

 
 





For far too long, evangelicals have waited for a serious study of the Kingdom of God and its political application. That book has now arrived, and The Kingdom of Christ will redefine the conversation about evangelicalism and politics. Russell Moore combines stellar historical and theological research with a keen understanding of cultural and political realities. This is a serious book about a very serious subject, and we are all in Dr. Moore’s debt for this outstanding contribution. This is a landmark book by one of evangelicalism’s finest minds.

—R. ALBERT MOHLER, JR. 
President, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

A faithful heir of Carl F. H. Henry, Russell Moore not only reasserts a coherent Kingdom consensus around which evangelicals can gravitate, he also shows us a way forward in strength and unity. Anyone who cares about the future of evangelicalism will read this volume with both great interest and care. 

—C. BEN MITCHELL
 Associate Professor of Bioethics and Contemporary Culture, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Russell D. Moore’s The Kingdom of Christ is at once an enlightening account of the merging theological vision of recent dispensational and covenant theologies, and a stirring call for a unified evangelical social engagement based on this theological consensus. Here, theological inquiry and evangelical social activism meet in a riveting account of where we’ve been and where we now are in the evangelicalism of the early-twenty-first century. Moore’s accomplishment is nothing short of remarkable; his writing is as clear and engaging as it is pro found. As Christians called to “understand the times,” we are granted enormous assistance through his careful scholarship and insight, and the church will only be strengthened as she embraces his call for a truly biblical and theologically responsible framework for sociopolitical engagement.

—BRUCE A. WARE 
Professor of Christian Theology and Senior Associate Dean, School of Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Moore’s book challenges all evangelicals to find common agreement on one basis for political and social involvement: the Kingdom of God is already here but it is not yet fully here. Therefore it is right to seek to advance its influence in all areas of life, including government and society, but with the realization that these activities are never enough apart from primary focus on Christ as King. This is an informative, thought-provoking, and refreshing study that will have perspective-modifying implications for the way Christians understand their role in the world in this present age.

—WAYNE GRUDEM
 Research Professor of Bible and Theology, Phoenix Seminary
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“The heart of her husband trusts in her”
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INTRODUCTION

The title of this book is, in some ways, awfully misleading. After all, there really is no “new” evangelical perspective about the Kingdom of God. What is true about the Kingdom of Jesus was, in one sense, “new” only when it was announced on the shores of Galilee, whispered in the catacombs of Rome, and shouted in the marketplaces of Ephesus. The Kingdom concept is a mystery older than the creation itself—a mystery that points to God’s cosmic purpose to sum up the entire cosmos under the rule of one human King, Jesus of Nazareth (Eph. 1:10). What is “new” is that many evangelicals have stopped arguing about the Kingdom of God—and have started seeking after it.

From the very beginning of the contemporary evangelical movement, conservative Protestants have bickered and splintered over Kingdom questions. Is it future or present? Is it spiritual or material? Is it the church or the world—or neither or both? Is it to be found in evangelizing the lost or in reclaiming the culture? After a half-century of searching the Scriptures, however, a quiet consensus is emerging about the Kingdom of God—a consensus that offers possibilities for evangelical theology to correct some longstanding errors and missteps. To some degree, the Kingdom confusion among evangelicals was a byproduct of the theological health of the movement—it being protected from liberalism, after all, by the divergent streams of dispensationalism and covenant theology. Now, evangelicals have the opportunity to stop polarizing around the Kingdom question—marching off into partisan camps at war over the prophecy charts at the back of our Bibles.

This book takes a look at the Kingdom through the prism of evangelical political action, but that is not because the Kingdom is a tool to equip evangelicals for politics. It is not even because evangelical politics is all that important, in the larger scheme of things. Instead, it is because the failure of evangelical politics points us to something far more important that underlies it—the failure of evangelical theology. It was the capitulation to the political regime of Nazi Germany that convinced Karl Barth that “German Christianity” had forgotten Christ. In the same way, it was the “uneasy conscience” of a socially and politically disengaged fundamentalism that prompted theologian Carl Henry to question whether evangelicals had an adequate doc trine of the Kingdom of God.1 For Henry and his colleagues, the problem was not that fundamentalists were apolitical—the problem was why they were apolitical. Their isolationism sprung from competing and unbiblical views of the Kingdom of God—views that would compromise their witness at almost every other point. And so evangelical political thought revealed the Kingdom crisis in evangelical theology. The same can be said of the theologically anemic (and often missiologically embarrassing) attempts at “Religious Right” and “Religious Left” activism since Henry’s day. Could it be that evangelicals are seen as a political “constituency” because about all we have to offer the watching culture is politics? Could it be that the eclipse of Jesus in evangelical politics is a symptom of the eclipse of Jesus in evangelicalism itself?

This book calls evangelical Christians to shape our identity by our convictions about the Kingdom of God in Christ. The new perspective on the Kingdom of God can define evangelical theology along the lines of the central themes of the Old and New Testament canon. In the end, a renewed focus on the Kingdom is essential if evangelicals are ever going to grapple with the evangel of a crucified, resurrected, and enthroned Messiah. As such, American evangelicalism ought to become both more and less political. Evangelical theology will not serve an activist agenda to be an identity caucus in someone’s political party. But evangelical theology will remind Christians that the call to Christ is not a call to “go to heaven when you die,” but instead a call to be “joint-heirs” (KJV) with the Messiah who will inherit an all-encompassing Kingdom. This means that the most important political reality of all is not the local voter precinct or the White House reception room, but the creaky pews of the local congregation. A renewed Kingdom theology can remind evangelical churches that they are the rulers of the universe—but not yet (1 Cor. 6:3). This means that evangelicals can see the Kingdom of God as something more than the terminus point on the prophecy chart; something more than a crocheted sentiment hanging on the kitchen wall. It means that evangelicals can confront the Caesars of this age with a truth that once caused riots in the streets—there is “another king” (Acts 17:7). It means that we can remind ourselves that the only perspective on the Kingdom of Christ that matters ultimately is quite old. And that perspective has already been addressed over the waters of the Jordan and in the caverns of a garden tomb, and will be repeated once more before a watching cosmos: “Jesus is Lord” (Phil. 2:9-11).
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AN UNEASY CONSCIENCE IN THE 
NAKED PUBLIC SQUARE:

EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY AND
 EVANGELICAL ENGAGEMENT

I N T R O D U C T I O N

“Modern conservatism owes much of its success to the aggressive political activity of evangelical Christian churches,” observes commentator Russell Baker. “In Goldwater’s era they stayed out of politics; now they crack whips.”1 Despite the exaggeration of this statement, it illustrates a key problem in constructing a basis for a theology of evangelical engagement. For much of the American news media, if not for large sectors of the American public as a whole, evangelical churches seem at times to be caricatured as not much more than Sunday morning distribution centers for Christian Coalition voter guides. The postwar evangelical project called for a vital presence of evangelicalism in the public square, but it did so in terms of a theologically cohesive foundation for cultural and political interpenetration. For the pioneers of contemporary evangelicalism, the political isolationism of conservative Protestantism was not problematic because it sidelined fundamentalists as a voting bloc; it was problematic because it pointed to underlying theological problems, centered on an inability to come to terms with the most central theme of Scripture—the Kingdom of God. And so, the task of evangelical engagement was about a recovery of Kingdom theology—not simply a mobilization of evangelical voters. In the years since World War II, however, the kind of theologically informed engagement envisioned by Carl Henry and the movement’s other early theologians has not often been reflected in the most visible efforts at evangelical sociopolitical action. And, as with the fundamentalist isolationists before them, the failure of evangelical politics is often, at root, the failure of an evangelical theology of the Kingdom.

