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Chapter 7 

Eschatology 

 
 
In this section we will study the subject of eschatology, which is “the 
doctrine of future things”. We will illuminate this topic as it pertains to 
both the Old and New Testaments. Then we will examine the subject of 
how it unfolds in the history of the church and will see the New Apostolic 
Church’s position on eschatology. 
 

 

 

7.1 Eschatology 
 

1. Concerning the term ‘eschatology’ 

To begin with, eschatology is a designation for the “doctrine of the last things”, and is as a rule the 
concluding piece in the overall portrayal of Christian dogmatic theology.  

The term ‘eschatology’ came into being in the theology of early seventeenth century Lutheran 
orthodoxy.  

It derives from a passage in Ecclesiasticus 7:36:  

• “Whatsoever thou takest in hand, remember the end, and thou shalt never do amiss.” 

The words “the end” are the English translation of the Greek words “ta eschata sou”.  

The term ‘eschatology’ was first used by the theologians Philipp Heinrich Friedlieb (1603-1663) and 
Abraham Calov (1612-1686). In the writings of Friedlieb, the word ‘eschatologia’ appears as a 
replacement of the words ‘de novissimis’, which represent the Latin terminology for the same thing.  
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Greek Latin 
eschatologia de novissimis 

 

Abraham Calov refers to the conclusion of his dogmatic theology—that is, the part that talks about 
the “future things” (death, resurrection, judgement)—as ‘eschatology’. 

2. Elements of eschatology 

Eschatology deals with the question as to the significance of the death of an individual, as well as the 
future of the world. In this respect, all religions have eschatological notions in the broadest sense, 
because every religion deals with this fundamental problem that affects human beings as individuals 
and humanity as a whole.  

Christian eschatology brings to expression the hope of a future provided by God, both for dead 
individuals and the world as a whole.   

Basic elements of eschatology:  

Individual eschatology Universal eschatology 
 

Individual eschatology makes 
statements about the future 

of a human being after death. 

 
Universal eschatology makes 
statements about the future 
of the world after the end of 
history. 

 
 

Realised eschatology Futurist eschatology 
 

Realised eschatology signifies 
that a turn in the ages has 

already occurred and that the 
time of salvation has already 

dawned. 
 

 
Futurist eschatology is the 
notion of a future time of 
salvation, which is enduring 
and final. 

 

 

  

3. Eschatological ideas in the Old Testament 

The term ‘eschatology’ can only be applied conditionally to the Old Testament. When it is used in 
reference to the Old Testament, the term is used to summarise a number of ideas. 
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The Old Testament hope for a sure and God-pleasing life in the “Promised Land” was originally meant 
strictly in the context of the history of Israel. There was not yet any hope above and beyond historical 
reality as yet.  

It was only with the prophets that this historical hope was supplemented with an aspect transcending 
history. Ultimately, an understanding of divine activity surpassing history came into being, which led 
to the development of a universal eschatology.  

3.1 Elements of individual eschatology in the Old Testament 

Individual eschatology, which has to do with the fate of the dead and their condition in the afterlife, 
does not play a great role in the Old Testament. It lacks any sort of imagery for life in the beyond or 
even any images for the beyond itself.  

In earliest times, there was a radical contrast between the world of man and the realm of the dead. 
The dead, it was imagined, led a shadowy and joyless existence in the realm of the dead. In death, it 
was thought that human beings existed in a condition of remoteness from God. 

In later times, that is to say, after the Babylonian exile, the prevailing notion was that even the dead 
existed in some kind of relationship to God. There was the notion that the dead were asleep and 
waiting for their resurrection.  

• Daniel 12:2:  

“And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, 
some to shame and everlasting contempt.” 

3.2 Elements of universal eschatology in the Old Testament 

The preconditions for a universal eschatology and an understanding of God’s activity that transcends 
history can be found in the judgement sermons of the prophets, for example, Amos or Isaiah. 

Divine judgement occurs by way of victories over the people of Israel by their enemies. Military defeats 
were thus understood as an expression of divine punishment (for example, in response to 
disobedience to the divine will or to idol worship). 

In the writings of Isaiah, Zechariah, and Amos, there are likewise judgement sermons that no longer 
deal with a historical day of judgement, but instead announce the “day of the Lord of hosts”. This day 
of the Lord refers to the day of ultimate judgement when the whole world will be judged. This day of 
judgement applies to Israel and the Gentiles to the same degree. By this point in history, this 
judgement is no longer understood to occur within the context of history, but rather beyond the 
dimension of history. 

• Amos 5:18:  

“Woe to you who desire the day of the Lord! For what good is the day of the Lord to you? It 
will be darkness, and not light.”  
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These words of Amos to Israel also make it clear that Israel did not originally understand the day of 
the Lord as a judgement over themselves, but rather only over the Gentiles. The prophet straightens 
out this misconception with harsh words.  

