text, not from a system built on top of it.

At this table Christian brings thirty-five years of pastoral weight to every answer. He is not here to win an argument. He is here because the people in his congregation need to know what the Bible says about what comes next — and they deserve a clear, honest, well-reasoned answer.

His position: Premillennial — Pre-Tribulation Rapture — Futurist — Non-Dispensational — Provisionist

ANTHONY HOEKEMA — The Voice of Amillennialism

Anthony Hoekema was born in 1913 in the Netherlands and came to the United States as a young man. He studied at Calvin College, the University of Michigan, Calvin Theological Seminary, and Princeton Theological Seminary. He served as a pastor before joining the faculty of Calvin Theological Seminary, where he taught systematic theology for many years until his death in 1988. His book The Bible and the Future, published in 1979, is widely regarded as the finest modern defense of the amillennial position.

Hoekema was not a liberal. He held a high view of Scripture, believed in the bodily resurrection of Christ, and took biblical prophecy seriously. His amillennialism was not a retreat from the Bible — it was a carefully argued hermeneutical position rooted in the Reformed tradition's understanding of how the New Testament interprets the Old.

He believed the millennium of Revelation 20 is not a future earthly period but the present reign of Christ from heaven — the age between the first and second coming of Christ. He believed Satan's binding refers to his inability to prevent the gospel from going to all nations, not a complete removal of his activity in the world. He believed the promises made to Israel find their fulfillment through Christ — not by replacing Israel but by understanding that the Messiah of Israel is the one in whom all the covenant promises are yes and amen.

He believed Christ will return once, visibly and bodily, and that there is no secret coming, no seven-year gap, and no distinction between the rapture and the Second Coming. One return. One resurrection. One judgment. One eternal state.

At this table Hoekema brings the precision of a careful theologian, the humility of a man who knew how much was at stake in getting the Bible right, and the conviction that the church's present calling is not to wait for the millennium but to live in it.

His position: Amillennial — One-Event Second Coming — Idealist/Symbolic Reading of Revelation

JONATHAN EDWARDS — The Voice of Postmillennialism

Jonathan Edwards was born in 1703 in East Windsor, Connecticut, and died in 1758 at the age of fifty-four — just weeks after becoming president of what is now Princeton University. He is widely regarded as the greatest theologian America has ever produced. His works span philosophy, theology, biblical exegesis, and revival history, and they have never gone out of print.

Edwards preached what is arguably the most famous sermon in American history — Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God — a sermon whose vision of hell is as vivid and terrifying as anything in the English language. He believed in hell with complete conviction and preached it without apology. He also believed — with equal conviction — that the gospel would triumph across history, that nations would be Christianized, that the Great Commission would actually succeed, and that Christ would return after an era of unprecedented gospel advance on earth.

His major eschatological work, A History of the Work of Redemption, presents the most fully developed postmillennial vision in American theology. He drew on the great missionary movements of his day, on the revivals he had witnessed, and on his reading of redemptive history to argue that the story of Scripture was moving toward a great climax of gospel victory on earth before the final return of Christ.

He died before the French Revolution. Before Darwin. Before the American Civil War. Before two World Wars. Before the Holocaust. Before the sexual revolution. Before the collapse of Western Christianity. Socrates will not let him forget that.

At this table Edwards brings the sweep of a historian, the passion of a revivalist, the precision of a philosopher, and a missionary optimism that has been tested by two and a half centuries of history he never lived to see.

His position: Postmillennial — Historicist Leaning — Gospel-Triumph Optimism
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A note on the writing process: the research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and convictions in this book are entirely my own, developed over thirty-five years of ministry and study. In preparing this manuscript, I made use of AI writing assistance to help shape and format the Socratic dialogue structure. The ideas are mine. The process used available tools. I mention this not as a disclaimer but as a matter of honest dealing with my readers.  

OPENING NARRATIVE 

The room is not large. A round table sits near the center, worn smooth by years of use, the kind of table that has held coffee cups and open Bibles and the weight of conversations that mattered. Five chairs are pulled close. A single candle burns in the middle of the table — not for atmosphere but because someone put it there before the others arrived and no one has moved it.

