EVANGELICAL ESCHATOLOGY

· Eschatology refers to the study of the last things – the coming of the Kingdom of God, the return of the Lord, the state of the dead, heaven and hell and the new heaven and new earth.
· These are strongly linked to issues like hope, the focus of evangelism, Christian mission etc. – subjects very close to the heart of Evangelicals.
· Of course much of this is not distinctive to Evangelicals, but reflects mainstream Christianity: “He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead and his kingdom will have no end”, “We look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come” are two creedal statements that all orthodox Christians affirm.

THE KINGDOM OF GOD

· Evangelical thought over the last 30-odd years owes much to the writings of George Eldon Ladd and what is called “inaugurated eschatology”
· Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom has two aspects. Through his proclamation and ministry, climaxed in his death and resurrection, the reign of God is now a reality in human history. As men and women trust and follow him they enter the promised Kingdom (Luke 17:20f, 18:28-30). The future fulfilment of the promise of God’s rule, however, reaches beyond Easter to his glorious appearing at the end of history (Luke 21 and 22:29f). These twin claims are the key to all Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom has come, yet it is still to come.
· The profound OT sense of the sovereignty of God is transferred in the NT to the person of Christ who exercises the rule of God at the Father’s right hand through the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:23). The Kingdom  is therefore now realized in human experience through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, who on the basis of the work of Christ brings the life of the future age into present reality.
· The tension between these two dimensions is the context of the Christian life. On the one hand, the Christian is a new person, united with Christ in his death, resurrection and reign and sharing the powers of the new age of the kingdom in the Holy Spirit; on the other hand the old nature is still a painful and persistent reality, dragging Christians below the moral attainments to which their new life directs them. Thus we rejoice in the coming of the kingdom, in the fact of eternal salvation, in the blessings of the new age in our union with Christ; and yet we long for our deliverance, the final coming of the kingdom, the completion of our salvation and the full emergence of the new man in Christ.
· This has important practical implications relating to authority for ministry in the name of Jesus.

THE SECOND COMING 

· Because of their stance on the reliability of Scripture and their exegetical stance of affirming the plain meaning of what is written, Evangelicals await the literal return of the Lord in glory as an event that will happen in history, just as did his first coming.
· There are more than 250 clear references to the return of the Lord in the New Testament and these show unambiguously that the return of the Lord is taught in all the main strands of the New Testament. The message of the return of Christ is not ambiguous, it lies on the surface of the Bible for all to see. From the picture painted in the NT and the metaphors used it is clear that the Lord’s coming will be glorious, decisive and sudden.
Three terms are used in the NT relating to the Lord’s return and they each serve to add context to the understanding of this event:                            Parousia  (1 Thess. 2:19; 2 Thess. 2:1,8). It means “coming”, “arrival” or “presence” and was used in the first century for the visit of an emperor or other distinguished person. It conveys the idea that the Lord’s return will be a definite and decisive action on his part. It will be the return of the King (Luke 19:12).
Apokalypsis (2 Thess. 1:7) It means “revelation”. The Lord’s coming will reveal who he is and what the world is. It will be a time for things which are now hidden to come to light.
Epiphaneia (Titus 2:13) It means “appearing” or “manifestation” and carries the idea of drawing back a veil so that what is there already may be truly seen for what it is.
· There have been many embellishments, many coming from the USA, that have fostered scepticism regarding the return of Christ. Over the years all sorts of events in history have been interpreted as signs of the Lord’s immanent return. Much speculation has been based on dubious interpretations of the symbolism of the book of Revelation. Pre-millenialism, which has a big following in the States has produced popularist stuff like Hal Lindsey’s “Late Great Planet Earth” and Tim LaHaye’s “Left Behind” series which has further muddled Evangelical thinking. 
· Most Anglican Evangelicals are amillenialists recognising the symbolism in the book of Revelation and not given to literal timelines of tribulation, rapture and millennial reign.

JUDGEMENT, HEAVEN AND HELL

· Evangelicals have a strong theology of salvation by grace and the assurance that by the regenerating work of Christ the believer passes through judgement from death to life.
· Some would argue that this gives rise to complacency and presumption.
· Traditional Evangelicalism has looked to amendment of character and holiness of life as proofs of true regeneration, rather than its means, but this can still lead to insecurity and lack of assurance regarding one’s salvation.
· Divine judgement is a vexed issue for many contemporary Evangelicals, because we have been perceived, with some justification, as being too black and white and judgemental. 
· Faithfulness to Scripture means we can’t duck the many references to divine judgement and the exclusion and punishment of the wicked, many of them spoken by Jesus himself, yet that puts us seriously out of step with the tolerant spirit of modern society and raises deeper questions about the ultimate goodness of God.
· Within mainstream Evangelicalism there has been debate as to whether Scripture may be referring to annihilation (Stott) or eternal torment (Packer).
· C. S. Lewis, an author much appreciated by Evangelicals, sees hell as the continuously chosen and self-imposed state of those who turn from the goodness of God. Many find comfort in that because it upholds the goodness of God while also presenting the reality of hell, but the references in Scripture would seem to lean far more towards the judgement of God on the wicked.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]More recently, books like Brian McLaren’s “Generous Orthodoxy” and Rob Bell’s “Love Wins” have been much more forthright in asserting that damnation and eternal punishment cannot be reconciled with the goodness, grace and mercy of the character of God. This is a view that is gaining a sympathetic following among some (often younger) Evangelicals, but is equally firmly repudiated by others.
· The question is, are we losing the courage of our convictions and developing a “soft centre”, or are we being challenged to widen our understanding of the breadth of grace?
· Historically Evangelicals have had an “other-worldly” eschatology which has had little concern for this earth and issues of ecology, sustainability and justice, but the last 30-40 years has seen a profound change.
· Authors like N. T. Wright have emphasised that the Biblical picture is not of a disembodied heaven, but a new heaven and a new earth. What we do in this earth has implications for the world to come and the way we live with god’s world in this life prefigures and prepares us for the way we will live in the “new earth”.