In addition, there were the following promises of a messianic ruler who was expected to usher in a 
radical turn in history:  

• Isaiah 9:6-7 

“For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the government will be upon His 
shoulder, and His name will be called Wonderful, Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 
Prince of Peace. Of the increase of His government and peace there will be no end, upon the 
throne of David and over His kingdom, to order it and establish it with judgement and justice 
from that time forward, even forever.” 

• Zechariah 6:12 

“Thus says the Lord of hosts, saying: ‘Behold, the Man whose name is the BRANCH! From His 
place He shall branch out, and He shall build the temple of the Lord.’” 

Finally in Jeremiah we find the promise of a new covenant: 

• Jeremiah 31:31 

“Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house 
of Israel and with the house of Judah.” 

… And in Isaiah we find the promise of a new heaven and a new earth:   

• Isaiah 65:17 

“For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth; and the former shall not be remembered 
or come to mind.” 

The eschatology of the Old Testament undergoes a significant expansion over the course of the 
centuries. It is liberated from its national and local constraints, as it were.  

However, the eschatological statements of the Old Testament do not exist in any systematic context. 
On the contrary, they can be quite contradictory.  

Various unrelated statements often find themselves side by side. For this reason, it is impossible to 
derive any sort of closed doctrine of future things from them.  

4. Eschatological ideas in the New Testament 

For the New Testament, the guiding thought is that the salvific actions of God in the end time have 
already begun in Jesus Christ. The synoptic gospels (Mark, Matthew, and Luke) make it clear that the 
kingdom of God has already dawned in Jesus Christ.  
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This also confers a present-day aspect on eschatology, while it was formerly understood exclusively in 
application to the future. However, the New Testament also records the notion of a perfect kingdom 
of God that transcends history.  

For example, both Mark 13 and Revelation depict the further course of history up to its end.  

 See also the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 10.6 

4.1 Elements of individual eschatology in the New Testament 

In the New Testament there is a strong link between individual and universal eschatology. Its 
statements on individual eschatology are always found in close relationship to universal eschatology. 
This close relationship is created by Jesus Christ, His death, His resurrection, and His return.  

If one consults the New Testament for statements concerning the beyond and the existence of the 
dead in the beyond, one will quickly recognise that there is very little to be found on this subject 
matter. It cannot be clearly concluded that the parable of the “rich man and poor Lazarus” (Luke 16:19-
28) can be understood as a literal description into the condition of the souls in the beyond. However, 
the parable does list the basic categories of a life after death:  

• individuality is preserved in different realms of the beyond. 

The New Testament does not demonstrate so much interest in the immortality of the soul as it does 
in the resurrection of the dead. The consensus among the New Testament texts is that the dead will 
resurrect. According to Paul, they will receive a resurrection body similar to that of the risen Jesus. 

• 1 Corinthians 15:42-44:  

“So also is the resurrection of the dead. The body is sown in corruption, it is raised in 
incorruption. It is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in 
power. It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.” 

Thus Jesus is the first of all those who resurrect. It is from His resurrection that the resurrection of the 
dead is derived.  

A significant problem for the early Christian church was the question of what would happen to those 
members of the congregation who would die before the return of Christ. 

• 1 Thessalonians 4:15-17 

“For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the 
coming of the Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself will 
descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of 
God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught 
up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be 
with the Lord.”  
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4.2 Elements of universal eschatology in the New Testament 

A significant eschatological element within the synoptic gospels is the proclamation of the imminence 
of the kingdom of God. It is made clear that this kingdom has already dawned in Jesus Christ. Signs for 
this are preaching of the kingdom of God and the miracles, which serve to authenticate all these 
things.  

Another significant element is the resurrection of Jesus, by way of which the resurrection of the dead 
has already begun. A further important element is the hope in the return of Christ. With the appearing 
of the Messiah, the radical turn in the ages will begin and will then be revealed for all to see.  

Yet another momentous element of universal eschatology is the notion of the Last Judgement in which 
the faith and deeds of human beings will be assessed. At the same time, the Judgement serves to 
reveal God or Jesus Christ as the righteous Judge.  

The completion and perfection of all eschatological hopes occurs through the new creation and New 
Jerusalem. This is the presence of God among mankind.  

• Revelation 21: 3-4 

“Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His 
people. God Himself will be with them and be their God. And God will wipe away every tear 
from their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more 
pain, for the former things have passed away.” 

The New Testament does not contain any sort of systematic eschatology. Rather, it incorporates 
various eschatological statements that coexist in dynamic juxtaposition. So it is that the New 
Testament is the starting point and foundation for various eschatological doctrinal conceptions.  

5. Eschatology in the course of church history 

5.1 Eschatology in the writings of Augustine 

The Church Father Augustine made some important contributions in setting the course for 
eschatology. In his view, the promise of the kingdom of God could no longer be applied to Israel, but 
instead to the Christian church. 

He argued that the thousand-year kingdom of peace did not belong in the time of the people of Israel 
(that is, from Adam until the incarnation of Christ). He related the thousand years to the period of 
time extending from Christ’s birth until His return, in other words, to the time of the church (this 
doctrine is called substitution theology).   