Outside the windows the world continues its unresolved business. Wars and rumors of wars. Churches emptying in the West and filling in the Global South. Headlines that look like prophecy to some and like history repeating itself to others. The question of what comes next hangs over everything — not as an academic puzzle but as a pastoral reality, the kind of question people ask when they are sitting with a dying parent or watching a grandchild walk away from the faith or wondering whether anything they have built will survive what seems to be coming.

Five men take their seats.

One of them has been asking questions since before Christ was born and has never stopped.

Three of them are dead by the world's reckoning — but at this table the dead are allowed to speak, because the questions they spent their lives answering have not been resolved by their absence.

One of them is a pastor. He has been a pastor long enough to know that the people in his congregation do not need a debating point. They need something they can hold onto in the dark.

Socrates looks around the table. He does not smile — he rarely does — but there is something in his expression that is not unfriendly. It is the look of a man who has been waiting a long time for this particular conversation.

SOCRATES:

Gentlemen. I want to thank each of you for coming. I am aware that some of you have traveled further than others to be here.

(He glances at Edwards, then at Hoekema, then at Criswell.)

I am also aware that some of you hold very strong opinions about what the others at this table believe — and that some of those opinions are not entirely charitable.

I want to ask something of all of you before we begin. Not that you soften your positions — I have no interest in a conversation where everyone agrees. Not that you be kind for the sake of kindness — I have no interest in courtesy that papers over real disagreement. What I ask is this: defend what you believe with everything you have, listen to what the others say with genuine attention, and when I ask you a question — answer the question I actually asked, not the one you wish I had asked.

Is that agreeable?

(Four heads nod — some more reluctantly than others.)

SOCRATES:

Good. Then let us begin with the simplest possible question — the one that contains all the others inside it.

Gentlemen — what happens when Christ returns?

(The candle holds. The room goes quiet.)

(And then W. A. Criswell leans forward, and the fire in his eyes is the fire of a man who has been waiting his entire ministry to answer exactly this question —)
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BEFORE THE DEBATE BEGINS

The Historical Roots — Socrates Traces Each Position

Before the four theological voices make their cases, Socrates does something none of them can do for themselves. He steps outside of every position and looks at all of them from the outside — as history, as development, as a story that took two thousand years to reach the shape it has today. He will not be unkind. But he will be honest. And honest history shows that none of the positions at this table arrived fully formed from the text of Scripture. They grew. They shifted. They were shaped by councils and controversies, by wars and reformations, by gifted teachers and by the peculiar pressures of their own times.

That does not mean any of them are wrong. But it does mean that everyone at this table is standing on ground that has a history — and Socrates intends to make sure they know what that history is before the argument begins.
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Where These Views Came From

A History of Eschatological Thought

SOCRATES:

Before any of you say another word about what the Bible teaches regarding What Is Coming, I want to say something about where each of your positions came from. Not to embarrass you. But because I have noticed that people who hold strong opinions about what the Bible says are sometimes the last to know what the church has said about those same texts across two thousand years of history. And that ignorance — if you will allow me to call it that — is not a sign of faithfulness. It is a kind of amnesia.

So. A short history. Humor me.

Premillennialism — The Oldest Position at This Table 

SOCRATES:

Let us begin with the position that Criswell and Christian both hold in some form — premillennialism. The belief that Christ will return before a literal thousand-year reign on earth.

What most people do not know is that this is the oldest position at this table. In the first and second centuries of the church, the most common expectation among Christians was that Christ would return soon, that there would be a literal earthly kingdom, and that the promises of the Old Testament prophets would find a concrete, physical fulfillment. Men like Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Papias held versions of this view. Papias — who had personally known some of the apostles — wrote with great enthusiasm about the earthly abundance of the coming kingdom.

It was not called premillennialism then. That label came later. But the substance — a literal return, a literal reign, a literal fulfillment of Old Testament promises — was the common air that early Christians breathed.

So, Criswell, when you stand in your pulpit and preach a literal millennium, you are not inventing something new. You are in some ways the most ancient voice in this room.

CRISWELL:

That is exactly right. And I would add that those early fathers were closer to the apostles than any subsequent generation. When Irenaeus says the millennium is literal and physical, he is writing within living memory of men who walked with John himself. That proximity matters.