AMERICAN POLITICS AND EVANGELICAL ENGAGEMENT

The perception that evangelicalism is primarily a political movement is partially understandable since, for much of the nation, evangelicalism seemed to emerge ex nihilo in the mid-1970s, largely in relation to political happenings of the time, namely, the conversion of Republican Watergate felon Charles Colson and the very public evangelical identity of Democratic presidential candidate Jimmy Carter, with each announcing that he had been “born again.”2 Shortly thereafter, widespread publicity was given to the mass organizing of evangelicals and fundamentalists to oppose Carter on issues such as abortion rights, the Equal Rights Amendment, and the Panama Canal Treaty.3 Since then, the evangelical presence on the national scene has been closely linked to evangelicals as a political constituency. Thus, the most widely disseminated analyses of American evangelicalism have seemed too often content to trace the movement in terms of the progression from Moral Majority to the Liberty Federation, from the Pat Robertson presidential campaign to the Christian Coalition. Even grassroots revivalist movements such as Promise Keepers are often considered part of an electoral constituency.4

Historians rightly identify the first visible rumblings of evangelical social engagement with Carl F. H. Henry’s 1947 jeremiad, The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism.5 Still, Henry could not have foreseen the way in which evangelicals would in fact lift their voices in the public square in the generation after Uneasy Conscience. After all, the National Association of Evangelicals of the 1940s and 50s deemed it necessary to plead for fairness for evangelicals on the public airwaves. With the onset of Moral Majority and other activist groups in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, the mid-century urgings of Henry seemed dated, if not inconceivable, to a new generation of politically savvy evangelicals. The impetus to evangelical engagement included the emergence of an evangelical left, including an “Evangelicals for McGovern” organization formed to oppose Billy Graham’s friend Richard Nixon in the 1972 presidential election.6 While the evangelical sociopolitical left continued to exist throughout the rest of the century, most sectors of its influence seemed to drift away from any semblance of evangelical theological commitments.7 Instead, the most vigorous evangelical forays into the sociopolitical arena have come from the right side of the cultural and political spectrum.

The most significant move toward evangelical engagement did not come through a reflection on the philosophical appeal of Henry or any other theologian. Instead, it came through the mobilization of the Christian right following the 1973 Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion, an act that served as the opening shot of the “culture wars.” In 1976, the Jimmy Carter campaign cleared the path for religious conservatives through Carter’s self-disclosure of a new-birth experience, a disclosure that called for rigorous “spin control” from the campaign to convince the public that, among other things, Carter did not hear audible voices from God.8 By the next election cycle, evangelical conservative activists would have a forum to question Republican primary candidates about their personal regeneration, or lack thereof.9 By the end of the century, few eyebrows were raised when the Republican presidential frontrunner spoke in terms reminiscent of Jimmy Carter of “recommitting” his life to Jesus Christ through the ministry of Billy Graham.10 The public discussions of evangelical piety were not limited to candidate autobiographies. Appeals to religious conservatives infused much of American political discussions, especially during the Reagan administration of the 1980s. After all, even Reagan’s historic denunciation of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire,” it must be remembered, was delivered before the National Association of Evangelicals. Even more remarkable, and relatively unnoticed, is the fact that this geopolitically significant statement was set in the context of Reagan’s prayer that those behind the Iron Curtain might be born again, a comment that would have been unthinkable, even for Jimmy Carter, only a few years before.11

The emergence of politically active evangelicals, led by populist figures such as Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson, received a mixed reception among their political cobelligerents. Conservative theorist Robert Nisbet denounced the evangelical conservatives as not conservative at all because they rooted their ideology in a theological underpinning, “a characteristic they share more with those Revolution-supporting clerics in France and England to whom Burke gave the labels of ‘political theologians’ and ‘theological politicians,’ not, obviously, liking either.”12 Most of the Republican conservative establishment, however, received the evangelical constituency as a key voting bloc, especially in the South and Midwest. One Jewish neoconservative theorist, for example, wrote that most of his fellow Jewish conservatives, “however bemused they may be by styles of evangelical piety—a bemusement, I might add, shared by a number of non-evangelical Christians—still have no problem counting Christian conservatives as staunch cultural and political allies.”13

The emergence of the Christian right, however, was not about crafting a united evangelical theology of sociopolitical engagement. Instead, evangelical political activists practically celebrated the fact that their entrance into the public arena was more of a forced conscription than a purposeful engagement.14 Even many nonevangelicals, who shared some of the same cultural goals as the Christian right, supported the defensive nature of evangelical engagement.15 As Yale University law professor Stephen Carter notes, “The more that a nation chooses to secularize the principal contact points between government and people—not only the public schools, but little things, like names and numbers and symbols, and big things, like taxes and marriage and, ultimately, politics itself—the more it will persuade many religious people that a culture war has indeed been declared, and not by the Right.”16

Thus, the political activism of twentieth-century evangelicals was not an essentially theological movement, even though many of the activists were reliant on the kind of worldview formulations provided by evangelicalism’s theologians and philosophers.17 Some of this had to do with an American public ignorant of and uninterested in the theological nuances of evangelical theology. 18 Much more had to do, however, with the motivations and public statements of the politicized evangelicals themselves. Evangelical political action, to begin with, often failed to see the larger social and political nature and the interrelationships of the issues over which they were so energized.19 Moreover, the Christian right often deliberately sought to avoid theological commitments, for fear that they could not sustain the traditionalist coalition of evangelicals, Roman Catholics, conservative Jews, Mormons, and even right-leaning secularists. As Jerry Falwell explained, “Moral Majority is a political organization and is not based on theological considerations.”20 Similarly, the Christian Coalition’s Ralph Reed contended, “This is not a vision exclusively for those who are evangelical or Roman Catholic or Greek Orthodox or Jewish. This vision makes room for people of all faiths—and for those with no faith at all.”21

Even so, the lack of an overarching theology of evangelical engagement did not save the Christian right’s political coalition, but instead unraveled it. The ad hoc nature of the religious right left evangelicals without the theoretical tools to evaluate political priorities theologically, and thus to articulate the issues in terms of an overarching evangelical worldview.22 This further alienated some in the evangelical constituency, who began to wonder if evangelical political priorities were being negotiated according to the platform of the national Republican Party, rather than according to biblical revelation.23 Moreover, at the century’s end, evangelical optimism about their place in the “silent majority” of the American mainstream was replaced in many sectors by a sober pessimism that American culture was “slouching towards Gomorrah.”24 Religious conservatives would then broach the subject, not only of whether Christians should engage the public square but also of whether they could any longer support the American regime at all, or whether the American project was irreparably broken.25

EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY AND EVANGELICAL ENGAGEMENT

While the precise definition of evangelicalism may be hotly debated among evangelicals themselves, all sides agree that the term does not refer primarily to a voting bloc of the Democratic or Republican National Committees. This does not mean, however, that sociopolitical activism is incidental to evangelical identity. Evangelicalism, at least as originally conceived by the theologians at the helm of the postwar evangelical renaissance, is first of all a theological movement. Indeed, even the postwar call for sociopolitical engagement was cast in terms of a self-consciously theological agenda. As a result, the evangelical attempt to engage politically without attention to these prior questions of theological self-identity and underlying philosophy has served only to frustrate the kind of evangelical engagement envisioned by the movement’s founding theologians.

Henry’s Uneasy Conscience, after all, was not first of all a sociopolitical tract. Instead, it served in many ways to define theologically much of what it meant to be a “new evangelical,” in contrast to the older fundamentalism.26 Along with Ramm, Carnell, and others, Henry pressed the theological case for evangelicalism in terms of a vigorous engagement with nonevangelical thought.27 As articulated by Henry and the early constellations of evangelical theology, such as Fuller Theological Seminary and the National Association of Evangelicals, evangelicalism would not differ with fundamentalism in the “fundamentals” of doctrinal conviction, but in the application of Christian truth claims onto all areas of human endeavor.28 Henry’s Uneasy Conscience, which set the stage for evangelical differentiation from isolationist American fundamentalism, sought to be what Harold J. Ockenga called in his foreword to the monograph “a healthy antidote to fundamentalist aloofness in a distraught world.”29 Thus, the call to sociopolitical engagement was not incidental to evangelical theological identity, but was at the forefront of it. Henry’s Uneasy Conscience, and the movement it defined, sought to distinguish the postwar evangelical effort so that evangelical theologians, as one observer notes, “found themselves straddling the fence between two well-established positions: fundamentalist social detachment and the liberal Social Gospel.”30

Such “straddling,” however, is an inaccurate term if it carries the idea that Henry and his postwar colleagues sought to find a middle way between fundamentalism and the Social Gospel. The evangelicals charged the fundamentalists with misapplying their theological convictions, but they further charged the Social Gospel with having no explicit theology at all. “As Protestant liberalism lost a genuinely theological perspective, it substituted mainly a political program,” Henry lamented.31 The new evangelical theologians maintained that their agenda was far from a capitulation to the Social Gospel, but was instead the conservative antidote to it.32 This was because, Henry argued, evangelicalism was a theology calling for engagement, not a program for engagement calling for a theology. The Social Gospel theologians, Henry claimed, “exalt the social issue above the theological, and prize the Christian religion mainly as a tool for justifying an independently determined course of social action.”33 Nonetheless, fundamentalism was also, in many ways, not theological enough for Henry and his cohorts, a fact that lay at the root of fundamentalist isolation, as the evangelicals saw it. Henry commended fundamentalists for their defense of the virgin birth, the deity of Christ, and so forth. This was not enough, he warned. “The norm by which liberal theology was gauged for soundness unhappily became the summary of fundamentalist doctrine,” he wrote. “Complacency with fragmented doctrines meant increasing failure to comprehend the relationship of underlying theological principles.”34 This meant, Henry argued, that although conservative Christians could apply the biblical witness to evangelistic endeavors and certain basic doctrinal affirmations, “they have neglected the philosophical, scientific, social, and political problems that agitate our century,” such that those seeking to find a theoretical structure for making metaphysical sense of the current situation were forced to find it in Marxism or Roman Catholicism.35

