Systematic Theology by Louis Berkhof

Part Six: The Doctrine of the Last Things  


Individual Eschatology
Introductory Chapter
Naturally, only the believers of that the world has a beginning and an end, can speak of a consummation or the doctrine of eschatology. Along the history of the Christian Church, there is not a period of time which eschatology has its seat at the center of Christian thought. The name “eschatology” is based on the speaking of “the last days (eschatai hemerai)” on Is. 2:2, Mic.4:1; “the last time (eschatos ton chronon)” on 1Pet.1:20; and “the last hour (eschate hora)” on 1John 2:18. The Old Testament prophecy distinguishes two periods: this age (olam hazzeh, Gr. aion houtos) and the coming age (ollam habba’ Gr. aion mellon). In the New Testament, there are two stages: the present Messianic age and the future consummation. The subjects that call for consideration of general eschatology are: the return of Christ, the general resurrection, the last judgment, the consummation of the Kingdom, and the final condition of the pious and the wicked. For individual eschatology, they are the physical death, the immortality of the soul, and the intermediate condition that call for discussion. 
Physical Death

According to the various evidences in the Scripture (Eccl. 12:7, Jas. 2:26, Matt. 2:20, 10:28, Mark 3:4, Luke 6:9, 9:31, 12:4, 14:26, John 12:25, 13:37-38, 19:30 Acts 7:59, 15:26, 20:24, Phil. 1:23,  2Pet. 1:15-16), we can refer physical death a termination of physical life by the separation of the body and soul. It is not a cessation or annihilation of existence. Life and death are only opposite in the mode of existence. Scriptural data also support the notions that: (1) Man was created in the image of God in his perfect original condition therefore it is impossible for him to carry the seed of mortality; (2) Physical death is the result of man’s spiritual death (Rom. 6:23, 5:21, 1Cor. 15:56, Jas. 1:15); (3) Death was introduced into the world of humanity by sin and it is a positive punishment of sin (Gen. 2:17, 3:19, Rom. 5:12, 17, 6:23, 1Cor. 15:21, Jas. 1:15); (4) Death is something unnatural; an expression of divine anger (Ps. 90:7, 11), a judgment (Rom. 1:32), a condemnation (Rom. 5:16) and a curse (Gal. 3:13). But by the common and special grace of the Lord, He conquered sin and death (Rom. 5:17, 1Cor. 15:45, 2Tim. 1:10, Heb. 2:14, Rev. 1:18, 20:14). The believers of Jesus Christ are, therefore, restored communion with God, and endowed with an endless life (John 3:36, 6:40, Rom. 5:17-21, 8:23, 1Cor. 15:26, 51-57, Rev. 20:14, 21:3, 4). As Jesus said “He that believeth on me, though he die, yet shall he live”, believers enter death as the gateway of heaven, with the assurance that its sting is removed (1Cor. 15:55). However, the example of Enoch and Elijah also shows that God might exercise special deliverance without the destruction of the body. 
The Immortality of the Soul