SOCRATES:

It does matter. And yet — I must ask you about what happened next. Because premillennialism did not remain the unchallenged position. By the third and fourth centuries something had shifted. Origen of Alexandria — one of the most brilliant minds the church ever produced — began to allegorize the prophetic texts, reading the thousand years not as a future earthly period but as a spiritual reality. Augustine of Hippo — whose influence on Western Christianity can hardly be overstated — followed a similar path. In his great work The City of God, Augustine argued that the millennium is the present age of the church, that the binding of Satan refers to the limitation of his power over the elect, and that the church is already living in the millennial reign.

Does that sound familiar, Hoekema?

HOEKEMA:

It should. Augustine is one of the foundations on which amillennialism rests. Though I would say that what Augustine articulated has been refined and developed significantly since his time — particularly in the Reformed tradition — the basic insight is his: that the millennium is not a future earthly age but the present reign of Christ from his resurrection and ascension to his return.

SOCRATES:

And so we have a shift. By the fourth century, premillennialism — which had been the common expectation — was being challenged and in many quarters displaced by what would eventually be called amillennialism. What caused that shift?

Several things. First, the delay of Christ's return. The early church had expected him quickly. When quickly became centuries, the expectation of an imminent literal earthly kingdom became harder to sustain without revision. Second, the allegorical methods of interpretation that Origen championed were enormously influential — they gave theologians tools to read prophetic texts in ways that did not require a literal fulfillment. Third, and perhaps most significantly, the conversion of Constantine and the establishment of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire changed the church's relationship to the world. When the church went from persecuted minority to imperial religion, the idea of a coming earthly kingdom looked different. The kingdom seemed, in some sense, to have already arrived.

CHRISTIAN:

And that is exactly where I would push back. The church did not become the kingdom when Constantine converted. The church became powerful. Those are not the same thing. And when theologians began reading the Old Testament prophets through the lens of a Christian empire rather than through the lens of the promises God made to Israel, something essential was lost. The distinction between Israel and the church began to blur. The promises God made to Abraham, to David, to the prophets — promises that are specific and national and territorial — began to be spiritualized into something the church inherited by displacement. And that, in my view, is where the error entered.

SOCRATES:

A strong point. We will return to it. But for now I want to continue the history. Criswell, let us talk about the form of premillennialism you hold — dispensational premillennialism. Because this is not the same as the premillennialism of Irenaeus or Justin Martyr. When did that specific system arrive?

CRISWELL:

The dispensational framework as a developed system came primarily through John Nelson Darby in the nineteenth century. Darby was a brilliant Irish Anglican clergyman who became one of the founders of the Plymouth Brethren movement. He developed the idea of distinct dispensations — periods of time in which God dealt with humanity according to different principles — and with it the concept of a sharp distinction between God's program for Israel and God's program for the church. He also articulated the pre-tribulation rapture as a distinct event separate from the Second Coming. Darby traveled extensively in America and his ideas spread widely, particularly through the Scofield Reference Bible published in 1909, which embedded dispensational notes directly into the text of Scripture.

SOCRATES:

So dispensational premillennialism — the system you hold — is a nineteenth-century development. Not ancient. Not apostolic. A system articulated by one man in the 1830s and popularized through a study Bible published in 1909.

I am not saying that makes it wrong. I am asking you to acknowledge that it has a history. That it did not emerge fully formed from the pages of Revelation.

CRISWELL:

I acknowledge the history freely. Darby did not invent the truths he articulated — he organized and clarified what was already in the text. The distinction between Israel and the church is in the New Testament. The pre-tribulation rapture is in the text. Darby saw it with clarity and gave it systematic expression. That is not the same as inventing it.

CHRISTIAN:

And I would draw a distinction here that matters for understanding my own position. I hold premillennialism and a pre-tribulation rapture. But I do not hold the full dispensational system. I do not need Darby's framework to get where I am. The text itself — read plainly, with Israel and the church distinguished as Scripture distinguishes them — leads me to a literal millennium and a pre-tribulation rapture without requiring me to accept every piece of dispensational architecture. Criswell and I agree on the destination. We did not necessarily travel the same road.

SOCRATES:

That is a distinction worth keeping clearly in view as we proceed. Now — let us turn to postmillennialism. Edwards, when did your position emerge, and who carried it?

EDWARDS:

Postmillennialism as a developed theological position is most associated with the Puritan and Reformed tradition of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, though its roots go deeper. Men like John Owen, Thomas Goodwin, and later the Dutch Reformed theologian Johannes Cocceius held versions of the expectation that the gospel would triumph in history before the return of Christ. The great Puritan hope was not escape from the world but the conversion of the world. They believed the promises of the Psalms — that the nations would be given to Christ as his inheritance, that the ends of the earth would be his possession — were not merely spiritual metaphors but historical expectations.