But doctrinal reductionism was merely a symptom of the crisis of fundamentalist isolation. The effort toward a “united evangelical action” in the public square was likewise hampered by the internal lack of cohesiveness within the American evangelical coalition itself. It is here, at the core of evangelical identity, that conservative Protestantism faced its crisis over the Kingdom of God. Despite the assertions that contemporary evangelicalism can be described best as a doctrinal “kaleidoscope” of various competing ideologies, a cursory glance at the postwar evangelical coalition will reveal less of a “kaleidoscope” than a river, fed by at least two very distinctly identified streams.36 A vast array of historians has observed that the evangelical movement was strongly influenced by, as Sydney Ahlstrom puts it, a Reformed “denominational, seminary-oriented group” and “a Bible institute group with strong premillennial and dispensational interests” that were able to maintain an “uneasy alliance” against the common foe of modernism since dispensationalism gave the conservatives “a measure of interdenominational cohesion and esprit” while Reformed theology gave the movement “theological and historical prowess.”37 While some elements of this historiography are contested, the preeminence of these two streams in shaping contemporary evangelical theology is not in dispute.38

The Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy had provided a common enemy against which conservative Protestants, especially confessional Calvinists and dispensational premillennialists, could coalesce in a common defense of orthodoxy. Henry, however, sought to serve in a role similar to that of William F. Buckley, Jr., in Buckley’s successful attempt to create a “fusionist” postwar conservative political coalition between libertarians and traditionalists against the common threat of global communism and domestic liberalism.39 The intellectual leaders of the fledgling evangelical movement after World War II recognized that a vast cooperative movement of conservative American Protestants would require more than tactical alliances against mainline liberalism on the left, obscurantist fundamentalism on the right, and a rising tide of secularism on the horizon. Henry’s Uneasy Conscience, therefore, insisted that a socially and politically engaged evangelicalism could not penetrate society so long as the movement itself was saddled with internal theological skirmishes.40 In this, Henry received the hearty agreement of other leaders such as Harold J. Ockenga and Edward J. Carnell.41

The skirmishes between Reformed and dispensational theologies were symptomatic of what Henry viewed as part of a larger trend of evangelical “navel-gazing.”42 This was, however, a real threat to evangelical theological cohesiveness, especially since the debates between the groups predated the postwar evangelical movement itself.43 This lack of cohesion was even more important given that the bone of contention between evangelical covenantalists and evangelical dispensationalists was the concept Henry identified in Uneasy Conscience as most fundamental to an articulation of Christian sociopolitical engagement: the Kingdom of God.44 Thus, the emerging evangelical movement could not dismiss the covenant/dispensational controversies over the Kingdom as mere quibbling over secondary matters, nor could these concerns be divorced from the rest of the doctrinal synthesis as though the differences were akin to the timing of the Rapture. Dispensationalists charged covenant theologians with shackling the biblical witness to a unitary understanding centered on the justification of individuals rather than on the larger cosmic purposes of God. Covenant theologians accused dispensationalists of denying the present reality of the Kingdom of Christ, divorcing the relevance of the Lord’s Prayer and the Sermon on the Mount from this age, and with denigrating the centrality of the church by considering it a “parenthesis” in the plan of God. These Kingdom-oriented differences were multitudinous, and none of them could be resolved by an umbrella statement on last things appended to the conclusion of the National Association of Evangelicals statement of faith. 

Despite some exhortations to the contrary, the evangelical movement’s theologians seemed to realize that more than doctrinal détente was needed between these two groups if evangelicalism were ever to go beyond its Kingdom paralysis toward a cohesive theology of evangelical engagement. Henry’s Uneasy Conscience waded into the Kingdom debate as an incipient call for a new consensus, one that was a break from the Kingdom concept of classical dispensationalism and also from the spiritual understanding of many covenant theologians.45 Henry was joined in this by the exegetical and biblical theological syntheses of George Eldon Ladd, who went even further in calling for a new evangelical vision of the Kingdom, usually riling both dispensational premillennialists and covenantal amillennialists in the process.46

Beyond the mere matter of a Kingdom “cold war” between these two streams of evangelical theology, however, was the fact that the differences on the Kingdom were directly correlated to various aspects of the evangelical sociopolitical task. The concept of the Kingdom was thus off-limits to the construction of an evangelical political theology, a situation that would paralyze any such effort since the problematic features of both fundamentalism and the Social Gospel in relation to the public square were directly related to Kingdom concepts. The incendiary debates about the Kingdom within conservative Christianity, particularly between dispensationalists and covenant theologians, had led, Henry argued, to a “growing reluctance to explicate the kingdom idea in fundamentalist preaching.”47 This aversion was so pronounced, he noted, that a fundamentalist spokesman had warned him to “stay away from the kingdom” when addressing the root of the uneasy conscience.48

Jettisoning such advice, however, Henry set forth his manifesto for sociopolitical engagement as, above all, a theological statement; more specifically, it was a plea for an evangelical Kingdom theology.49 For Henry, such a Kingdom theology was urgent not only because of the theological fragmentation of evangelicals over the Kingdom question, but also because only a Kingdom theology could address the specific theological reasons behind fundamentalist disengagement:

Contemporary evangelicalism needs (1) to reawaken the relevance of its redemptive message to the global predicament; (2) to stress the great evangelical agreements in a common world front; (3) to discard elements of its message which cut the nerve of world compassion as contradictory to the inherent genius of Christianity; (4) to restudy eschatological convictions for a proper perspective which will not unnecessarily dissipate evangelical strength in controversy over secondary positions, in a day when the significance of the primary insistences is international.50

The formation of such a Kingdom consensus was, however, easier proposed than accomplished, not only because of the internal theological Kingdom ten sions within evangelicalism, but also because of the role of Kingdom theology in nonevangelical American Christianity. After all, a Kingdom consensus had indeed been achieved within the ranks of Protestant liberalism by the onset of the early twentieth century.51 The integrative motif of the “Kingdom of God” proposed by mainline Protestant theologians was most vigorously opposed by dispensationalist and Reformed conservatives.52 The ethical and anti-supernatural  “Kingdom” offered by theologians such as Albrecht Ritschl, covenantalist biblical theologian Geerhardus Vos contended, gave liberals “an opportunity to remain within the circle of religion and yet have less of the obsession of God in religion.”53 Vos contrasted the definition “of God the Kingdom” in the theology of Jesus and the apostles with “the Kingdom (of God)” as offered by contemporary liberal theologians.54

KINGDOM THEOLOGY AND EVANGELICAL ENGAGEMENT

In the years since Uneasy Conscience, evangelical theology’s “cold war” over the Kingdom has thawed dramatically. Remarkably, the move toward a consensus Kingdom theology has come most markedly not from the broad center of the evangelical coalition, as represented by Henry or Ladd, but from the rival streams of dispensationalism and covenant theology themselves. Progressive dispensationalists, led by theologians such as Craig Blaising, Darrell Bock, and Robert Saucy, have set forth a counterproposal to almost the entire spectrum of traditional dispensational thought.55 With much less fanfare, but with equal significance, a group of covenant theologians, led by scholars such as Anthony Hoekema, Vern Poythress, Edmund Clowney, and Richard Gaffin, has also proposed significant doctrinal development within their tradition.56 The move toward such development has been prompted by a Reformed theology dependent on the redemptive-historical emphasis of Geerhardus Vos.57

Interestingly, this growing consensus did not come through joint “manifestos,” but through sustained theological reflection. The cooperative doctrinal endeavors between dispensationalists and covenantalists, especially through the Evangelical Theological Society’s Dispensational Study Group, have resulted in what one dispensationalist scholar calls a spirit of “irenic yet earnest interaction” over the meaning of the Kingdom.58 Nor has the consensus come through a doctrinal “cease-fire” in order to skirt the issue of the relationship of the Kingdom to the present mission of the people of God. Instead, it came as both traditions sought to relate their doctrinal distinctives to the overarching theme of the Kingdom of God as an integrative motif for their respective systems. Whatever the objections of critics in both traditions, progressive dispensationalists did not set out to “covenantalize” dispensational theology, nor did modified covenantalists set out to “dispensationalize” covenant theology. Rather, the coalescence with the other tradition on various disputed points seems almost coincidental in the scholarship of both groups.