In the most absolute sense, immortality is ascribed only to God as “the blessed and only Potentate, the King of kings, the Lord of lords, who only hath immortality” (1Tim. 6:15-16). The term immortality is also used to designate the state of man (before fall) which he is entirely freed from the seeds of decay and impervious to death. The historical, metaphysical, teleological and moral arguments testify to the immortality of the soul and a prevailing future life. Although the Old Testament does not explicitly state that human soul is immortal, it implies the continued conscious existence of man in its (1) doctrine of God and man in which man is made for communion with God, little lower than the angels and God has set eternity in his heart (Eccl. 3:11); (2) doctrine of sheol where man is delivered from (Ps. 16:10, 49:14-15); (3) frequent warnings against consulting the dead or “familiar spirits” (Lev. 19:31, 20:27, Deut. 18:11, Isa. 8:19, 29:4); (4) teachings respecting the resurrection of the dead (Matt. 22:32, cf. Ex. 3:6, Job 19:23-27, Ps. 16:9-11, 17:15, 49:15, 73:24, Isa. 26:19, Dan. 12:2); and (5) in certain striking OT passages which speak of the believer’s enjoyment in communion with God after death (Job 19:25-27, Ps. 16:9-11, 17:15, 73:23, 24, 26). The doctrine of immortality in the New Testament can be categorized to (1) the survival of the soul (Matt. 10:28, 11:21-24, 12:41, Luke 23:43, John 11:25 f., 14:3, Rom. 2:5-11, 2Cor. 5:10); (2) the resurrection by which the body is also made to share in the future existence (Luke 20:35-36, John 5:25-29, 1Cor. 15, 1Thess. 4:16, Phil. 3:21) and for the resurrection of the wicked, the Scripture refers it to eternal death (John 5:29, Acts 24:15, Rev. 20:12-15); (3) the blessed life of believers in communion with God (Matt. 13:43, 25:34, Rom. 2:7,10, 1Cor. 15:49, Phil. 3:21, 2Tim. 4:8, Rev. 21:4, 22:3-4). The main objection to the doctrine of personal immortality is under the influence of materialistic philosophy, in which the mind and soul are reduced to merely a product or function of brain activity. Some discard the notion of personal immortality but substitute with it racial immortality, immortality of commemoration, and immortality of influence.
The Intermediate State

The bible teaches that the soul of a believer when departed from the body, enters the presence of Christ (Luke 23:43, 2Cor. 5:8, 12:3-4, Phil. 1:23) whereby, for the soul of the wicked, the bible speaks only in Luke 16, the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, where hades (hell) is the place of eternal torment for the wicked. The idea that the Old Testament conception of sheol and to the New Testament conception of hades supposes to have been borrowed from the Gentile notion of the underworld. The word sheol and hades may denote the state of death which only Jesus has the keys to lock and unlock (Matt. 16:18, Rev. 1:18). “Jehovah killeth and maketh alive; He bringeth down to sheol, and bringeth up” (1Sam. 2:6). The words can also designate a locality, usually called hell or grave, in the literal sense. It is threatened as the punishment for the wicked (Ps. 9:17, 49:14, 55:15, Prov. 15:11, 15:24, Luke 16:23). The Roman Catholic doctrines respecting the abode of the soul after death include (1) Purgatory, a place of purification and of preparation for the souls of believers who are sure of an ultimate entrance into heaven; (2) The Limbus Patrum, which denotes the outskirts of hell for the souls of the OT saints to detain in a state of expectation until the Lord’s resurrection from the dead; (3) The Limbus Infantum, which is the abode of the souls of all un-baptized children, irrespective of their descent from heathen or from Christian parents. The Scripture gives evidence of the conscious existence of the soul after death, can be found in passages such as Luke 16:19-31, 2Cor. 5:6-9, Phil. 1:23, Heb. 12:23, Rev. 6:9, 20:4. There are also doctrines of the sleep of the soul (psychopannychy), doctrine of annihilationism and of conditional immortality, and the so-called second probation, which don’t seem to agree with the bible teachings.
General Eschatology

