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Examining 1ts“0Origens”

by Gary Vaterlaus

he early church fathers

were very prolific in their

writing. Many of these early

documents have been pre-

served for us today. Their

writings give us a picture

of the beliefs, lifestyle and

struggles of the early church.

While not all of the early church fathers

wrote on the return of Christ and His subse-

quent kingdom to follow, those that did left

us a clear picture of the eschatological hope

of the early church. In reading the earliest fa-

thers, one quickly learns that regarding the

temporal kingdom of Christ, the fathers were

chiliastic. Chiliasm (pronounced “kileeazem”)

is the correct term for designating the theo-

logical position of the earliest fathers

concerning the Lord’s temporal kingdom.

Chiliasm comes from the Greek word that

means a thousand. Therefore, to be chiliastic is

to believe that Christ is going to establish a

temporal kingdom on earth after His return,

one thousand years in duration. Citing nu-

merous sources and historical references,

Larry V. Crutchfield, professor of Early

Christian History & Culture at Columbia

Evangelical Seminary, lists numerous church

fathers and early church documents as pro-
ponents for chiliasm.

In contrast to this “great cloud of witness-
es” for the chiliastic (one thousand year
kingdom) view of the early church, there are
virtually no early church documents prior to
AD 325 which support a different view. In

fact, the writings of the early church are so
overwhelmingly chiliastic, that it led the
great church historian, Phillip Schaff, to
write:

The most striking point in the escha-
tology of the ante-Nicene age [before
the council of Nicea] is the promi-
nent chiliasm, or millennarianism,
that is the belief of a visible reign of
Christ in glory on earth with the
risen saints for a thousand years,
before the general resurrection and
judgment.2

The historical evidence indicates that chil-
iasm (premillennialism, as it is called today)
was the predominant belief of the church of
the first three centuries. “And to make few
words of it,” as Thomas Burnet, royal chap-
lain to king William 111 of England, said, “we
will lay down this conclusion, that the
Millennial kingdom of Christ was the general doc-
trine of the Primitive Church, from the times of the
Apostles to the Nicene Council; inclusively.”

The Change to a Spiritualized Kingdom
After the Nicene Council (ap 325), we note
a significant shift from the expectation of a
millennial reign following the return of
Christ to a spiritualized kingdom of unlim-
ited duration before the Lord’s return. This
view holds that “at the second coming of
Christ the resurrection and judgment will
take place, followed by the eternal order of
things...” This view sees the current

church age as the millennium. There are two
divergent views within this camp concern-
ing the believers’ 1000-year reign with
Christ spoken of in Revelation 20:4-6. One
group sees this as speaking of the interme-
diate state of believers between death and
resurrection. It refers to “the reign of the
souls of the blessed dead with Christ in the
intermediate state.”® The second group
holds that the entire church age, from the
first coming of Christ until His second com-
ing, is to be equated with the Millennium
and that “the church militant on earth... is
now reigning with Christ in the sense that
we are now living in the midst of the mil-
lennium...”®

This shift to what came to be called amil-
lennialism began slowly during the second
and third centuries, and then picked up
steam until by the middle of the sixth centu-
ry there were only a few remaining pockets
of belief in a literal thousand-year kingdom
on earth. Indeed, as Earle E. Cairns, profes-
sor emeritus at Wheaton College, points out,
“The absence of premillennialism in the
Middle Ages is as prominent as the absence
of postmillennialism in the ante-Nicene
church.”” The dominance of amillennialism
continued up to and beyond the Reform-
ation, and only in the 19th century was the
view of a literal thousand-year reign upon
the earth revived. Just why did this shift
from a literal kingdom of 1000 years to a
spiritualized kingdom of unlimited duration
occur in the early church?
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The Tap Root: A Defective Hermeneutic
Hermeneutics, as defined by Roy B. Zuck of
Dallas Seminary, is “the science (principles)
and art (task) by which the meaning of the
biblical text is determined.”® There are basi-
cally two methods of biblical interpretation.
One has been called the literal, face value, or
historical-grammatical method. This method
involves taking the biblical text for what it
says, and seeking to discover the author’s in-
tended meaning. Words and phrases are
taken in a literal fashion, while at the same
time recognizing that there are figures of
speech used in Scripture. The other
hermeneutical method has been called,
broadly speaking, the allegorical method.
The allegorical method seeks a meaning be-
yond the literal reading of the text, seeking
to discover the “deeper” sense of Scripture,
and often interpreting words and phrases in
other than their literal sense. An offshoot of
the allegorical method is spiritualizing the
text, whereby one attempts to see the high-
est or ultimate end as the intended
meaning.®