Instead, at the forefront of the proposals within both traditions stands a more sweeping agenda—namely, an attempt to find a unifying center for their respective theologies in the overarching concept of the Kingdom of God. Progressive dispensationalists articulate the Kingdom as the central integrative motif of their system, citing this as a major distinction from earlier forms of dispensational theology.59 In fact, the move toward a Kingdom theology even accounts for the name of the newer form of dispensationalism. It is called “progressive” not because it is more contemporary than other forms of dispensationalism but rather because in it “the dispensations progress by revealing different aspects of the final unified redemption,” namely, the eschatological Kingdom of God.60 At the same time, the modified covenantalists insist that their contention for the unity of the covenant of grace is expressed not primarily in a pre-temporal decree or in a static understanding of redemption, but rather through the unity of God’s eschatological purposes to “restore and renew the human race and the cosmos” through the triumph of the eschatological Kingdom of God.61 In this, the modified covenantalists reconfigure the emphases of the American Reformed tradition, while relating to a prominent theme in the Dutch Kuyperian stream of Reformed theology.62

The question of the place of this Kingdom consensus within evangelical theology is not isolated from the question of evangelical sociopolitical involvement. This is true, first of all, because it affects what Mark Noll identifies as the chief “apolitical impetus” of conservative Christianity’s doctrinal streams, traditional dispensationalism and the southern Presbyterian concept of the “spirituality of the church.”63 The emergence of a Kingdom theology is criticized by both traditionalist covenant theologians and traditionalist dispensationalists for the sociopolitical ramifications such developments bring.64 The move toward an evangelical Kingdom theology is not simply the construction of a broad, comprehensive center for evangelical theological reflection. As the Kingdom idea has been explored within evangelical theology, and within the sub-traditions of dispensationalism and covenantalism, specific points of contention have been addressed, especially in terms of the way in which the Kingdom concept relates to the consummation of all things, the salvation of the world, and the mission of the church. In so doing, this emerging Kingdom theology addresses the very same stumbling blocks to evangelical cultural engagement that were once identified as the roots of conservative Christianity’s “uneasy conscience.”
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TOWARD A KINGDOM ESCHATOLOGY:
THE KINGDOM AS ALREADY AND 
NOT YET

I N T R O D U C T I O N

There have been few issues more divisive among conservative American Protestants than that of eschatological timetables. The postwar evangelical theology led by Carl Henry recognized the lack of consensus among evangelicals on eschatology and the nature of the Kingdom of God to be at the root of fundamentalist isolation. So the call to evangelical engagement was a call to a reconsideration of the Kingdom. While the effort to move beyond the “uneasy conscience” sought to transcend the millennial debates of their fundamentalist forebears, it simultaneously recognized that eschatology could not be ignored in the construction of an evangelical sociopolitical ethic because eschatological presuppositions had driven Protestant political attitudes through both postmillennial optimism on the left and premillennial pessimism on the right. Since that time, however, evangelical theology has moved toward a Kingdom consensus around the concept of inaugurated eschatology, developments that are especially evident within the ranks of dispensationalism and covenant theology. This “already/not yet” Kingdom consensus carries with it, therefore, far-reaching implications for evangelical engagement in the public square.

ESCHATOLOGY AND THE THEOLOGICAL PROJECT
 OF POSTWAR EVANGELICALISM

It is not much of an overstatement to say that Carl F. H. Henry’s The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism is first and foremost a tract on eschatology. Indeed, in the book’s introduction itself, Harold J. Ockenga pointed out that the book grappled head-on with the foremost obstacle to evangelical social and political action—namely, the lack of a consensus on the nature of the Kingdom. Some evangelicals recognized the “continuity” of the Kingdom, Ockenga complained, while some recognized the “breaks,” leading to a “hopeless puzzle” for evangelical theology.1 While other evangelical theologians, such as E. J. Carnell, attempted to critique the eschatological over-commitments of fundamentalism, Henry was the one theologian to address specifically and strategically the relationship between the Kingdom theology of fundamentalism and the fundamentalist withdrawal from the arena of social and political action.2 The Kingdom issues raised by Henry, pointing evangelicals toward an incipient theology, would later be taken up by others, most notably George Eldon Ladd.

POSTWAR EVANGELICAL ESCHATOLOGY AND THE UNEASY CONSCIENCE

In his Uneasy Conscience, Henry tried to “triangulate” theologically between the Kingdom eschatologies of the Social Gospel left and the fundamentalist right. It would be a mistake to assume that Henry considered the two eschatological positions to be equal and opposite errors. Instead, he pointedly asserted that Protestant liberalism had more than a troubled conscience, but had in fact abandoned the gospel itself.3 For Henry, the challenge for conservative Protestants was somehow to synthesize theologically the relationship between the biblical teachings on the “Kingdom then” of the future, visible reign of Christ and the “Kingdom now” of the present, spiritual reign of Christ. Until this matter could be theologically resolved, Henry believed, evangelical eschatology would remain kindling for the fires of a troubled social conscience. Surveying the contemporary eschatological options, Henry drew on a metaphor from the pages of the New Testament:

The two thieves between whom Jesus was crucified might, without too wild an imagination, bear the labels of humanism and fundamentalism. The one on the left felt that Jesus had no momentous contribution to suffering humanity, while the one on the right was convinced of His saviourhood but wanted to be remembered in the indefinite future, when Jesus would come into His Kingdom.4

In the background of fundamentalist eschatological pronouncements stood the ghost of Walter Rauschenbusch. With a full ballast of “Kingdom now” rhetoric, for example, Rauschenbusch had called upon socialist organizers in the United States to welcome Christians into their ranks for the good of a common effort to “Christianize the social order.”5 Rauschenbusch applied the language of Christian eschatology, even of millennialism, to the no-small controversy within his own Northern Baptist ranks.6 He redefined, however, the prophetic hope of a “millennium” to mean an imminent possibility of a Kingdom of social justice in the present age.7 It was this view of the present reality of the Kingdom, Henry argued, that had led to the fundamentalist eschatological backlash that lay behind the “uneasy conscience.” Fundamentalist political isolationism was, at least in one sense, an attempt to defend the future hope of the Kingdom from the anti-supernaturalism of the modernists. Henry may have warned evangelicals that they had overreacted, but he did not tell them their fears had been unfounded.8 This was true especially in the area of eschatology.

For Henry, if an alternative to the Social Gospel were to be formulated, revelational theism would have to do it. In his Uneasy Conscience and elsewhere, Henry affirmed with earlier fundamentalists that the Social Gospel vision of a present Kingdom was little more than a continuation of the same antisupernaturalistic presuppositions that had fueled both the left wing of the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy and the larger secular Enlightenment opposition to Christian theism. He equated the eschatology of the Social Gospel with the Enlightenment idea of the inevitability of human progress, an idea intertwined with a naively optimistic, if not explicitly Pelagian, anthropology.9 While thus perpetuating this antisupernaturalist point of view, he argued, Enlightenment modernism and its Social Gospel colaborers had adopted a more fanatical devotion to an eschatological scheme than the most ardent Bible Conference organizers among the fundamentalists. “There has been more millennial fanaticism in modern anti-supernaturalistic theories than in contemporary evangelicalism,” Henry wrote. “One of the curiosities of church history is that the naturalistic world-view, so hostile to the Christian notion of the kingdom, finally embraced zealously the idea of an immanent millennium.”10 Thus, Henry argued, Protestant modernism had attempted to baptize the Enlightenment idea of autonomous human progress by uniting it to a Christian eschatological vision of the Kingdom of God. Thereby, Protestant liberalism could equate “its strategy for abolishing social inequities” with “an immediate and forced bringing in of the kingdom.”11 Henry wondered how any such theological concept could be sustained after “the empirical happenings of two world wars, horrible in their toll of both life and security.”12