The Second Coming of Christ

The purpose of Christ’s return at the end of the world is to introduce the future age by inaugurating and completing the two events: the resurrection of the dead and the final judgment (Matt. 13:49-50, 16:27, 24:3, 25:14-46, Luke 9:26, 19:15, 26-27, John 5:25-29, Acts 17:31, Rom. 2:3-16, 1Cor. 4:5, 15:23, 2Cor. 5:10, Phil. 3:20-21, 1Thess. 4:13-17, 2Thess. 1:7-10, 2:7-8, 2Tim. 4:1, 8, 2Pet. 3:10-13, Jude 14,15, Rev. 20:11-15, 22:12). Major terms are used to denote Christ’s return: (1) apocalupsis, means unveiling (1Cor. 1:7, 2Thess. 1:7, 1Pet. 1:7, 13, 4:13; (2) epiphaneia, means appearance, manifestation (2Thess. 2:8, 1Tim. 6:14, 2Tim. 4:1, 8, Tit. 2:13); and (3) parousia, means presence (Matt. 24:3, 27, 37, 1Cor. 15:23, 1Thess. 2:19, 3:13, 4:15, 5:23, 2Thess. 2:1-9, Jas. 5:7-8, 2Pet. 1:16, 3:4, 12, 1John 2:28). Dispensationalists distinguish between a twofold future coming of Christ. The first of this is the imminent parousia, results in the secret rapture of the saints. This coming is also called the coming for the saints (1Thess. 4:15-16), followed by an interval of seven years when the world is evangelized (Matt. 24:14), Israel is converted (Rom. 11:26), the great tribulation occurs (Matt. 24: 21-22) and the Antichrist reveals (2Thess. 2:8-10). After this chain of events, comes the Lord with His saints (1Thess. 3:13), which is called “revelation” or “the day of the Lord”. This coming must be preceded by several predicted events and therefore not imminent. At this coming, Christ judges the living nations (Matt. 25:31-46) and ushers in the millennial kingdom. However, this view carries with it un-Scriptural implications. The term parousia and “day of the Lord” can be used interchangeably (2Thess. 2:1, 2, 8). And Matt. 24: 39-31 speaks of the coming of the Lord as followed immediately after the great tribulation. Premillenarians disagree the doctrine of a twofold second coming of Christ and the notion of the second coming of the Lord will as a single event shall be maintained. There will be several great events precede the parousia and Jesus teaches us to watch for signs (Matt. 24: 32-33) . The following events must precede the coming of the Lord: (1) The Calling of the Gentiles. The NT testifies that the gospel of the Kingdom must be preached to all nations before the return of the Lord (Matt. 24:14, Mark 13:10, Rom. 11:25) and gentiles will enter the Kingdom in great multitude (Matt. 8:11, 13:31-32, Luke 2:32, Acts 15:14, Rom. 9:24-26, Eph. 2:11-20, Rev. 7). (2) The Conversion of the Pleroma (the full number of the elect) of Israel (Zech. 12:10, 13:1, 2Cor. 3:15-16, Rom. 11:25-29). Premillenialists exploits this teaching to the national restoration of Jewish nation in the Holy Land. The book of Romans teaches that God will continue to gather His elect remnant out of the Jews until the fullness of the Gentiles come in and so all Israel (the whole number of the elect) shall be saved. (3) The Great Apostasy and the Great Tribulation (Matt. 24:9-12, 21-24, Mark 13:9-22, Luke 21:22-24). Dispensationalists differ in the assumption that the Church will be “caught up” to be with the Lord before the tribulation. Jesus, however, mentions in Matt. 24:3 that the great tribulation is one of the signs of His coming and of the end of the world. Paul also, represents the great falling away as preceding the second coming (2Thess. 2:3). (4) The Coming Revelation of Antichrist (1John 2:18, 22, 4:3, 2John 7, Rev. 13). (5) Signs and Wonders. The Bible speaks of (a) wars and rumors of wars, famines and earthquakes; (b) false prophets; (c) fearful portents in heaven. Jesus says: “When ye see all these things, know tat He is nigh, even at the doors.” Matt.24:33. For the second coming itself, the exact time is unknown as Jesus Himself says in Matt. 24:36, “But of that day and hour knoweth no one, not even the angels of heaven, neither the Son, but the Father only.” The manner of the second coming will be a personal coming (Acts 1:11), a physical coming (Acts 1:11, 3:20-21, Heb. 9:28, Rev. 1:7), a visible coming (Matt. 24:30, 26:64, Mark 13:26, Luke 21:27, Acts 1:11, Col. 3:4, Tit. 2:13, Heb. 9:28, Rev. 1:7), a sudden coming (Matt. 24:37-44, 25:1-12, Mark 13:33-37, 1Thess. 5:2-3, Rev. 3:3, 16:15), and a glorious/ triumphant coming (Matt. 24:30, 1Thess. 3:13, 4:16, 2Thess 1:7, 10, 1Cor. 15:25, Heb. 9:28, Rev. 19:11-16).
Millennial Views