My own work, A History of the Work of Redemption, was an attempt to trace the whole sweep of God's redemptive activity through history and show that it was moving toward a culmination — a great era of gospel triumph — before the final return of Christ. The missionary movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was fueled in large part by this confidence. William Carey went to India not because he expected the world to get worse before Christ returned but because he believed the Great Commission would actually succeed.

SOCRATES:

And yet — and I say this with genuine respect, Edwards — the twentieth century happened. Let me put it plainly. When did postmillennialism begin to lose its hold on the church, and why?

EDWARDS:

The honest answer is that the trenches of the First World War killed more postmillennial optimism than any theological argument ever did. The nineteenth century had been a century of extraordinary missionary expansion, of revivals, of social reform movements rooted in Christian conviction. There was real evidence that the gospel was advancing. Then came 1914. And 1939. The Holocaust. The Gulag. Two generations of industrialized slaughter on a scale no previous century had imagined possible. The world did not look like it was being Christianized. It looked like it was tearing itself apart.

Many who had been postmillennial became premillennial or amillennial after the World Wars. The optimism that had seemed so well-grounded suddenly seemed naive. I will not pretend that the history of the twentieth century makes my position easy to hold. It does not.

SOCRATES:

That is an honest answer. I respect it. And we will return to the question of whether your optimism survives contact with that history. But now — Hoekema. Amillennialism. Give us its history.

HOEKEMA:

As you noted earlier, the amillennial reading has its roots in Augustine, though the term itself is relatively modern — it simply means no literal millennium, which is perhaps an unfortunate name because it sounds like a denial rather than a position. What amillennialism actually affirms is that the millennium of Revelation 20 is the present age of the church — the age between the resurrection of Christ and his return — during which Christ reigns from heaven and the souls of the martyrs reign with him.

This position was carried through the Middle Ages largely through the influence of Augustine, and it was the dominant position of the mainline Reformation. Calvin held it. Luther held versions of it. The Westminster Confession of Faith, which is the doctrinal standard of the Presbyterian and Reformed churches, reflects it. The great Reformed and Presbyterian denominations of Europe and America have historically been amillennial.

In the twentieth century, men like Geerhardus Vos, Herman Ridderbos, and G. K. Beale have developed the biblical-theological framework — particularly the already/not-yet tension — that provides the most sophisticated modern defense of the amillennial reading. My own work attempted to bring that framework together in a form accessible to the church.

SOCRATES:

So to summarize before we go further. Premillennialism is the oldest position, held by many in the early church, displaced significantly by Augustine in the fourth century, revived in various forms across church history, and given its modern dispensational expression through Darby in the nineteenth century. Amillennialism became the dominant position of the Western church through Augustine and has been the standard Reformed and Presbyterian position for centuries. Postmillennialism was the great hope of the Puritan and early missionary movement and was largely broken by the catastrophes of the twentieth century, though it persists among some Reformed theologians today.

Is that a fair summary?

(Three nods, though Criswell's carries a slight edge of impatience — he is ready to open his Bible and begin the argument.)

SOCRATES:

Good. Then in the next chapter, let us talk about the shifts. Because what I have described so far is outline. What the people sitting at this table need to understand is not just what positions exist — but what happened to cause communities of believers to move from one to another. And nowhere is that story more dramatic than in what happened to the Southern Baptist Convention.

Criswell — that story involves you directly.

(Criswell straightens in his chair. He does not look uncomfortable. He looks ready.)
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CHAPTER TWO 
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What Happened Along the Way

The Shifts, the Splits, and the Southern Baptist Story

Socrates does not waste time. He picks up exactly where he left off — Criswell sitting straight in his chair, the others watching, the candle still burning in the center of the table. The history of where these positions came from has been laid out. Now comes the harder question — what happened to move people from one position to another, and who was responsible for the moves that mattered most.

He looks directly at Criswell.

SOCRATES:

Let us begin with a study Bible.

In 1909 — the same year W. A. Criswell was born, I am told — a man named Cyrus Ingerson Scofield published what became known as the Scofield Reference Bible. I want to make sure everyone at this table understands what that means, because not everyone reading this conversation will know.