It has been demonstrated that the prevail-
ing method of biblical interpretation during
Old Testament times and in the time of
Christ was a literal method. Thomas Horne,
former Professor of English and Art History
at Brown University, writes:

The allegorical interpretation of the
sacred Scriptures cannot be histori-
cally proved to have prevailed among
the Jews from the time of the captiv-
ity, or to have been common with the
Jews of Palestine at the time of Christ
and his apostles.1°

Jesus and the apostles themselves also prac-
ticed a literal hermeneutic. Whenever Jesus
quoted the Old Testament he used it in a
historical, factual manner, not in an allegor-
ical fashion. The Old Testament citations by
the writers of the New Testament also
demonstrate a literal understanding of the
text, though allegory and typology (pattern
fulfillment) are practiced in a very limited
sense.

The hermeneutic of the early apostolic fa-
thers was greatly influenced by their
environment and culture. We must realize
the difficult situation that they faced.

Dwight Pentecost, of Dallas Seminary, sum-
marizes:

They were without an established
canon of either the Old or New
Testaments. They were dependent
upon a faulty translation of the
Scriptures [The Septuagint]. They
had known only the rules of inter-
pretation laid down by the rabbinical
schools and, thus, had to free them-
selves from the erroneous application
of the principle of interpretation.
They were surrounded by paganism,
Judaism, and heresy of every kind.1!

By the third century, there were basically
three schools of diverse hermeneutical posi-
tions which had arisen. EW. Farrar, biblical
scholar and an Anglican clergyman, ex-
plains:

The Fathers of the third and later
centuries may be divided into three
exegetical schools. Those schools are
the Literal and Realistic as represented
predominantly by Tertullian; the
Allegorical, of which Origen is the
foremost exponent; and the Historical
and Grammatical, which flourished
chiefly in Antioch, and of which
Theodore of Mopsuestia was the
acknowledged chief.12

Not surprisingly, we find that as the allegor-
ical method of interpretation began to take
hold, the view of an earthly millennial reign
of Christ began to wane. It was the biblical
school in Alexandria, Egypt that fostered
and promoted the allegorical method of in-
terpretation. It was the methods of this
school that provided one reason for
the eventual abandonment of a lit-
eral thousand-year kingdom on
earth within the church.

The catechetical school in
Alexandria was founded
by Pantaenus in the late
second century, but
its best known
leaders were
Clement of
Alexandria
and his pupil,
Origen.
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Dr. Thomas Cornman, a professor at Moody
Bible Institute, describes the Alexandrian
school:

It is the Alexandrian school and the
leader of that school that shaped the
thinking of Origen. This tradition
cannot be seen as separate from the
philosophical developments of the
Alexandrian community but rather
was an extension of them into the
sphere of Christianity. The philo-
sophical, cultural and geographic
influence of the city and its people
came to bear on the hermeneutical
and theological systems of Clement
and his pupil Origen. While this
influence may be considered good or
bad depending on one’s theological
persuasion, it provides a new direc-
tion as viewed against the simplicity
of an earlier age when the words of
Scripture were sufficient as the canon
of faith.13

Origen was raised in the city of Alexandria.
The influence of the Alexandrian mindset
was significant in the development of his
theology and his approach to Scripture. As
Schaff wrote:

Alexandria was full of Jews, the liter-
ary as well as commercial centre of
the East, and the connecting link
between the East and the West. There
the largest libraries were collected;
there the Jewish mind came into
close contact with the Greek, and the
religion of Moses with the philoso-
phy of Plato and Aristotle. There
Philo wrote, while Christ taught in

By the third century,
there were basically three
schools of diverse hermeneutical
positions which had arisen.
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Jerusalem and Galilee, and his works
were destined to exert a great influ-
ence on Christian exegesis through
the Alexandrian fathers.14