Nonetheless, Uneasy Conscience pressed the claim that fundamentalists had overreacted as they tried to avoid the “tendency to identify the kingdom with any present social order, however modified in a democratic or communistic direction.”13 In so doing, however, the fundamentalists had strictly relegated the Kingdom to the age to come, thereby cutting off its relevance to contemporary sociopolitical concerns. Moreover, Henry complained, fundamentalism’s pessimistic view of history informed by dispensationalist eschatology fueled an attitude of “protest against foredoomed failure.”14 Fundamentalism “in revolting against the Social Gospel seemed also to revolt against the Christian social imperative,” he argued. “It was the failure of fundamentalism to work out a positive message within its own framework, and its tendency instead to take further refuge in a despairing view of world history that cut off the pertinence of evangelicalism to the modern global crisis.”15 The result, Henry concluded, was that “non-evangelical spokesmen” were left to pick up the task of sociopolitical reflection “in a non-redemptive context.”16 Henry did not level all of the blame for this otherworldly flight from the public square on fundamentalist dispensationalism, but he did suggest that dispensationalism carried a disproportionate share of the blame, in terms of both political engagement and personal ethics.17

Henry proposed that fundamentalists did not need to co-opt the Social Gospel vision of the Kingdom in order to answer the social and political dilemmas they faced. Instead, he argued that the postwar evangelical renaissance should capitalize on the theological strengths of both its premillennial and its amillennial eschatologies. He viewed both groups as the inheritors of the evangelical eschatological task following the dissipation of postmillennialism, even the more orthodox strands held by relatively evangelical theologians such as James Orr. Henry argued that evangelical eschatology had the responsibility to provide a biblical and theological alternative to the utopian visions of both evolutionary secularism and Protestant liberalism.18 Thus, Henry’s Uneasy Conscience did more than sound the alarm that fundamentalists had neglected “kingdom now” preaching. Henry also indicted fundamentalists for abandoning “kingdom then” preaching. It was not only that fundamentalists were too future-oriented to care about sociopolitical engagement, but also that, in the most important ways, they were not future-oriented enough. Henry focused the key reason for this “apprehension over kingdom then preaching” on what he considered to be the overheated zeal of the earlier generations of dispensationalist popularizers. It was true, Henry asserted, that World War II had demolished the postmillennial predictions of a “Christian century” of world peace and harmony. But the war had demolished just as surely the prophetic predictions of a revived Roman Empire, along with various efforts to identify the Antichrist on the world scene.19

In this, he aimed directly at the prophecy conference movement that had proven so integral to the fundamentalist coalition. Liberalism was wrong in its primary thrust, Henry argued, but,

On the other hand, fundamentalism has tended to take successive major crises as the last chapter of world history; repeatedly it has been preoccupied with “rescuing the furniture” on the mistaken assumption that “the house of humanity was totally destroyed.” Fundamentalism was not wrong in assuming a final consummation of history, but rather in assuming that this is it.20

Such speculation, Henry concluded, had led to growing numbers of evangelicals “revolting against the prophetic detail of dispensational premillennialism” by “discarding premillennialism along with the detail, and shifting toward an amillennial position.”21 For Henry, this was not necessarily a hopeful sign. “The writer’s own convictions are broadly premillennial, and he is not convinced that a discard of speculative accretions justifies an uncritical surrender of the whole premillennial structure,” Henry wrote. “If the shift to amillennial grounds is made on firmer convictions, that is a different matter.”22 By the “broadness” of his premillennialism, Henry meant that he did not hold to the prophetic intricacies of dispensationalism, and that he did not deem a millennial view to be a test of evangelical authenticity, as did some of the earlier fundamentalists. Such “broadness” did not mean that he considered the matter irrelevant or peripheral to evangelical theology. He seemed to suggest openness to the amillennial position, if its proponents could convince him of its basis in the Scriptures. He was never convinced.23

What Henry did fear was an unwitting evangelical “gag order” on eschatological matters, in order to avoid the overstepping of the dispensationalist fundamentalists. Henry not only believed that a focus on future eschatological hope was a biblical mandate and an exegetical necessity, but he also believed that a healthy eschatological futurism was necessary to shield evangelicalism from the political paths already taken by the mainline denominations and by the larger culture. Henry thought, for instance, that the Social Gospel eschatology, for all its pretensions to being a prophetic critique, actually served to prop up the social and political status quo. “It was classic modernism, interestingly enough—with its notion of exaggerated divine immanence—that viewed the social orders as sacred or directly continuous with the Kingdom of God,” Henry contended. “This has by no means been the view of evangelical Christianity.”24

The eschatological futurism of evangelicalism, Henry continued, would ensure not only that existing structures were not given the uncritical imprimatur of the Kingdom of God, but also that Christianity would not succumb to the Constantinian temptation to Christianize forcibly any political order.25 This commitment is seen to be especially relevant when one considers that the contemporary evangelical movement was seeking to assert its theological dis- tinctives just as the United States of America had led an allied coalition through a world war against a dictator who claimed to be ushering in a “Third Reich” of Aryan utopia. Similarly, the postwar political atmosphere was charged with the escalating Cold War between the United States and a communist  bloc committed to Karl Marx’s utopian vision of a classless society.26 Thus, Henry did not find it presumptuous to claim that the largely present-oriented eschatology of Protestant modernism was at least partially culpable for the Iron Curtain of communism falling across Europe and Asia following the Second World War.27

POSTWAR EVANGELICAL ESCHATOLOGY AND THE KINGDOM DEBATE

Having diagnosed the eschatological impediments to a theology of evangelical engagement, Henry reassured evangelicals that his purpose in Uneasy Conscience was not “to project any new kingdom theory; exegetical novelty so late in church history may well be suspect.”28 It would seem, however, that a “new” (at least for American evangelicals) Kingdom theology was precisely what he was proposing. In calling on evangelicals to abandon the extremes of the Social Gospel and fundamentalist withdrawal, Henry simultaneously exhorted evangelical theology to underpin its eschatological convictions with a broader understanding of the Kingdom of God. He contrasted the Kingdom reticence of American evangelicals with the Kingdom exuberance of the apostolic witness of the New Testament. “The apostolic view of the kingdom should likewise be definitive for contemporary evangelicalism,” Henry asserted. “There does not seem much apostolic apprehension over kingdom preaching.”29

For Henry, this would mean that evangelicals would have to recognize the centrality of the Kingdom message to the New Testament, and adapt both their elaborate prophecy timetables and their reluctance to proclaim a present role for the Kingdom of God to it. This is because, Henry counseled, “no subject was more frequently on the lips of Jesus Christ than the kingdom.”30 Therefore, Henry maintained, evangelical theology must deal with the biblical data, which seems to indicate a Kingdom that has already been inaugurated and yet awaits a future consummation.31 “No study of the kingdom teaching of Jesus is adequate unless it recognizes His implication both that the kingdom is here and that it is not here.”32

For Henry, the biblical mandate for this type of inaugurated eschatology was far too great to be overcast by endless evangelical debates over the nature of the millennium or the timing of the rapture. It also carried with it inevitable implications for his call to sociopolitical engagement, starting with the fact that Jesus both proclaimed the coming of His Kingdom and yet did not sanction a violent overthrow of the already existent ruling authorities. “The main difference between the kingdom of God now and the kingdom of God then is that the future kingdom will center all of its activities in the redemptive King because all government and dominion will be subjected to Him,” he wrote. “This difference overshadows the question, however important, of whether the future kingdom involves an earthly reign or not.”33 Therefore, Henry contended, any effort to construct a theology of evangelical engagement would be in a very important sense tied to whether evangelicals could come to agreement on this kind of inaugurated eschatology.

He argued that an evangelical Kingdom theology must be “properly balanced” and therefore “two-pronged,” with an “apostolic and an apocalyptic turn,” meaning that it would be not “prophetically dogmatic” but “prophetically sensitive” and “socially alert.”34 Henry’s concern for an “already/not yet” structure of evangelical eschatology could be seen in his 1971 “Jerusalem Conference on Biblical Prophecy,” in which he assembled a virtual “who’s who” of dispensationalist and covenant theologians in Israel for a discussion of evangelical differences on the meaning of the “last days.”35 In his address to the conference, Henry combined the “already” Kingdom emphasis of the covenant theologians with the “not yet” Kingdom expectancy of the dispensationalists, all within an explicit appeal to the kind of inaugurated eschatological framework already being discussed within New Testament theology by biblical scholars such as Oscar Cullmann.36

While Henry diagnosed the problem in Uneasy Conscience, George Eldon Ladd, a later addition to the Fuller Seminary faculty, began an exegetical and theological project related to this issue which he would pursue for the rest of his life.37 Indeed, as Henry and other evangelicals further explored the meaning of inaugurated eschatology for evangelical theology, they were almost always either explicitly or implicitly in conversation with Ladd’s work.38