A reference Bible is a Bible with notes. The text of Scripture on the page — and then, right next to it, explanations of what that text means. Commentary. Interpretation. The notes of one man printed on the same page as the Word of God.

Now. I want to ask each of you a question before we go further. Is there anything dangerous about that arrangement?

HOEKEMA:

Yes. And the danger is not theoretical — it is well documented. When a reader encounters a note printed in the same typeface, on the same page, in the same Bible they hold in their hands every Sunday morning — after enough time that reader stops distinguishing between the text and the note. The note becomes invisible as interpretation and starts functioning as explanation. The reader is no longer reading Scripture and then reading one man's view of Scripture. They are reading what feels like Scripture itself. The Scofield Reference Bible is the most consequential example of this phenomenon in the history of American Christianity.

EDWARDS:

I would add that this is not unique to the Scofield Bible. The danger Hoekema describes is present in any tradition that allows one authoritative interpretation to sit so close to the text that the two become functionally indistinguishable. The Puritan tradition had its own versions of this — commentaries and confessions that carried enormous weight. But the Scofield Bible is remarkable for the scale of its influence and for the specific eschatological framework it embedded.

CHRISTIAN:

I want to say something careful here because I do not want to be misread. The Scofield Bible spread a position I largely agree with on the millennium and the rapture. So I am not standing here saying the notes were wrong in every particular. But there is a pastoral problem I have seen in thirty-five years of ministry that I trace directly to what Scofield did. People in my congregation — serious, Bible-loving, faithful people — hold a dispensational eschatology they cannot explain, cannot defend, and cannot distinguish from the text itself. They know what they believe but they do not know why they believe it. They inherited it from the notes. And when someone challenges their position they have no ground to stand on because they never learned to stand on the text — they learned to stand on the explanation of the text. That is a different thing. And it is a pastoral problem regardless of whether the position is correct.

CRISWELL:

I will grant you that point. I will grant it freely. There is a difference between knowing what the Bible teaches and knowing why it teaches it. A congregation that holds the right position for the wrong reasons — or for no examined reason at all — is a congregation that is one persuasive teacher away from abandoning that position. I preached for fifty years precisely so that people would know not just what the Bible says but why it says it. I went verse by verse through the entire New Testament from my pulpit. I spent five years on Revelation alone. If my congregation held a position they could not defend it was not because I did not try to teach them to defend it.

SOCRATES:

Fair. Then let us talk about what the Scofield Bible actually did and why it mattered so much.
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SECTION ONE — The Scofield Bible and How a Study Bible Shaped a Generation 
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PLAIN LANGUAGE:  Imagine buying a Bible where someone has already written explanations of what every prophecy means right next to the prophecy itself. After a while you stop noticing that the explanation is not part of the original text. You start reading the explanation as if it is simply what the Bible says. That is what happened with the Scofield Reference Bible across an entire generation of evangelical Christianity — and it is one of the most significant things that ever happened to eschatology in America.

SOCRATES:

The Scofield Reference Bible went through millions of copies in the first half of the twentieth century. It was revised in 1967 — the New Scofield Reference Bible — and continued shaping evangelical eschatology well into the late twentieth century. Conservative estimates put total copies sold at more than ten million. It was the Bible of choice for evangelical pastors, seminary students, and serious laypeople across multiple generations.

But the Scofield Bible did not work alone. In 1924 a man named Lewis Sperry Chafer founded Dallas Theological Seminary in Dallas, Texas. Chafer was a committed dispensationalist. Dallas Seminary became the academic engine for dispensational theology in America — a training ground that sent thousands of graduates into pulpits across the country carrying a fully formed dispensational framework as the assumed correct reading of Scripture. By mid-century, dispensational premillennialism was not just a theological position held by some evangelicals. It was the theological culture of a significant portion of American evangelical Christianity.

Criswell — you were trained in that culture. You preached in that culture. You shaped that culture. Tell me honestly — when you preached Revelation from your pulpit across five years, were you opening the text and following where it led, or were you bringing a framework to the text and finding it confirmed?