Philo was a Jewish philosopher who sought
to reconcile Greek philosophy, particularly
that of Plato and the Stoics, with the Old
Testament. Philo found the allegorical
method of interpretation useful in his quest
to show that the Jewish faith was not as bar-
barous as the Greeks might think. This
influence of Greek philosophy and allegori-
cal interpretation greatly influenced the
thought and life of Origen. Karlfried
Froehlich, former Professor of Church
History at Princeton Theological Seminary,
writes;

Searching the biblical texts for clues
to their higher spiritual meaning
became the normative task of the
Christian exegete, and with this task
came the appropriation of the full
arsenal of Hellenistic allegorical
technique: the philological study of
words and phrases, etymology,
numerology, figuration, natural sym-
bolism, etc.1®

Though others in the Alexandrian school
were well-known and significant forces in
the church at that time, it was the brilliant
Origen who was the first to develop a sys-
tematic hermeneutic and utilize that
hermeneutic in the development of his doc-
trinal positions. Schaff notes:

Origen was the first to lay down, in
connection with the allegorical
method of the Jewish Platonist,
Philo, a formal theory of interpreta-
tion, which he carried out in a long
series of exegetical works remarkable
for industry and ingenuity, but mea-
ger in solid results. He considered the
Bible a living organism, consisting of
three elements which answer to the
body, soul, and spirit of man, after
the Platonic psychology.
Accordingly, he attributed to the

scriptures a threefold sense; (1) a
somatic, literal, or historical sense,
furnished immediately by the mean-
ing of the words, but only serving as
a veil for a higher idea; (2) a psychic
or moral sense, animating the first,
and serving for general edification;
(3) a pneumatic or mystic, and ideal
sense, for those who stand on the
high ground of philosophical knowl-
edge. In the application of this theo-
ry he shows the same tendency as
Philo, to spiritualize away the letter
of scripture, especially where the
plain historical sense seems unwor-
thy, as in the history of David’s
crimes; and instead of simply bring-
ing out the sense of the Bible, he puts
into it all sorts of foreign ideas and
irrelevant fancies. But this allegoriz-
ing suited the taste of the age, and,
with his fertile mind and imposing
learning, Origen was the exegetical
oracle of the early church, till his
orthodoxy fell into disrepute.1

Indeed Origen’s allegorical approach to
Scripture led him into many doctrinal errors.
His teachings, for which he eventually was
declared a heretic, included a belief that the
souls of men had existed in a previous state,
a denial of the bodily resurrection, and a be-
lief in universal salvation—that all men,
even demons, will be finally restored
through the mediation of Christ.

Origen’s approach to hermeneutics also
affected his eschatology. His rejection of a
bodily resurrection led to a spiritualized es-
chatology. A.C. McGiffert, Washburn
Professor of Church History at Union
Theological Seminary, accurately summa-
rizes Origen’s eschatological system:

Origen had an elaborate eschatology.
He believed in or at least hoped for
the final restoration of all rational
creatures, not only men but also
demons, including even the archfiend
himself. The pains of hell are disci-
plinary in purpose and will be tem-
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porary only, not everlasting. When
the present world has come to an end
the material substance of which it is
composed will be employed for the
formation of another world in which
the spirits of men not yet perfected
will be still further disciplined and so
it will go on until all have been
redeemed when matter being unre-
deemable will finally be destroyed.
The future life will be a life of the
spirit; the flesh will have no part in it.
The joys of heaven and the pains of
hell will be mental not material.1’

Origen’s hermeneutics and the resulting
spiritualized eschatology also affected those
who would follow in his footsteps. The great
church father Augustine, also from North
Africa, was greatly influenced by the
Alexandrian school and Origen’s writings.
Augustine identified the kingdom of God
with the hierarchical church of his day. He
argued against chiliasm which those, he said,
“that are really and truly spiritual” oppose.
He taught that the binding of Satan (Rev.
20:1-3) began with the spread of the church
and that the church “now on earth” is the
kingdom which will last for a thousand
years. To Augustine, the First Resurrection
represents the conversion of the soul.l8
Cairns sums up Augustine’s eschatological
view and its impact on the future church:

It can readily be seen that Augustine
looked for Christ’s coming after the
present millennial age in which the
church was to become increasingly
influential. While his view is not
clear-cut, it seems to have more
affinities with Roman Catholic and
contemporary postmillennialism than
with amillennialism. There was no
place in his eschatology for the Jews
or a future earthly kingdom. He can
be credited with the final shattering
of the premillennial system of the
ante-Nicene church, and his views on
eschatology became the accepted
view until the Reformation and, in

ndeed Origen’s allegorical approach to Scripture led him into many doctrinal errors,
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some respects, even after that great
event.19

At the foundation of Augustine’s eschatol-
ogy is the principle of allegorizing Scripture
which, as we have seen, developed in the
Alexandrian school and was perfected by
Origen. Dr. John Walvoord, of Dallas
Seminary, is very pointed when he states:

It is clear that in arriving at his con-
clusion regarding the millennium
Augustine used the principle of spir-
itualizing Scripture freely. While he
did not use this principle in inter-
preting Scripture relating to predesti-
nation, hamartiology, salvation, or
grace, he found it suitable for inter-
preting prophecy. A candid examina-
tion of his interpretation leaves the

examiner with the impression that
Augustine did not give a reasonable
exegesis of Scripture involved.2°

The primary root that fed the growth of a
spiritualized kingdom concept in the early
church was the replacement of a literal
hermeneutic with an allegorical one.
However, there were four sub-roots that fed
the need for a new hermeneutical approach
to Scripture: (1) an anti-Jewish bias; (2) an
overreaction to heresy; (3) a false view of the
material world; and (4) the conversion of the
Emperor to Christianity.

Feeder Root 1: An Anti-Jewish Bias
Composed primarily of Jewish believers, the
apostolic church was in many ways consid-
ered a sect of Judaism. However, as the
gospel spread to the reaches of the Roman
Empire the church became more and more
composed of non-Jews and the importance
of the church’s Jewish beginnings dimin-
ished significantly. In fact, as early as the
second century, there was a notable anti-
Jewish sentiment building within the
church. Marvin Wilson, professor of Bible at
Gordon College, sheds some light on this
shift within the early church:

The Church was born in a Jewish
cradle, but it rapidly became de-
Judaized. By the middle of the sec-
ond century an anti-Jewish polemic
arose within the Church as men like

Marcion sought to rid
Christianity of every trace of
Judaism. Other Church fathers
such as Justin Martyr, John
Chrysostom and Ignatius
spoke with great contempt
against Jews and Judaism. With
the eventual triumph of
Christianity in the fourth cen-
tury as the state religion, its
indebtedness to Judaism had to
a great extent been forgotten.
Judaism was now thought to be
obsolete. Because Jewish people had
rejected Jesus as their Messiah, what
need did believing Gentiles have to
associate with or be indebted to
those of a dead, legalistic religion?
The Jewish roots of the Church had
thus virtually been severed. A Gentile
Church, largely Grecianized through
the influence of Platonic thought,
now stood in its place.2!

Origen and others saw the destruction of
Jerusalem in AD 70 as an indicator of God’s
rejection of the Jews for their crucifixion of
Jesus. Origen wrote:

And we say with confidence that
they will never be restored to their
former condition. For they commit-
ted a crime of the most unhallowed
kind, in conspiring against the Savior
of the human race in that city where
they offered up to God a worship
containing the symbols of mighty
mysteries. It accordingly behooved
that city where Jesus underwent these
sufferings to perish utterly, and the
Jewish nation to be overthrown, and
the invitation to happiness offered
them by God to pass to others—the
Christians...??

The Jews were looked on as the enemies of
God, a rejected people, unworthy of any fu-
ture in God'’s plans. Christianity was seen as
the bona fide replacement of Judaism. A fu-
ture earthly kingdom that focused on the
restoration of the Jews was unthinkable.
Marcion was a leader in this “de-
Judaizing” of Christianity. A businessman
from Rome, he could see no parallel whatso-
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A future earthly

kingdom that focused
on the restoration of the
Jews was unthinkable.

ever with the God of justice of the Old
Testament and the God of goodness re-
vealed in the New Testament. He sought to
completely divorce the Old Testament from
Christianity and adopted his own version of
the canon. Though he was condemned as a
heretic, the response to Marcion had very
important consequences for the church’s at-

titude toward the Jews. Froehlich writes:

Marcion (aD 144) rejected the Jewish
Scriptures as the work of a wrathful,
evil God who was opposed to the
love of God proclaimed by Jesus and
Paul. He reduced the acceptable
Scriptures to ten Pauline epistles and
the Gospel of Luke purged of Jewish
contaminants. The Church con-
demned Marcion and his principles.
But the decision against Marcion also
had a disturbing consequence. By
making the Jewish Scriptures res-
olutely a Christian book: the “Old
Testament”, which had only one
legitimate continuation: the “New
Testament”, the emerging Christian
movement defined itself once more
in sharpest antitheses to the Jewish
community. In fact, the tighter the
grip of Christians on the Jewish
Scriptures, the deeper the estrange-
ment from the community of living
Jews. For the patristic tradition after
the triumph of Christianity, the Jews
became the “people of witness” for
God’s wrath on unbelievers.?3

This anti-Jewish development in the early
church greatly influenced its eschatological
view. Since a view of a literal thousand-year
kingdom on earth holds that there is still a
future kingdom for the Jews, and that God
has not rejected the nation of Israel and yet
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will fulfill His covenants with them, this
view came to be rejected in this growing an-
ti-Jewish church culture. Amillennialism, on
the other hand, fit nicely into the view that
the church is the new Israel, and that Christ
is now reigning from heaven with the new
people of God, the church. Origen,
Dionysius and others rejected chiliasm as
being an overly “Jewish” interpretation of
the Scriptures. Thus, the second root that
supplied the nourishment for a spiritualized
kingdom viewpoint was the anti-Jewish bias
that developed in the early church.

Feeder Root 2: An Overreaction

to Heresy

During the early years of Christianity, the
church was overrun by sects advocating
heretical doctrines. Indeed, many of the
writings of the early church fathers were de-
nunciations of these heresies. Among these
non-orthodox groups were several that held
to chiliastic views. According to Philip
Schaff, these included the Ebionites, the
Montanists, and the heretic Cerinthus. While
much of the teaching of these heretics was
rightly condemned, often their biblical es-
chatological views were condemned as well.
It was only natural, however, to look with
suspicion upon all of the teachings of those
who were advocating non-orthodox views
regarding such things as the trinity, the na-
ture of Christ, the role of the law, etc.
Montanus is noteworthy as one who devel-
oped a significant movement in the latter
part of the second century, which continued
in some parts until the sixth century. The ba-
sic tenets of Montanism conflicted with
many of the practices of the churches of that
day. According to Schaff, they included:

1. ...a forced continuance of the
miraculous gifts of the apostolic
church... It asserted, above all, the
continuance of prophecy.

2. ...the assertion of the universal
priesthood of Christians, even of
females, against the special priest-
hood in the Catholic church.

3. ...a fanatical severity in asceticism
and church discipline. It raised a zealous

protest against the growing looseness
of the Catholic penitential discipline.

4. ...a visionary millennarianism,
founded indeed on the Apocalypse
and on the apostolic expectation of
the speedy return of Christ, but giv-
ing it extravagant weight and a mate-
rialistic coloring... [They] pro-
claimed the near approach of the age
of the Holy Spirit and of the millen-
nial reign in Pepuza, a small village
of Phrygia, upon which the New
Jerusalem was to come down.?*

Concerning the church’s reaction to
Montanism, D. Matthew Allen, of the
Biblical Studies Foundation, notes:

Indeed, the Montanists’ fanatical
excesses worked to discredit premil-
lennialism among early church lead-
ers, and opposition to premillennial-
ism began in earnest as a result of the
Montanist movement. Caius of Rome
attacked millennialism specifically
because it was linked to Montanism,
and he attempted to trace the belief
in a literal millennium to the heretic
Cerinthus.

It is clear that the formal church’s denuncia-
tion and rejection of the Montanists,
Ebionites and others included not only the
rightful rejection of their heretical and fa-
natical beliefs, but also a misplaced
opposition to their millennial position. Thus,
the third root that fed the growth of a spir-
itualized kingdom concept in the early
church was the unwarranted rejection of a
literal thousand-year kingdom because of its
association with heretical splinter groups.