Ladd, of course, was not the first to articulate an “already/not yet” concept of understanding biblical eschatology, nor did he claim such a distinction. In perhaps his most critical work on New Testament eschatology, Jesus and the Kingdom: The Eschatology of Biblical Realism, Ladd went to great lengths to establish his view of inaugurated eschatology within the context of the larger body of contemporary New Testament scholarship.39 Having surveyed the fierce eschatological debates among nonevangelical twentieth-century biblical scholars, Ladd placed himself within what he considered to be a new consensus among New Testament scholars, perhaps most notably held by W. G. Kümmel, regarding a “synthesis of present and future in the understanding of the Kingdom of God.”40 From his very earliest writings, Ladd identified himself with Kümmel’s position, even as he modified it.41 Continuing the trajectory from Kümmel, argues biblical scholar Eldon Jay Epp, Ladd represented “a similarly moderating interpretation of Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom of God.”42 Ladd furthermore linked his concept of inaugurated eschatology to the insights of Oscar Cullmann and Geerhardus Vos.43

This concept of the eschaton in terms of an “already/not yet” dualism, Ladd believed, made sense of the biblical data and solved the impasse between the arguments for consistent and realized eschatologies in the New Testament writings, especially in the teachings of Jesus.44 Thus, it resolved the tension between the otherworldly “apocalyptic” interpretation of New Testament eschatology and the historically anchored “prophetic” interpretation, without seeking a refuge in Bultmann’s eschatology of existential crisis.45 Ladd’s most focused work, however, was forged in response to eschatological questions within evangelical theology.46 As such, Ladd’s attempt to amass a Kingdom-oriented eschatology represented an explicit challenge to both the dispensationalist and Reformed traditions within the evangelical coalition. For Ladd, the crucial point for establishing an evangelical inaugurated eschatology was to come to a consensus on the present and future aspects of the reign of Jesus as messianic King.

In this, he found both the dispensationalist premillennialists and the covenantal amillennialists to be in error.47 Against the debates between the dispensationalists and covenantalists on whether the reign of Christ was best to be understood as present within the life of the church or the heart of the believer, or future in the millennial Kingdom from a restored Davidic throne, Ladd posited his proposal: the Kingdom has arrived “already” in the person of Jesus and awaits a “not yet” consummation in the millennial Kingdom and in the eternal state.48 For Ladd, this understanding of inaugurated eschatology represented more than simply a mediating approach between dispensational-ism and covenantal amillennialism. It represented instead an attempt to forge a full-fledged evangelical theology of the Kingdom.

While dispensationalists severed the Kingdom from the present activity of the Messiah, Ladd argued, the amillennialists severed it from the goal of history by relegating the Kingdom to the arena of the human heart, the church, or the supra-temporal heavenly state. In Ladd’s Kingdom theology, however, “the kingdom is seen to be a single concept, the rule of God, which manifests itself in a progressive way and in more than one realm. It is God’s saving will in action.”49 Thus, Ladd argued, evangelicals cannot minimize either aspect of the Kingdom of God as articulated by Jesus and echoed by His apostles.50 In articulating the present nature of the Kingdom of Christ, Ladd was forced to spar with prevailing dispensationalist notions, many of which were rooted in the notes of The Scofield Reference Bible and in the systematic formulation of Lewis Sperry Chafer. For Ladd, as for Henry, this idea had profound implications for evangelical engagement.51

Ladd wrangled with dispensationalists such as Alva McClain, who made the case that the reign of the messianic Davidic King is not inaugurated until Jesus takes His place upon a throne in the Christocratic millennial Jerusalem.52 “The theological confusion stems from a basic failure to understand the nature of Christ’s mediatorial ministry; and this in turn derives from an unwillingness to accept the New Testament definition of the kingdom of God and to reinterpret the Old Testament in light of the New Testament definition,” Ladd contended. 53 Dispensational theologians were quick to argue that Ladd’s inaugurated eschatology was little more than a fatal concession to amillennialism. Dispensationalist John Walvoord, for example, dismissed Ladd’s “already/not yet” proposal as a doomed attempt “to create a new type of eschatology which is a compromise between historic premillennialism and amillennialism.”54 He pointed to the endorsement of Ladd’s scholarship by amillennial covenant theologians such as Roger Nicole as evidence of Ladd’s weakening grip on the futurist Kingdom of premillennial doctrine.55

The key issue for Walvoord and others in the Dallas Seminary tradition was that Ladd’s view of the eschatological Kingdom as in some way operative in the present age would necessarily mean the redefinition of the term. “While Ladd fully supports the concept that the kingdom has a future consummation, as do practically all orthodox scholars, what he attempts to ignore is that the kingdom is also theocratic and political and involves an actual reign of Christ on earth for one thousand years,” Walvoord complained.56 As late as 1974, Walvoord concluded of Ladd’s The Presence of the Future, “One would judge by this volume that amillenarians can claim a new addition to their ranks.”57 While some dispensationalists, such as Walvoord, conceded that there was some sense in which the ascended Christ maintains “a spiritual rule of God in the hearts of those whom He has redeemed,” such was not an admission to a present inauguration of the eschatological Kingdom.58 Contra Ladd, dispensationalists maintained that the present age was an interregnum between the rejection of the Kingdom offered to Israel in the person of Christ and the establishment of the Kingdom at His return. J. Dwight Pentecost also affirmed a “spiritual kingdom” at work in the present epoch, but he associated it with a virtually different Kingdom, the universal sovereignty of God over the elect of all ages, rather than with the eschatological Kingdom of Christ.59 Pentecost was representative of most of his dispensationalist contemporaries in arguing against Ladd’s position regarding an inauguration of the messianic reign of Christ.60

With such being the case, Ladd argued that the dispensationalist understanding of Christ’s role as Davidic King was the essential flaw in the “postponement” theory of the Kingdom. “It is difficult to see how Jesus could have offered to Israel the earthly Davidic Kingdom without the glorious Davidic King who was to reign in that kingdom,” Ladd contended, contra the Dallas Seminary tradition. “The very fact that he did not come as the glorious King, but as the humble Savior, should be adequate evidence by itself to prove that his offer of the kingdom was not the outward, earthly kingdom, but one which corresponded to the form in which the King himself came among men.”61 Contrary to typical dispensationalist eschatology, Ladd maintained, the Davidic covenant of 2 Samuel 7 found an initial fulfillment in the ascension of Jesus following His resurrection from the dead. Thus, Ladd argued, Jesus is not waiting to assume the throne of David, but has already done so at His exaltation by God the Father. He pointed to the apostle Peter’s sermon at Pentecost, tied so closely to the enthronement language of Psalm 110, as evidence for this claim. In continuity with the words of the enthronement psalm, the Father has placed His imprimatur on Jesus as, in the words of Acts 2:36, both Lord (absolute sovereign) and Christ (Davidic Messiah).62

Ladd therefore took issue with the prevailing dispensationalist theologies by suggesting that nowhere does Scripture demand that the inauguration of the Davidic covenant requires the literal seating of Jesus upon a literal structure in Jerusalem, thus demonstrating a basic hermeneutical difference between himself and his dispensationalist interlocutors. In light of the New Testament apostolic testimony, Ladd claimed, the Davidic throne has been transported from Jerusalem (Ps. 110:2) to heaven, where the Jewish Messiah has begun His reign as Davidic King as the fulfiller of the prophecies of 2 Samuel 7:13, 16; Isaiah 9:7; Jeremiah 33:17, 21; Psalm 132:11; and Psalm 110:2.63 Peter’s sermon does indeed involve a “radical reinterpretation” of the Old Testament promises regarding the messianic reign, Ladd conceded, if for no other reason than because Peter’s sermon transfers the locus of the Davidic session from Zion to heaven. Even so, he argued, this reinterpretation is “no more so than the entire reinterpretation of God’s redemptive plan by the early church.”64 Ladd argued that just such a reinterpretation of the Davidic reign of Christ is a biblical and theological necessity in light of Jesus’ resurrection as the first stage of the eschatological resurrection of the righteous. If this is true, he suggested, “then the messianic age has begun and the messianic blessings have been given because the Messiah has already begun his reign.”65

Such a divergence with dispensationalist evangelicalism signaled a difference in the significance of the millennium between Ladd’s inaugurated eschatology and typical dispensationalist eschatology. For Ladd, the Parousia is not when Jesus assumes His reign but when this already existing reign as Son of David is revealed to a blinded cosmos. The visible millennial rule of Christ “will be the manifestation in history of the lordship and sovereignty which is his already.”66 Ladd agreed with the dispensationalists, however, that the kingly messianic purposes of Christ, as promised in the Davidic covenant, still await a future consummation in space-time history in which all things are made subject to Him and His enemies are made a footstool for His feet.