CRISWELL:

I was following the text. I want to be plain about that. I did not begin with Darby and then find Revelation. I began with Revelation and found that the plain reading of the text — the thousand years of chapter twenty, the binding of Satan, the reign of the saints, the two resurrections — demanded a literal interpretation. The dispensational framework did not create that reading. It organized and clarified what was already there in the text. When the angel lays hold of the dragon and binds him for a thousand years and casts him into the bottomless pit — that is not a symbol requiring sophisticated hermeneutical machinery to decode. That is a straightforward description of something that will happen. I did not need Scofield to tell me that. The text told me that.

HOEKEMA:

And that, with great respect, is precisely the point at which I must push back. You have just used the word plain to describe your reading of Revelation 20. But the book of Revelation is not a plain book. It is the most symbolically dense, apocalyptically structured, visually complex document in the entire New Testament. The genre of apocalyptic literature — which is what Revelation is — does not work the way historical narrative works or the way the Epistles work. In apocalyptic literature numbers are almost never literal. Seven does not mean seven. Four does not mean four. And a thousand — which in Hebrew thought means a very large complete number — does not automatically mean one thousand years counted on a calendar. To read Revelation 20 as plain and literal while reading the rest of Revelation as symbolic and figurative is not a consistent hermeneutic. It is a selective one.

CRISWELL:

And I would say that when the text gives me a specific number — one thousand years — and then gives me specific events connected to that number — a binding, a reign, a first resurrection, a second resurrection — the burden of proof is on the man who says those things are not what they appear to be. You are asking me to allegorize away details that the text states plainly. I am asking you to give me a reason from the text itself — not from a hermeneutical theory about apocalyptic literature — why I should not take those details at face value.

EDWARDS:

May I enter here? Because I think both of you are making legitimate points that are talking past each other. The question is not simply whether one thousand is literal. The question is what the text is doing. Revelation is a book written to suffering Christians in the first century to give them hope and courage. Its imagery is drawn almost entirely from the Old Testament — Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah, Isaiah. When John writes in the apocalyptic mode he is doing what every apocalyptic writer does — he is using symbolic imagery to convey spiritual realities that transcend the literal. That does not mean nothing in the book is literal. It means the reader must ask of every image — is this the kind of statement that carries its meaning in its literalness, or is this the kind of statement that carries its meaning in what it symbolizes? That is a question of careful reading. Not of wholesale allegorizing.

CHRISTIAN:

And I would say that question cuts both ways. When you decide that the thousand years is symbolic you are making a hermeneutical choice. When I decide it is literal I am making a hermeneutical choice. The question Socrates should be pressing — and I suspect he is about to — is not which choice is more sophisticated. It is which choice is more faithful to the way the rest of Scripture handles the prophetic promises. And when I look at the Old Testament prophecies about a coming kingdom — the Davidic covenant in 2 Samuel 7, the land promises of Genesis 15, the throne promises of Isaiah 9 and Jeremiah 23 — those promises are specific, national, and territorial. They were made to Israel. They have not been fulfilled in any literal sense. A hermeneutic that spiritualizes them away into the church's present experience has to explain why God would give that level of specificity to promises He never intended to fulfill in the way He stated them.

SOCRATES:

We will come back to that argument in detail when we reach the millennium section. For now I want to stay with the history. Because the Scofield Bible and Dallas Seminary are only the first part of the story. The second part involves the man sitting across from me.

* * *
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SECTION TWO — Criswell and the Making of a Baptist Consensus 
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PLAIN LANGUAGE:  When the most respected pastor in your denomination preaches the same eschatological framework for fifty years with the force of a man who has staked his life on it — and when that framework is already embedded in the most popular study Bible in evangelical history — after a while people stop asking whether it is the only faithful reading. They assume it is. That is not conspiracy. That is simply how influence works in any community of faith.

SOCRATES:

Criswell. You arrived at First Baptist Dallas in 1944. You stayed for nearly fifty years. During that time you became one of the most influential Baptist pastors in American history — twice elected president of the Southern Baptist Convention, which at the time represented the largest Protestant denomination in the United States. You preached through the entire Bible. You spent five years on Revelation alone. Those sermons became Expository Sermons on Revelation — a book that sat on the shelves of Baptist pastors across America for decades. You trained preachers. You shaped the convention. And everywhere you went you carried dispensational premillennialism as the assumed correct reading of Scripture.

My question is direct. Did your influence serve the Southern Baptist Convention — or did it narrow the conversation in ways that cost the church something it needed?