Feeder Root 3: The View of

the Material World

Platonism

As mentioned earlier, the fathers from the
school of Alexandria were greatly influenced
by the philosophy of the Greeks, particular-
ly Plato. Platonic thought held that the
spiritual was supreme over the material. This
influence is noted by Schaff. He writes,

The Platonic philosophy offered
many points of resemblance to
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Christianity. It is spiritual and idealis-
tic, maintaining the supremacy of the
spirit over matter... From the time of
Justin Martyr, the Platonic philoso-
phy continued to exercise a direct
and indirect influence upon Christian
theology... We can trace it especial-
ly in Clement of Alexandria and
Origen, and even in St. Augustine,
who confessed that it kindled in him
an incredible fire.?

This abhorrence of the material led to many
unhealthy and even heretical views. Among
these were the denial of the physical aspect
of the resurrection by Origen and an exces-
sive asceticism as taught by the Ebionites
and many other sects, including many of the
Gnostics. In addition to these erroneous
views, the elevation of the spiritual over the
material led to the rejection of the material
nature of the millennium. Augustine rejected
the idea of a physical millennial kingdom
when he wrote:

This opinion [a future literal millen-
nium after the resurrection] might be
allowed, if it proposed only spiritual
delight unto the saints during this
space (and we were once of the same
opinion ourselves); but seeing the
avouchers hereof affirm that the
saints after this resurrection shall do
nothing but revel in fleshly banquets,
where the cheer shall exceed both
modesty and measure, this is gross
and fit for none but carnal men to
believe. But they that are really and
truly spiritual do call those of this
opinion Chiliasts.”?’

Premillennialists, while holding to an earth-
ly millennium of 1000 years, do not teach a
millennium of revelry and “fleshly ban-
quets”, as Augustine mistakenly thought.
Thus, Augustine rejected a literal thousand-
year kingdom on earth in part due to a
faulty understanding of the nature of an
earthly millennium.

Gnosticism

The Gnostic heresy arose early in the histo-
ry of the church. Gnosticism was taught by
a variety of religious sects that professed sal-
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vation through secret knowledge, or gnosis.
The movement reached its high point during
the second century in the Roman and
Alexandrian schools founded by Valentius.
One of the tenets of Gnosticism, according
to Schaff, was “Dualism; the assumption of
an eternal antagonism between God and
matter.”?® The Gnostics saw the material
world as evil and rejected the idea of a phys-
ical resurrection or physical nature of
eternity. Schaff explains their view:

The material visible world is the
abode of the principle of evil. This
cannot proceed from God; else he
were himself the author of evil. It
must come from an opposite princi-
ple. This is Matter, which stands in
eternal opposition to God and the
ideal world.?

Though condemned by the church fathers,
Gnosticism nevertheless had a profound in-
fluence in the thought and theology of the
church:

The number of the Gnostics is
impossible to ascertain. We find them
in almost all portions of the ancient
church... They found most favor
with the educated, and threatened to
lead astray the teachers of the
church.30

The influence of Gnosticism in the early
church has been linked to the development
of asceticism and there is no doubt its ab-
horrence of the material world contributed
to the rejection of an earthly Millennial
kingdom, particularly in the influential
Alexandrian school. Thus, the third root
feeding the amillennial shift in the early
church was the influence of Platonic and
Gnostic thought, which viewed the physical
as evil, and would thus preclude any sort of
future physical kingdom on the earth.

Feeder Root 4: The Conversion

of the Emperor

The early Christian church suffered intense
persecution from the Roman government.
Believers who refused to bow down to
Caesar suffered punishment, imprisonment
and death as a result of their loyalty to
Christ. All of this changed dramatically when

in AD 307 the emperor Constantine was con-
verted to Christianity. In 313 he issued the
edict of Milan which proclaimed freedom of
religion for all inhabitants of the Roman em-
pire. Now, rather than being the persecuted,
the church was the honored. This had a pro-
found impact on the eschatological hope of
these early believers. Rather than looking to
the return of Christ to put down the Roman
Empire (whom most identified as the
Antichrist) and set up a righteous kingdom
on earth, they were now enjoying the fa-
voritism of the Empire and began to equate
their new prosperity with the millennial
kingdom. The focus of the church changed
from looking for ultimate comfort in the
world to come, to enjoying the comfort they
now experienced in the present world.
Cairns comments on this dramatic change:

The more prosperous circumstances
of the church, ushered in by the free-
dom of religion granted by
Constantine in the Edict of Milan in
313 and his favoritism to the church
by state subsidies, exemption of the
clergy from public duty and military
service, and the legal setting of
Sunday as a day of rest, caused many
Christians to cease thinking of the
Roman state as Antichrist or his fore-
runner and to expect that the social
and territorial expansion of the
church since Christ’s First Advent was
the kingdom. The church became at
home in the world as members
gained material possession and
prominence, such as Eusebius enjoyed
in being at the right hand of
Constantine at the Council of Nicaea.
Eusebius wrote a laudatory biography
of Constantine and in his
Ecclesiastical History sought to pre-
sent the story of the church from
Christ’s Ascension to her present rise
to prominence. The earlier church
fathers, such as Papias, who had held
to a premillennial hope were castigat-
ed for their errors. Church and state
were two arms of God to serve Him
in His developing kingdom. Jerome
insisted that the saints would not have
an earthly premillennial kingdom and
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wrote: “Then let the story of the
thousand years cease” (Commentary
on Daniel, on Dan 7:25).3!

While the anti-Jewish bias of the early
church and the reaction to heretical teach-
ings both played an important role in the
gradual shift from a literal thousand-year
kingdom to a spiritualized kingdom of un-
limited duration, it was the new-found
acceptance and elevation of the church in
the fourth century which proved to have the
greatest impact. As Schaff writes:

But the crushing blow came from the
great change in the social condition
and prospects of the church in the
Nicene age. After Christianity, con-
trary to all expectation, triumphed in
the Roman empire, and was
embraced by the Caesars themselves,
the millennial reign, instead of being
anxiously waited and prayed for,
began to be dated either from the
first appearance of Christ, or from
the conversion of Constantine and
the downfall of paganism, and to be
regarded as realized in the glory of
the dominant imperial state-church.
Augustine, who himself had formerly
entertained chiliastic hopes, framed
the new theory which reflected the
social change, and was generally

he focus of the
cfturch changed from
looking for ultimate
comfort in the world
to come, to enjoying
the comfort they now

experienced in the

present world.
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accepted. The apocalyptic millenni-
um he understood to be the present
reign of Christ in the Catholic
church, and the first resurrection, the
translation of the martyrs and saints
to heaven, where they participate in
Christ’s reign...

From the time of Constantine and
Augustine chiliasm took its place
among the heresies, and was rejected
subsequently even by the Protestant
reformers as a Jewish dream. But it
was revived from time to time as an
article of faith and hope by pious
individuals and whole sects...3?

The fourth root, which completed the emer-
gence of the view of a spiritualized and
destroyed the idea of a future Messianic
kingdom on earth, was the prosperity the
church enjoyed as it was accepted into the
Roman Empire.

Conclusion

In this article, we first examined the tap root
that contributed to the rejection of a literal
thousand-year kingdom on earth, the domi-
nant view for the first two centuries of the
church, in favor of a spiritualized kingdom
unlimited in duration (amillennialism). The
single factor; the adoption of an allegorical
hermeneutic, which replaced the literal or
face value hermeneutic of Jesus and the
apostles. Four sub-roots fed this hermeneuti-
cal shift. First: the anti-Jewish bias of the
early church developed as a result of a
church dominated by gentile believers.
Second: an overreaction to heresy, which in-
cluded the condemnation not only of
heretical doctrines, but chiliasm as well.
Third: the adoption of Platonic and Gnostic
teachings on the evil of the material world
which led to a rejection of a material, earth-
ly future kingdom. And fourth and finally:
the adoption of Christianity as the state reli-
gion of the Roman Empire. The church no
longer looked for the coming of Christ to
establish His kingdom and rescue believers
from persecution, but instead saw the new-
ly-found freedom and prominence of the
church as the fulfillment of the promises of
a future kingdom.