The Premillennialists are those who expect the Lord will return before the millennium. Postmillennialists believe Christ’s second coming will follow after the millennium. Amillennialists, on the other hand, do not believe the Bible warrants the expectation of a millennium. A new view of Premillennialism has wedded to Dispensationalism in the second quarter of the 19th century. In the Premillennial scheme, each of the seven dispensations is distinctly represented a different test of the natural man. Since man fails to meet the successive tests, each dispensation ends in a judgment. The return of Christ consists of two events: the parousia and the revelation, separated by a period of seven years. In the first of these events, Christ will appear in the air to meet His saints. All the righteous dead will be raised up and living saints will be transfigured (rapture). They will celebrate the wedding of the Lamb and be forever with the Lord. While Christ and His Church are absent from the earth, there will be a period of seven years divided into halves. The preaching of the gospel will result in a large scale of conversion during this period. Tribulation and the reveal of the Antichrist will appear during the second half of the seven-year period. At the end of the seven year, the Lord will come down to earth with His saints to judge the nations (Matt. 25:31 ff.). As a result, Antichrist will be destroyed and Satan will be bound for a thousand years. The millennial kingdom will now be established. After the millennium, Satan will be loosed for a little while and the hordes of Gog and Magog will assemble against the holy city. The enemies are devoured by fire from heaven and Satan is cast into the bottomless pit followed by the judgment before the great white throne (Rev. 20:11-15) and the establishment of a new heaven and earth. Objections to Premillennialism claim that: (1) the theory is based on a literal interpretation of the prophetic delineations of the future of Israel and of the Kingdom of God, which is entirely untenable; (2) the so-called postponement theory, which is a necessary link in the premillennial scheme, is devoid of all Scriptural basis; (3) this theory is in flagrant opposition to the Scriptural representation of the great events of the future, namely, the resurrection, the final judgment, and the end of the world; (4) there is no positive Scriptural foundation whatsoever for the Premillennial view of a double, or even a three- or fourfold resurrection, as the theory requires, nor for spreading the last judgment over a period of a thousand years by dividing it into three judgments; (5) the Premillennial theory entangles itself in all kinds of insuperable difficulties with its doctrine of the millennium; (6) the only precarious Scriptural basis for this theory is Rev. 20:1-6, after an OT content has been poured into it. Postmillennialism originated in the form of Chiliasm during the 16th and 17th centuries. The present day Postmillennialists believe that evolution will gradually bring millennium and man himself must usher in the new age by adopting a constructive policy of world-betterment. They also believe that the world will, in the course of time, transform and convert by the gospel; that righteousness and peace will reign and the Church will experience a season of prosperity just before the coming of the Lord. Among some serious objections to the Postmillennial theory are: (1) the fundamental idea of the doctrine is not harmonized with the picture of the end of the ages found in Scripture; (2) the idea that the present age will not end in a great cataclysmic change but will pass almost imperceptibly into the coming age is un-Scriptural; (3) the natural evolution and the efforts of man in the field of education, of social reform, and of legislation, will gradually bring in the perfect reign of the Christian spirit, conflicts with everything that the Word of God teaches on this point. 
The Resurrection of the Death

The Old Testament has no direct statements in respect to the resurrection of the dead before the time of prophets, yet its implication can be found in passages Ex. 3:6; cf. Job 19:25-27, Ps. 49:15, 73:24-25, Prov. 23:14, Isa. 26:19, Ezek. 37:1-14, Matt. 22:29-32, Heb. 11:10, 13-16, 19. The New Testament has more to say about resurrection, indicated in Matt. 22:23-33, John 5:25-29, 6:39-40, 44, 54, 11:24-25, 14:3, 17:24, 1Cor. 5:1-10, Rev. 20:4-6, 13. The resurrection is a work of the triune God (Matt. 22:29, 2Cor. 1:9); ascribed to the son (John 5:21, 25, 28, 29, 6:38-40, 44-45, 1Thess. 4:16); also indirectly designated as a work of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:11). It is a physical/bodily resurrection as Christ is called the “firstfruits” of the resurrection (1Cor. 15:20, 23) and the “firstborn” of the dead (Col. 1:18, Rev. 1:5). The redemption wrought by Christ includes the body (Rom. 8:23, 1Cor. 6:13-20) and Rom. 8:11 and 1Cor. 15 also testify to the raise up of our mortal bodies by God. The resurrection is for both the righteous and the wicked (Dan. 12:2, John 5:28-29, Acts 24:15, Rev. 20:13-15) but there is an unequal import for the just and the unjust (John 5:28-29). The Bible mentions that the resurrection of the righteous and the wicked together (Dan. 12:2, John 5:28-29, Acts 24:15) and the resurrection will take place at the last day followed by the last judgment (Matt. 25:31-32, John 5:27-29, 6:39-40, 44, 54, 11:24, Rev. 20:11-15). 
The Final Judgment