CRISWELL:

I preached what I believed the Bible taught. I make no apology for that. A pastor who softens his convictions for the sake of keeping multiple options on the table is not serving his congregation — he is serving his own reputation for open-mindedness. I believed then and I believe now that the dispensational premillennial reading of Scripture is the most faithful reading of the prophetic texts. I preached it with everything I had for fifty years. If that made it the dominant position in the Southern Baptist Convention it is because the argument is strong and the text supports it. I did not set out to eliminate other positions. I set out to teach the Bible. If I was persuasive — well. That is what preachers are supposed to be.

SOCRATES:

And yet — here is the problem I want to press. Christian just told us that people in his congregation hold a dispensational eschatology they cannot explain and cannot defend. They inherited it. They did not arrive at it through careful examination of the text. They received it as the assumed Baptist position. Hoekema observed that a position that stops being examined stops being understood. Do you bear any responsibility for that outcome — even if it was not your intention?

CRISWELL:

A teacher is responsible for what he teaches. He is not responsible for what his students do with it. If a man sits in my congregation for twenty years and never opens his Bible to examine what I preached — never wrestles with the text himself — never reads the counterarguments — that is not my failure. That is his. I did not preach a passive faith. I preached an examined one. Every sermon I ever preached was built on the text. I showed my work. If people took the conclusion without following the argument — that is a failure of discipleship, not a failure of preaching.

CHRISTIAN:

I want to say something here that I mean respectfully. Criswell is right that he showed his work. He did. The sermons are there — detailed, textual, careful. But there is a difference between a preacher who shows his work and a congregation that follows the work. And when the preacher's authority is as large as Criswell's was — when his voice carries the weight of fifty years and two SBC presidencies and the most famous Baptist pulpit in America — the authority itself can function as a reason to believe without examination. People trusted him. And because they trusted him they took his conclusions without always following his arguments. That is not entirely his fault. But it is the pastoral reality that his successors have had to navigate.

HOEKEMA:

There is something else worth naming. The Southern Baptist Convention before Criswell's ascendancy was not uniformly dispensational. There were postmillennial voices in the early SBC. There were amillennial voices. Edgar Young Mullins — one of the most significant Baptist theologians of the early twentieth century and president of Southern Seminary — was not a dispensationalist. John A. Broadus — whose influence on Baptist preaching is immense — did not hold the full dispensational system. The SBC had a broader theological conversation before that conversation was narrowed by the combination of the Scofield Bible, Dallas Seminary, and Criswell's pulpit. I am not saying the narrowing was deliberate. I am saying it happened. And the people sitting in Southern Baptist churches today who have never heard of amillennialism or postmillennialism — who assume that premillennial dispensationalism is simply what Baptists believe — are the evidence that it happened.

EDWARDS:

I will make one observation from my own tradition. The postmillennial missionary confidence that drove the early Baptist missionary movement — that drove men like Adoniram Judson to Burma and William Carey to India — was not fueled by dispensational premillennialism. Those men did not go to the mission field because they believed the world was getting worse and time was short. They went because they believed the Great Commission would actually succeed — that the nations would be discipled, that the gospel would triumph, that history was moving toward a climax of gospel victory. That confidence came from a different eschatological framework than the one that came to dominate the SBC. I am not saying dispensationalism kills missionary zeal. Criswell's congregation supported missions generously. But I am saying that the kind of long-arc, history-transforming missionary confidence that built institutions and changed nations was shaped by a postmillennial expectation that the SBC has largely set aside.

SOCRATES:

That is a point worth holding. We will press it harder in the section on evangelism and outreach. For now — let us move to the next shift. Because after Criswell comes something that may be the most interesting theological tension in the Southern Baptist Convention today. And it was created not by liberals but by conservatives.

* * *
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SECTION THREE — The Conservative Resurgence and the New Tension 
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PLAIN LANGUAGE:  In the 1980s and 90s a group of conservative Southern Baptists fought a successful battle to bring the SBC back to a firm belief in the Bible as the Word of God without error. That battle was necessary and right. But it had an unintended side effect. The conservatives who won that battle were heavily influenced by Reformed Calvinist theology. A generation of young SBC pastors became Calvinists. But many of them kept the dispensational premillennialism they had inherited from Criswell and Scofield. The result is that today many SBC pulpits hold five-point Calvinist soteriology and dispensational premillennial eschatology simultaneously — two systems that were never designed to work together and that create genuine internal tension when you press them hard enough.