Unlike the dispensationalists, however, Ladd posited that this future reign must be understood in the “already/not yet” structure of redemptive history. Indeed, he argued, this kind of fulfillment-consummation tension is at the heart of the “eschatological kerygma” of New Testament theology.67 The problem with the dispensationalists, Ladd asserted, was not that they held to a political aspect of the reign of Christ, but that they failed to see how the present, spiritual mediatorial work of Christ also stands in continuity with the Old Testament eschatological hope. “The New Testament does not make the reign of Christ one that is limited to Israel in the millennium,” he wrote. “It is a spiritual reign in heaven which has already been inaugurated, and its primary purpose is to destroy Christ’s spiritual enemies, the last of which is death.”68 Of Ladd’s claim that Jesus’ messianic reign as Davidic King was inaugurated at His ascension, dispensationalists such as Charles Feinberg were insistent: “That is not ‘historic’ premillennialism, but undiminished and recognizable amillennialism.”69

These material and political facets of the future consummation of the Kingdom of Christ, however, put Ladd at odds with the amillennialism of much of the Reformed covenant tradition within the evangelical coalition. Reformed evangelicalism welcomed Ladd’s emphasis on the present reality of the Kingdom because, as the Westminster Theological Journal noted, it brought “welcome evidence that American evangelicalism, which has been so long under the spell of modern dispensationalism, is now moving away from the dispensational view of the kingdom.”70 It was Ladd’s view of the future consummation, however, that Reformed amillennialists likened to a “new postponement theory” similar to that of the dispensationalists because Ladd’s future earthly consummation of the Kingdom denied the essentially spiritual nature of the Kingdom of God.71

In his debates with both dispensational premillennialists and covenantal amillennialists, Ladd insisted that what was at stake was not simply an outline of future events but the definition of the Kingdom of God itself. Ladd agreed with covenant theologian Louis Berkhof that if the Kingdom is defined as the millennial reign of Christ, then the premillennialists are “compelled by the logic of their system to deny the present existence of the Kingdom of God.”72 What he rejected, however, was the suggestion by Berkhof, O. T. Allis, and other covenant theologians that the Kingdom was “an entirely spiritual thing,” consisting either of an Augustinian view of the rule of the church in the present era or of the view of disembodied souls reigning with Christ from heaven.73

Instead, Ladd insisted that evangelical theology must appropriate an eschatology that is Kingdom-oriented and thus able to explain the full biblical panorama of Kingdom teaching.

In order to do so, he maintained, evangelicals must construct a Christological view of the Kingdom and of the messianic mission of Jesus both in the present era and in the age to come.74 For both Ladd and Henry, however, making such a proposal was quite different than seeing it achieved. With Reformed amillennialists insisting on a Kingdom that was essentially heavenly and spiritual and dispensationalist premillennialists insisting on a Kingdom that was essentially future and political, it was difficult for Ladd to see how the young evangelical movement could achieve the quixotic goal of a consensus eschatology of the Kingdom of God. As Henry warned, however, it was precisely this goal upon which the movement’s hopes for a unified theology of sociopolitical engagement depended.

KINGDOM ESCHATOLOGY AND THE EMERGING
 EVANGELICAL CONSENSUS

Since the postwar era, the contested issue of evangelical eschatology has emerged as the focus of an evangelical rapprochement on the Kingdom of God. The gradual consensus developing within several significant quarters of American evangelicalism sees the eschatological Kingdom in terms of a tension between the “already” of initial fulfillment and the “not yet” of future consummation. “Recent theological discussions have been fruitful in that most scholars now agree that eschatology focuses primarily on the kingdom of God,” observes Stanley Grenz. “They also speak of this kingdom as in some sense both a present and a future reality, so that ours is the time of the already and the not yet.”75 This development is seen in its heightening emphasis across the spectrum of contemporary evangelical theology, but especially within the closing gap between dispensational and covenant eschatologies. New Testament theologian Craig Blomberg hails central eschatological developments that “reflect a growing consensus among evangelicals, that are endorsed by not a few outside our circles, and that should be widely accepted and promoted, particularly in light of so much misinformation at the level of popular preaching, especially over radio and television.”76 While some recent evangelical scholarship seems to continue a very traditional model of eschatology as “last things,” this new eschatological consensus is reflected increasingly in systematic projects that span the ideological fissures of contemporary evangelical theology. Both traditionalist conservatives and reformist innovators seek to understand biblical eschatology within a framework of “already/not yet” fulfillment.

Among traditionalist conservative evangelicalism, some attempts at an evangelical eschatology seem to betray very little influence of this kind of Kingdom-oriented inaugurated eschatology. Wayne Grudem’s treatment of this doctrinal locus, for example, is remarkably similar to that of nineteenth-century Reformed theologian Charles Hodge in the way Grudem integrates eschatological concerns into his theological method.77 Millard J. Erickson treats the topic of eschatology by covering extensively millennial and Rapture options, along with extended discourse on the Kingdom views of Schweitzer, Dodd, Bultmann, and Moltmann, while virtually ignoring inaugurated eschatology, except as it is reflected in progressive dispensationalism.78 In his systematic treatment, Erickson goes so far as to label as “eschatomania” the scholarly consensus on the place of eschatology in the theological endeavor, a term he reserves also for popular apocalyptic entrepreneurs such as Hal Lindsey.79 “In the view of those who follow this approach, however, the central subject of eschatology is not the future, but the idea that a new age has begun,” Erickson notes. “Often the tension between the old and the new is emphasized; in fact, the phrase ‘already, but not yet’ has become a sort of slogan.”80

Despite these reservations, the consensus on inaugurated eschatology exists throughout traditionalist conservative evangelical theology. Evangelical theologians Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce Demarest, for example, explicitly interact with the eschatological proposals of Kingdom-oriented scholars such as Ladd and Ridderbos. They outline an “already/not yet” view of the reign of Christ that is consistent with inaugurated eschatology, a doctrinal commitment they stress is of key importance to the biblical understanding of the Kingdom of God and of the present session of Christ.81

Perhaps the most striking appropriation of inaugurated eschatology within traditionalist evangelical ranks, however, is found in the later writings of Carl Henry.82 Henry reflects his earlier eschatological concerns in Uneasy Conscience within his systematic treatment, God, Revelation, and Authority. The later Henry worries not so much about fundamentalist isolationism, but that liberation theologians may gain a foothold in the Third World because of the “constant danger facing evangelical theology” of “so idealizing the coming millennium that we lose a critical and formative role in the present socio-cultural realm.”83 He sweeps away this objection to evangelicalism by affirming a clearly articulated inaugurated eschatology that fully reflects the Kingdom developments since Ladd’s insistence on the New Testament “presence of the future.”84

“The future is actually already at hand, and is unfolding within man’s present earthly existence: the incarnation of Christ inaugurated God’s kingdom, the resurrection of Christ publicly identified him as the future judge of the human race, and the present church age has initiated ‘the last days’ (Heb 1:3); the final consummation of all things is imminent,” Henry maintains.85 He further utilizes a Kingdom-oriented “already/not yet” eschatological framework to dismiss secularist/revisionist theodicies, as well as Jewish rejections of the messianic identity of Jesus on the basis of a seemingly postponed Kingdom.86

The left wing of contemporary evangelical theology has likewise embraced an inaugurated eschatology, with both initial fulfillment in the first advent of Jesus and a clearly defined consummation in the second. This is true even among the open theists, who represent arguably the most radical departure from traditional evangelical thought. Gregory Boyd, for example, appropriates inaugurated eschatology as a foundation of his “Trinitarian warfare world-view.” 87 Boyd argues, in distinctly Ladd-like terms, for a Kingdom perspective on the miracles of Jesus and His post-resurrection enthronement, and on the tension between initial fulfillment and final consummation, even as he places the “already/not yet” schema of Kingdom fulfillment within an open view of God’s relationship to the world and the demonic powers.88 Thus, it would seem that Boyd has adopted much of the Kingdom-focused inaugurated eschatology of Ladd, as mediated through the spiritual warfare motifs of the third-wave charismatic appropriation of Kingdom theology.89

Likewise, reformist evangelical Stanley Grenz also articulates the growing consensus on inaugurated eschatology, often carefully outlining the doctrinal loci of Christian theology in decidedly eschatological terms with poles of initial fulfillment and future consummation.90 Grenz notes that he reflects the “uneasy consensus” that the reign of Jesus is “inaugurated but not consummated.” 91 “The consensus among New Testament scholars leads to the theological conclusion that the goal of history is both already present but also not yet here,” Grenz concludes. “God has acted on our behalf, but the consummation of this divine intervention lies yet in the future.”92

Throughout evangelical thought, these developments toward inaugurated eschatology have served, as theologian Bruce Ware has observed, as a vehicle for the diminishing of Kingdom skirmishes between American evangelicals, particularly in the covenantal Reformed and dispensationalist camps. “But what is heartening is that a basic eschatological framework established by inaugurated eschatology is now widely shared by these two theological traditions,” Ware argues. “Our disagreements have more to do with the specific manner in which aspects of the already and not yet find their fulfillment than with fundamentally different schemes of eschatology viewed more holistically.”93

Thus, it is important to note that this developing consensus within evangelical theology is more than simply a maneuver toward rapprochement on a controversial point of doctrine. It is precisely the kind of eschatological development envisioned by postwar theologians such as Henry and Ladd, recognizing both an “apocalyptic” future and a “prophetic” present for Christian eschatology. What is even more remarkable is the fact that these developments toward inaugurated eschatology have received their most thorough treatment in the theological scholarship of the formerly “warring camps” of evangelical dispensationalism and covenant theology.

