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Chapter 1: Introduction



If the church were asked to be more relevant,
connecting with the world in which we live, would eschatology ever
appear on the radar of response? I suppose the answer to that would
largely be shaped by one’s experience and interaction between the
two. I grew up with a steady diet of “prediction addiction,” where
the time of the world’s end and the return of Christ could clearly
be determined if only someone could unravel the mysteries contained
in the apocalyptic writings. That someone would always be able to
produce a compelling argument for the secret identity of some
ten-horned, multi-head monster while simultaneously convincing me
that everyone was crazy but us. My powers of reason never raised an
eyebrow, for the thought of knowing what no one else understood
resonated well with my pride.

From this framework and belief system,
relevance never concerned me. As far as I could tell, the church
did not need to be relevant to the world when the whole message was
when and how it would end. This lack of concern for relevance was
also experienced personally as I lived with the thought that I
wouldn’t be around long enough to finish high school, pursue a
career, get married or have kids. But these were very early
childhood formations of my thought. It didn’t take long to realize
that I actually had to consider what I would do after high school.
Questions and anxieties regarding what I wanted to do with my life
were thrust upon me by the relentless march of time that I thought
should have run out.

A good picture of the tension between
relevance and my eschatological roots can be seen by my experience
of watching the prophecy-bent World Tomorrow program that
stressed the soon-coming end of the world and the good news of the
establishment of God’s Kingdom. That thirty-minute World
Tomorrow program on Sunday morning would be replaced with
The Today Show for the rest of the week. That was the
tension I had to grapple with day-in and day-out. What was I to do
in the world today in light of the good news of the World Tomorrow?
This is the dilemma that comes with an eschatological presentation
that has at its center a proclamation full of speculation and
dogmatism about end-time events. For many like myself, this led to
a detachment from interacting in any meaningful way with the world
around me. For others, major life decisions were made from a strong
belief in end-time predictions that never came true.

Thankfully, for me this dilemma was removed
when the Spirit moved in a mighty way to free our denomination and
myself from such wrong-headed thinking. When the fog lifted, this
senseless marathon looked more like a humorous attempt to go down
in history as the one who successfully predicted the end of the
world. Thanks to God’s grace, we came to see that this was not the
“race of faith” the Apostle Paul was referring to. As we emerged
from this thick cloud of self-focused prophecy, we also began to
see that we were not the only participants running down this
dead-end road. To my surprise, we had been hilariously outpaced by
many others who were more fleet-footed than ourselves. I also
noticed for the first time that we were carrying a baton that had
been passed to us by a long line of previous runners. Not only did
we learn that we were not the only true church, we also
realized we were not the only church steeped in some deeply
ingrained, off-center views regarding eschatology.

This experience may be common to many others
who have lived under their own eschatological fog, obscuring any
relevance it has for their lives in the present. For others, where
eschatology has been relegated to the realm of fantasy, or
minimized as some esoteric writings in

Scripture, this experience may sound foreign
and farfetched. But eschatology’s true message is one of hope, with
relevant implications for everyone. This relevance and hope is
distorted when eschatology gets detached from its rightful center
in Jesus Christ, the soon-coming King of the cosmos.

Revelation of Reality Creates
Relevance

The cry for relevance from within and without
the church is a challenge the pulpit and pew has met, in many
circles, with introspective reevaluation of how the church carries
out its purpose and mission in the world. The result of this inward
self-analysis has produced, not surprisingly, a magnification of
the already imbedded theological and biblical views of those doing
the seeking. As well intentioned as these pursuits have been, they
have not given us any breakthrough insight in which to engage our
world, but only deeper ditches dug on different sides of the road.
As we take seriously God’s revelation to us in Jesus Christ, we
direct our focus on Jesus as the center of the road for our way
forward. In taking our identity and destiny in Christ as the most
fundamental center of our being (Acts 17:28), we move from a
delusional, self-centered pursuit of self-actualization, to the
reality of all things bound up in Christ (Colossians 1:17). From
this center, eschatology serves as a revelation of reality, where
the proclamation of the Gospel carries a relevance that resonates
with the deepest truth of our existence.

One of the ditches we fall into with
eschatology is a preoccupation with how and when

Christ returns, while paying little
attention to who is returning. Detaching Christ’s return from his
identity leaves us at a loss in our understanding of who God is and
his good purposes toward us. The other ditch is to avoid
eschatology altogether. In both approaches we lose relevance.