SOCRATES:

The Conservative Resurgence of the 1980s and 90s — led by men like Paige Patterson and Paul Pressler — was a battle over one question. Does the Southern Baptist Convention believe the Bible is the Word of God, without error in all that it affirms? The answer the resurgence gave was yes. Decisively. The seminaries were brought back to inerrancy. The liberals — and there were liberals — were removed from positions of influence. The battle was won.

But battles have consequences beyond their stated objectives. The conservatives who led and won the resurgence were deeply influenced by the Reformed tradition — by Calvin, by the Puritans, by men like John Piper and R. C. Sproul who were bringing Reformed theology back to life in the late twentieth century. A generation of young Southern Baptist pastors began reading deeply in that tradition. Many of them became Calvinists. Some five-point. Some partial. But Calvinist in their soteriology — in their understanding of how people are saved.

And here is the tension I want every person at this table to look at carefully. Many of those same young pastors kept the dispensational premillennialism they had inherited. They became five-point Calvinists who also held pre-tribulation rapture theology and a dispensational Israel/church distinction. Those two systems now sit side by side in a significant number of SBC pulpits. And I want to ask whether they actually fit together.

SOCRATES:

Let me state the tension plainly for anyone who has not studied either system.

Calvinism — specifically the five points summarized by the acronym TULIP — teaches that salvation is entirely God's sovereign initiative from beginning to end. Total depravity means every person is so corrupted by sin that they cannot choose God without divine intervention. Unconditional election means God chooses who will be saved based entirely on His own sovereign purpose — not on anything He foresaw in the person. Limited atonement means Christ died specifically for the elect — not for every person indiscriminately. Irresistible grace means when God calls the elect to salvation they will come — they cannot ultimately resist. Perseverance of the saints means the elect will be kept in faith to the end. Salvation from beginning to end is God's work. Human choice is not the determining factor.

Dispensationalism teaches that God has two distinct peoples with two distinct programs and two distinct destinies — Israel and the church. The church is not Israel. The church is not the fulfillment of Israel's promises. The church is a separate entity with a separate calling — the body of Christ, taken out of the world before the tribulation. Israel remains God's covenant people with specific national and territorial promises that will be fulfilled in a future earthly millennium. The distinction between Israel and the church is sharp, essential, and permanent.

Now. I want each of you to tell me — can those two systems actually work together? Or does putting them together create problems that neither system was built to solve?

CRISWELL:

I held both and I am not embarrassed by it. The sovereignty of God in salvation and the distinct programs for Israel and the church are both in the text. If they create tension that tension is in Scripture itself — it is not a problem I manufactured. God is sovereign over all things including His distinct covenantal purposes for Israel and the church. I do not feel compelled to resolve every apparent tension in a theological system. I feel compelled to be faithful to what the text says. The text says God chooses. The text also says God made specific promises to Israel that have not yet been fulfilled. I hold both. I trust God to hold them together.

HOEKEMA:

With respect — that is not a resolution. That is an assertion that the tension does not need to be resolved. But it does need to be examined. Here is the specific problem. Covenant theology — which is the framework underlying Reformed Calvinism — sees God's one redemptive purpose running through one covenant of grace across both testaments. God has one people — elect sinners saved by grace through faith in the promised Messiah, whether they lived before or after the cross. The sharp Israel/church distinction of dispensationalism cuts against that framework at its root. You cannot consistently hold that God's electing purpose flows through one covenant of grace and simultaneously hold that God has two permanently distinct peoples with permanently distinct programs. The dispensational system requires a different understanding of covenant than the one Calvinism is built on. Reformed theologians who have examined this carefully — men like O. T. Allis and Geerhardus Vos — concluded that dispensationalism and covenant theology are fundamentally incompatible. You can hold one or the other. Holding both requires you to stop looking carefully at what each one actually claims.

EDWARDS:

I would press the specific point about election. If God unconditionally elects individuals to salvation — if the determining factor in who is saved is entirely God's sovereign choice and not the individual's response — then what does it mean to say that Israel as a national ethnic people has a distinct covenant standing before God? Is God's covenant with Israel an unconditional election of a nation? And if so how does that relate to the unconditional election of individuals within and outside that nation? Dispensationalism has never
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