The growth of what came to be called
amillennialism was not a result of a careful
study of the Scriptures, but rather a reaction
to the social, political, and theological ten-
sions of the age. While many of the early
church fathers are to be commended for
their bold witness for Christ in the midst of
the threat of imprisonment and death and
for their examples of perseverance and god-
liness, they were, nevertheless, fallible and
capable of error, just as we are. They adopt-
ed a theology which they felt best fit the
current events, rather than holding to the
Scriptures as the only source of authority. A
careful study of the Bible, taken at face val-
ue, will lead one to a belief in a literal
thousand-year kingdom on earth (premillen-
nialism, as it is now called). Floyd Hamilton,
who attacks premillennialism, concedes:

Now we must frankly admit that a
literal interpretation of the Old
Testament prophecies gives us just
such a picture of an earthly reign of
the Messiah as the premillennialist
pictures. That was the kind of a
Messianic kingdom that the Jews of
the time of Christ were looking for,
on the basis of a literal interpretation
of the Old Testament.33

There is simply no justification for discard-
ing the promises of the Old Testament to the
nation of Israel, allegorizing the teaching of
Revelation 20, or discounting the beliefs of
the apostolic age. Like the apostles and the
earliest church fathers, we must continue to
look for the appearing of Christ, who will
put down all rebellion, and establish His
Kingdom over all the earth.
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Prophecy Under Fire « critics & Critiques

by Charles Cooper

rnold G. Fruchtenbaum offers at the
conclusion of his review of The Pre-
Wrath Rapture of the Church by
Marvin Rosenthal the following summation:

[T]his reviewer will venture a
prophecy of his own. This work (The
Prewrath Rapture of the Church) will
have its day for a short season, and it
will attract many if only because it is
novel; novel ideas, no matter how
wild, always attract a following ini-
tially... But it (the prewrath position)
will not become the major view of
the church...!

Perhaps one of these days, Fruchtenbaum
can enlighten us as to whether he thinks
pretribulationism is “the major view of the
church.” After one hundred plus years, “the
church” certainly has not adopted pretribu-
lationism universally. Similarly, Tim LaHaye
writes in 1998,

In the eight years since its (The
Prewrath Rapture of the Church by
Marvin Rosenthal) publication, |
know of no one (prophecy scholars)
who has adopted it, but | have read
several damaging critiques. | doubt
the author will live long enough to
find pre-Wrath rapture the recog-
nized position... Despite its initial
success due to originality and mar-
keting hype, its major flaws will drop
it in the sea of oblivion long before it
becomes a major position.?

These comments are recorded in
LaHaye's book, Rapture Under Attack. This
author continues to be amazed that the dis-
tinguished publishing company known as
Multnomah would allow a book to be pub-
lished with so clearly a misleading title.
LaHaye does not offer one shred of evi-
dence to support his titular claim that the

Rapture is under attack. Clearly, the man
confuses the doctrine of the Rapture of the
church with pretribulationism. We would
agree that the pretrib Rapture position is
under a major attack. However, among
those who hold to the Rapture of the
church (discounting disagreements about
timing) the belief is unabated.

After ten years of on-going criticism, we
think its time to check our critics. In this and
following issues of our newsletter, we shall
put contemporary prophets under fire. In
light of prophetic forecasts of the demise of
the prewrath position, how is the prewrath
position doing on the world-stage? Are the
prophets of doom correct? Are their criti-
cisms legit? We hope you will enjoy this
new feature called Prophecy Under Fire.

Showers’ Forecast Is All Wet

Marvin Rosenthal and Robert Van Kampen,
as architects of the prewrath position, have
received on-going criticism from pretribula-
tionists. In reading the critics, we posit that
Pretribbers are consistent in their argumen-
tation against the prewrath position, for the
most part. In light of this fact, Renald E.
Showers’ critique of the prewrath position in
a Dictionary of Premillennial Theology will
serve as our focus.

We are grateful that Showers correctly
summarized the heart of the prewrath posi-
tion in his article, which demonstrates his
familiarity with Rosenthal and Van
Kampen'’s writings; something we are unable
to say about most critics of the position.
Naturally, we part company regarding
Showers’ objections to the position. Under
the heading Problems with the View, Concerning
the Great Multitude, Showers writes,

The prewrath view asserts that the
great multitude from all nations, kin-
dreds, people, and tongues is the
church, which has just been raptured
in conjunction with the second com-
ing of Christ during the time

between 