The Bible teaches that the judgments of God in the present are not final and we are to look forward to a final judgment by which, all discrepancies of the present will be removed (Matt. 25:31-46, John 5:27-29, Acts 25:24, Rom. 2:5-11, Heb. 9:27, 10:27, 2Pet. 3:7, Rev. 20:11-15). It is erroneous to look at the final judgment (1) purely metaphorical, (2) exclusively immanent, (3) not a single event, and (4) unnecessary. Christ, in His capacity, completes the redemption of His people, justifies them publicly and removes the last consequences of sin in this final judgment. Two parties will be judged, namely Satan and his demons (Matt. 8:29, 1Cor. 6:3, 2 Pet. 2:4) and every human being (Eccl. 12:14, Ps. 50:4-6, Matt. 12:36-37, 25:32, Rom. 14:10, 2Cor. 5:10, Rev. 20:12). Angels are ministers of Christ in connection with the work of judgment (Matt. 13:30, 41, 25:31, 2Thess. 1:7-8). The saints and sinners will be judged in different degrees (Matt. 11:21-24, Luke 12:47-48, Dan. 12:3, 2Cor. 9:6, Rom. 2:12-16). The Gentiles will be judged by the law of nature inscribed in their hearts, whereas the Israelites of the old dispensation will be judged according to the greater light which they have received. 
The Final State

The final state is either an everlasting misery for the wicked or an eternal blessedness for the righteous. For the final destination of the wicked, Matt. 18:9 speaks of ten geennan tou puros, the gehenna of fire; it is used synonymously with to pur to aionion, the eternal fire (v. 8). The Bible also speaks of a furnace of fire (Matt. 13:42), lake of fire (Rev. 20:14-15), prison (1Pet. 3:19), abyss (Luke 8:31) and tartarus (2Pet. 2:4); for those who are excluded from heaven are being outside and cast into hell (Luke 16:19-31). It is to be said that the state of hell consists of (1) a total absence of the favor of God, (2) an endless disturbance of life as a result of the complete domination of sin, (3) positive pains and sufferings in body and soul and (4) subjective punishments as pangs of conscience, anguish, despair, weeping, and gnashing of teeth (Matt. 8:12, 13:50, Mark 9:43-44, 47-48, Luke 16:23, 28, Rev. 14:10, 21:8). Moreover, there will be degrees in the punishment of the wicked (Matt. 11:22, 24, Luke 12:47-48, 20:17) but it will be an eternal punishment for them all (Matt. 18:8, 2Thess. 1:9, Rev. 14:11, 20:10). The final state of the believers, on the other hand, will be preceded by the passing of the present world and the appearance of the new creation. “But according to His promise, we look for new heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness” (2Pet. 3:13, cf. vs. 12) and John saw this new creation in a vision (Rev. 21:1). Heaven is being described as the house of our Father with many mansions (John 14:1). Believers/the righteous are within this place (Matt. 22:12-13, 25:10-12). They are not only inherited heaven but the entire new creation (Matt. 5:5, Rev. 21:1-3). The fullness of this eternal life is enjoyed in communion with God (Rev. 21:3). There are also degrees in the bliss of heaven (Dan. 12:3, 2Cor. 9:6), yet the joy for each individual will be perfect and full.