Stephen Seamands sees these two approaches
as “two extremes” that have led to a neglect in preaching on
Christ’s second coming.1 He poses for us the question
that needs to be settled before launching into any eschatological
message: “Faced with these polar opposites—obsessive

‘overbelief’ on the one hand, and skeptical
‘underbelief’ on the other—how should we preach the return of
Christ? How do we chart a third way, offer a third option that
challenges both extremes we have to contend with?”2 He
goes on to offer an approach grounded on the nature and purposes of
God as seen in Christ’s second coming.3 Seamands draws
from many biblical scholars and theologians who have remained
centered on Jesus. One such theologian is Thomas

F. Torrance, who provides a well-articulated
answer to Seamands’ question:

It is the Word of God which is the third
dimension between heaven and earth, between spiritual regiment and
earthly regiment, and it is through that Word of God that the
heavenly realm is made relevant to the earthly, and the last things
are made relevant to the present, and the present things of the
earth are taken in control and ordered in accordance with
God.4

As we explore eschatology with this “third
dimension,” we will find a more faithful way forward in
understanding Christ’s return. We will also discover a message of
hope that brings relevant implications for the worshiping church,
informing its witness to the world.

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly of
Eschatology

Between these two extreme approaches to
eschatology, the literature on the subject that remains faithful to
the center is by those who remain faithful to the revelation of
Jesus Christ.

I call this the “Good” of eschatology. Most
notably in the arena of theology there is Thomas F. Torrance, from
whom I will draw heavily. With an eye to the church being relevant,
we will also add contributors such as H. Richard Niebuhr, C.S.
Lewis, Thomas Oden and Donald Bloesch. Contributions from notable
biblical scholars will come from Walter Brueggemann, George
Eldon

Ladd and N.T Wright. Brueggemann and Ladd
deal with the subject as seen in the Old and New

Testament respectively, whereas Wright’s
contributions can be seen in his strong convictions of the Jewish
understanding of God’s purposes in bringing heaven and earth
together in Christ.5

As far as the two ditches in which
eschatology can fall, we cannot expect any literature from the
ditch of avoidance. We will call this the “Bad” of eschatology. But
in the opposite ditch we find an overwhelming stack of writings
that focus on end-time events. This is what I label as the “Ugly”
of eschatology, a ditch I was deeply immersed in growing up. Today
this approach to eschatology is well represented in the bestselling
books written by authors such as Hal Lindsey with his The Late
Great Planet Earth and the ever-popular Left Behind
series brought to us by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins. There are
many others in this category, and this approach is not absent from
many pulpits. Due to their speculative nature, these books are
often found in the fiction section of bookstores. Faithful
eschatology, however, is concerned with reality, a reality beyond
our perception that gives hope in the present, rather than a
doomsday speculation that leaves us fearful of the future. It’s in
this way that relevance can be found. Paul Boyer, in his exhaustive
survey of prophecy belief in America, makes an interesting claim
about its attraction and following:

This belief system is also noteworthy
because of the psychological and even ontological function it
performs for those who embrace it. Prophecy belief is a way of
ordering experience. It gives a grand, overarching shape to
history, and thus ultimate meaning to the lives of individuals
caught up in history’s stream. Here, I believe, is a key to its
enduring appeal.6






Boyer is finding a correlation between
eschatology and our search for relevance. If speculative approaches
to eschatology can shape purpose and meaning, how powerful would an
eschatology built on the foundation of Truth, the reality of Jesus
Christ our Hope, be in providing us with relevant implications for
living meaningful and purposeful lives of hope today?

In this paper, I will take a Christ-centered
approach to eschatology, where understanding and living out God’s
purposes begins with faith in Jesus, who reveals the Father’s love,
bringing us into a living hope through the power of the Holy
Spirit. A Christ-centered eschatology is a message of hope from the
future that points us to Jesus’ birth, life, death, resurrection
and ascension in the past as a reality to participate in today,
through worship, discipleship, fellowship, service and sharing. In
this approach, a Christ-centered eschatology grounds relevance in
the person of Jesus Christ, the true telos and hope of all
creation.

I will begin this exploration by wrestling
theologically with the identity, character and heart of God and his
purposes towards his creation as revealed in Jesus Christ. It’s
only in this revelation that we have a true grounding for reality
and therefore a realistic hope to live in during our times.
This focus on God’s purposes for us will include his provision of
redemption and salvation through Jesus in the Spirit. It’s in
acknowledgment of this provision that we humbly must come under
Jesus’ revelation to us rather than our own sinful and broken
visions of reality.

Reality is established by God as he is the
creator of all things. In this orientation, we rely on Jesus as the
true telos, the ultimate purpose, and hence, reality of all
creation.