Kingdom Eschatology and Dispensational Development

Perhaps the most significant moves toward a Kingdom-oriented eschatology have come within the dispensationalist contingent of contemporary American evangelicalism. Ware notes that the reaction of postwar dispensationalists to the “already/not yet” eschatological framework of Ladd most clearly illustrates the reasons why these developments are so important:

Ladd’s sharpest criticism came from some of his premillennial colleagues, whose dispensational commitments render it highly problematic to conceive of the one kingdom of God present now while its prophesied political, national, geographical and soteriological dimensions seem absent and hence unfulfilled. Given a dispensational framework in which God administers his relations with his people appropriate to the dispensation in which they live, talk of the presence of the kingdom, which kingdom has as its focus Messiah’s physical and earthly reign over the redeemed nation of Israel, seems inappropriate and clearly at odds with a literal understanding of such messianic prophecy.94

The Kingdom as present reality. Postwar evangelical theologians such as Henry and Ladd were able to take aim at the wholly future Kingdom theory of dispensationalist eschatology precisely because it was not, relatively speaking, a moving target.95 Ladd, therefore, was able to say that, among dispensationalists, “there will be found a basic agreement on the stages of the kingdom as Dr. Chafer has traced them.”96 With the onset of progressive dispensationalism, such can no longer be said. Instead, progressive dispensationalist theologians have made a clear departure from Chafer’s systematic formulation of the relationship of the eschaton to the present epoch.

In its place, they have systematized an inaugurated eschatology with a clear “already” facet that does not look all that different from that proposed by Henry and constructed by Ladd. As a matter of fact, the appropriation of an “already/not yet” framework of biblical eschatology by progressive dis-pensationalist theologians such as Darrell Bock, Craig Blaising, and Robert Saucy has proven to be among the most remarked-upon venues in the analyses of dispensational development. Those outside the dispensationalist fold have noticed the Ladd-like overtones of the newer dispensationalist inaugurationist eschatology.97 These similarities to Ladd’s “already/not yet” eschatology also have been noticed by traditionalist factions within the dispensational tradition, often to no small controversy. After surveying the adoption of inaugurated eschatology by progressive dispensationalists, traditionalist dispensationalist Stephen J. Nichols pronounces the system “already Ladd/not yet dispensationalism.”98

Progressive dispensationalism has veered sharply from the “wholly future” Kingdom path of traditionalist dispensationalism, gradually defining and defending the concept of an inaugurated reign of Christ that is in continuity with the Old Testament covenants. Thus far, New Testament scholar Darrell Bock has shouldered most of the responsibility for relating the “already” and “not yet” aspects of this reign to the biblical messianic hope.99 Bock concludes that the Gospels, especially Luke–Acts, assume a fulfillment of Old Testament messianic hope, which includes “national-political as well as spiritual aspects.”100With the coming of Jesus as Messiah, the Kingdom of God breaks into the present era, as demonstrated by the healing and exorcism activities.101 Jesus does not completely initiate the Kingdom, however, until the coming of the Spirit as the sign of the dawning eschaton and the inauguration of the new covenant in Acts 2.102 With the formation of the church as the gathered body of the Messiah, Jesus asserts His regal authority as the seed of David through the forgiveness of sins, Bock argues. “A king, indeed, shows his authority by ruling a kingdom,” Bock observes. “Jesus rules by saving and calling a new community from all nations.”103

Bock, in essential agreement with Blaising and other progressives, finds in Acts 2 a clear explication of the “already” and “not yet” aspects of messianic Kingdom fulfillment. In this passage, Bock sees Peter’s sermon as a tying together of 2 Samuel 7, Psalm 16, and Psalm 110 into an apostolic assertion that “Being seated on David’s throne is linked to being seated at God’s right hand.”104 This reality, the progressives argue, is reflected even in the Christological titles given to Jesus in the New Testament writings because “Jesus as Lord (Acts 2:30-36) and Jesus as Head (Eph. 1:19-23) are two ways to portray Jesus’ ruling authority over the church” since both titles “are associated with imagery from Psalm 110:1, which is a regal (or royal) psalm.”105 Thus, Bock argues, in the person of Jesus, the “already” and “not yet” aspects of the Kingdom are complementary, not held in a conflicted or paradoxical tension.106

Such is not to say that this view of the present Kingdom activity of Christ is to be considered monolithic even within progressive dispensational ranks. One of the earliest pioneers of the progressive movement, Robert L. Saucy, disagrees with the thesis of Blaising and Bock, arguing instead that Jesus’ fulfillment of Psalm 110 refers to messianic authority, but not to His function as Davidic King.107 The extension of salvation benefits exists, Saucy contends, in the extension of redemption to the Gentiles because of Jesus’ role as the promised messianic King of the entire earth, but does not manifest itself in a Davidic reign by Jesus over the church in the present age.108 The present manifestation of the Kingdom, Saucy contends, comes not through the regal authority of the One ruling from David’s throne, but through the persuasive power of word and Spirit.109 Saucy’s son, Mark Saucy, has articulated similar conclusions regarding this aspect of inaugurated Kingdom eschatology.110 For the younger Saucy, the current messianic function of Christ is limited to the role of a salvific and interceding “Lord,” not a conquering and ruling “King.” Mark Saucy writes that, while he sees the exalted Son as “possessing the legitimacy and authority to rule from the Father’s right hand,” Jesus is “not exercising that authority,” but instead “is passive and currently waiting for the promise” of Psalm 110.111 The majority report among progressives, however, would seem to be that Jesus’ current salvific activity is to be regarded not as something severed from His role as the fulfillment of Kingdom promise, as in traditional dispensationalism, but as an integral part of His identity as the anticipated Davidic ruler.112

In progressive dispensationalist eschatology, Jesus pictured His exorcisms as part of His messianic role, they note, and in the very same manner the forgiveness of sins necessitates rule and subjugation of such enemies as Satan and the fallen human nature. In His current salvific activity, as well as in His future coercive rule, Jesus exercises His authority as the “horn of salvation” from the house of David, as laid out in the birth announcements of Luke and Matthew. “Israel has a future hope of deliverance by the King who will rule over them (cf. Luke 1:31-35),” Bock observes. “But in his two volumes Luke’s interest moved beyond Israel. People faced a battle with Satan and sin, a battle Jesus is winning as He brings people out of darkness and into light.”113 The use of Psalm 110:1 in Acts, Bock argues, vigorously presents Jesus’ ruling function from God’s side as the Davidic mediator of God’s blessings. This ruling authority is exercised when His sovereignty over individual salvation is affirmed through religious rites such as baptism, which are performed “in His name.”114

Such a viewpoint has profound ramifications for the older dispensationalist understanding that the cross and the formation of the church represent a “postponement” of Kingdom activity, at least in the Old Testament prophetic sense. Blaising and Bock, for example, argue that the messianic regal prophecies find their fulfillment in the very center of Jesus’ salvific activity, the events leading to His sacrifice at Golgotha. The warning of 2 Samuel 7:14, that God would correct the sins of His Davidic ruler by striking Him with the rod, they contend, find their fulfillment in the synoptic accounts of Jesus being beaten with rods prior to His crucifixion. The Davidic heir does indeed bear the rod of God’s wrath, though not for His own personal sin. Blaising and Bock see unmistakable Old Testament Kingdom imagery in Matthew’s literary juxtaposition of Gentile soldiers beating the arrested Jesus with rods along with their mocking Him as “King of the Jews” and “Son of God,” both titles consistent with Davidic covenantal Kingdom expectation.115
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