Eschatology from this starting point ceases
to be speculation and dogmatism about some future potentiality and
rather becomes a glimpse into the very purpose and glory, the
ultimate reality intended for creation. I will also hold on to the
mystery of the already established Kingdom in Jesus even though we
do not fully see or experience it in the present. This tension need
not be released as we hold firmly to Jesus being the telos
that is fully consummated at his return but at the same time a
telos that can be participated in today. To guard against
alien approaches to reading eschatological passages of Scripture,
we will look at the Old Testament understanding of the role of the
Prophet and the role of Apocalyptic language as it was understood
by the Jewish mind. We will carry this backdrop into the New
Testament to unpack the more fundamental aim behind eschatological
teachings. This biblical survey will culminate in the Book of
Revelation, where we will unpack Revelation 21:1-8 to see a picture
of God’s purposes toward us. Out of this picture we can spring from
the person of Jesus and his finished work into participation in
God’s ultimate purposes for all creation. We will use Jesus’ birth,
life, death, resurrection and ascension as our springboard to
participate as a worshiping and witnessing community. It is in this
Christ-centered approach to eschatology that the church has a
relevant message to the world.


Chapter 2: A Theology of Eschatology


Trinity: God Beyond Time

There can be two ways to discuss the end of
time. One is simply to see time as we know it come to a halt or run
out. The second way to look at it would be to use the word “end” as
a way of referring to the aim of something, the “end game,”
or what something seeks to achieve.

From that perspective, the “end of time” has
a goal in mind, a purpose or a telos. It is in this second
way we must carry into our thoughts when considering eschatology to
reach a more faithful and Christ-centered understanding. The end of
time is not for time’s sake but for the sake of the one who created
time. As we come to wrestle through our eschatological thoughts, we
must submit them first and foremost to the one who is transcendent
over time. However, when the focus on eschatology is primarily on
the when and how of end-time events, then somewhere along the way
we placed ourselves in the center, with creaturely time being the
framework of our thoughts.

When Jesus is the center point of all our
eschatological presentations, then we have to take seriously that
time serves the purposes of its creator. If we try to imagine
reality before the creation of time, we run up against an
impossibility, as our thoughts are linear and chronological in
nature. We have run up against something other than ourselves. This
“other” is the understanding established in the doctrine of
Creation Ex Nihilo, which was formulated by early

Christian thought. The understanding that
God created everything “out of nothing” highlights the
transcendence of God over his creation. This transcendence must be
underscored if we are to faithfully and rationally articulate a
Christ-centered eschatology. It’s not from our side that we come to
a proper understanding of the end of time, but rather from the side
of the one who created time’s beginning. Torrance is clear where
our understanding must start:

As the Creator of the whole cosmos out of
nothing, God is the transcendent Lord over all space and time. He
is not indebted to the universe in any way or bound to it…. The
universe is indebted to God and utterly dependent on him, both in
its origin and in its continuity. Its rationality…is indebted to
his rationality, but God’s rationality is not indebted to the
universe. He does not need the universe to be
God.7


We must not assume that our logical bridges
built from eschatological passages to modern-day events, as
rational or convincing as they may be presented, is the primary
purpose of eschatology. In seeking purpose, we need to ground our
search in the Creator. We don’t establish any purpose from our
side. In our culture this may be difficult to swallow. We have
inherited a way of thinking that sees freedom as a course of
self-realization, self-determination and
selfperfection.8 The “prediction addiction” that
characterizes many approaches to eschatology highlights our
preference to have the last word over the Word from the beginning.
True freedom can only be found and experienced in the one who
created us for freedom (Galatians 5:1).

Springing again from the understanding of
God’s transcendence over creation, Torrance locates true purpose
and freedom in the character and heart of God:

The doctrine of creation out of nothing and
of the continual preservation of creation from lapsing back into
nothing, shattered the notion of eternal cyclic processes, with its
built-in futility, for it revealed that the universe had an
absolute beginning and thus replaced the idea of time ever turning
back on itself with a linear view of time moving irreversibly
toward its consummation or end in the purpose of the Creator. But
it also grounded the ongoing order of the universe in the steadfast
love and faithfulness of God, which gave it a stability as well as
freedom in its contingency, for it meant that its natural lability
was undergirded by God himself.9


It’s this “God himself” we must get to know
if we are to find the purpose he intends for us and the “ends” of
time he is working towards. It’s in knowing the heart and character
of God that we find the deeper message, the primary message held
out to us in eschatology. If God is taking his creation somewhere
and has an end goal for it, we can expect that it will be
consistent with
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