5.2 Eschatology in the Middle Ages 

The teachings of the Middle Ages held fast to the doctrines of Augustine. However, the interest of 
medieval theologians shifted from universal eschatology to individual eschatology. This meant that 
the focus of their reflections was on the fate of the departed between death and the Last Judgement. 
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It was in the Middle Ages that the teaching of an intermediate condition between death and 
judgement came into being. Since the soul of the departed could not enter heaven in an impure state, 
it was imagined that there was a place where the soul could be purified. This place—as well as the 
purification process itself—was known as ‘purgatory’. 

5.3 Eschatology during the time of the Reformation  

The Reformers basically held on to the eschatology that had been handed down to them, however, 
they criticised the medieval ideas of the interim condition of the soul and of purgatory. They did not 
recognise these as biblical. 

Martin Luther, for example, held that a person’s eschatological salvation was already present in the 
latter’s faith. A human being already shares in salvation through faith in Jesus Christ’s redemptive 
action. At the same time, Luther emphasises that the believer is still in a state of temptation here on 
earth, even though he already shares in salvation.  

5.4 Eschatology in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

It was in the nineteenth century that the movement known as liberal theology began to develop within 
Protestantism. Since the Enlightenment had caused people to come to terms with their faith more 
intellectually, it was no longer sufficient to merely maintain the truth of Christian doctrines. 
Statements of Christian doctrine were to be accessible to all.   

The theologian Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher (1768-1834) was at the forefront of liberal 
theology. His thinking influenced the Protestant theology of the nineteenth century.  

Liberal theology reinterpreted various elements of eschatology: 

• The kingdom of God was not understood as a future, coming kingdom, but was instead to 
come into being through the moral development of mankind. This meant that the greater the 
morality of mankind, the closer it was to the kingdom of God.  

Accordingly, the influential theologian Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889) made the following statement:  

• “The kingdom of God is the general purpose of the church instituted by God’s revelation in 
Christ, and the collaborative product of the same.” 

(Ritschl, Albrecht: Unterricht in der christlichen Religion [Instruction in the Christian religion].  

At the end of the nineteenth century, theologians began to rediscover the fundamentally 
eschatological character of the New Testament. This means that the proclamation of Jesus and the 
Apostles was fundamentally eschatological in character.  

5.4.1 Eschatology in the view of Franz Overbeck (1837-1905) 

Franz Overbeck pointed out that Christendom in its original state was eschatologically oriented and 
that the early Christians lived diligently in imminent expectation. 
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Liberal theology’s understanding of the kingdom of God—which only manifested itself in ethical 
terms—does not correspond to the situation of original Christendom. The early Christians understood 
the kingdom of God as an eschatological dimension. 

5.4.2 Eschatology in the view of Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) 

Albert Schweitzer was not only a doctor, Nobel Prize winner, and an 
organ expert, but also an excellent theologian. He taught New 
Testament studies at the University of Strasbourg, and published some 
important scholarly books in this area of study, among them the 
“Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung” [History of life-of-Jesus 
research] (1913).  

In this work, Albert Schweitzer elaborates his understanding of 
eschatology. He calls this “consistent eschatology”. This means that the 
imminent expectation of the kingdom of God characterises and defines 
the entire message of Jesus and the New Testament as a whole.  

Since—in Schweitzer’s view—the eschatological imminent expectation 
of Jesus and the early Christian church was not fulfilled, it cannot be 
updated either. This imminent expectation perished with the early Christian church. 

5.4.3 Eschatology in the view of Jürgen Moltmann (born 1926)  

The theologian Jürgen Moltmann lectures on Schweitzer’s position as 
follows: 

• “As a result of the Lord’s appearings at Easter, the disciples 
gained new certainty of hope and imminent expectation. But 
when this end failed to materialise after the second generation 
(2 Peter 3:4), they took their disappointment to be final. They 
thus stripped the Jesus-religion of all further eschatological 
expectations and transformed it into an ecclesiastical, 
sacramental religion.  Eventually, the church’s vision of the 
presence of eternity came to take the place of the Messianic 
hope for God’s future.”  

(Moltmann, Jürgen: Das Kommen Gottes [The coming of God]. Second edition Gütersloh 2005, p. 25) 

After the First World War the terrible events and experiences of war caused the cultural Protestantism 
of the time to collide with liberal theology. It was now no longer possible to conceive of the realisation 
of the kingdom of God as a cultural-ethical development. 

The Protestant theologian Jürgen Moltmann succeeded in reviving futurist eschatology. Moltmann 
noted that the future is the classical object of eschatology and the central theme of Christian theology. 

Albert Schweitzer 
(wikipedia) 

Jürgen Moltmann 
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For this reason an exclusively realised eschatology was not appropriate: “Christian eschatology speaks 
of Jesus Christ and His future.”  

For this reason, all eschatological statements must be rooted in the person of Jesus. 

The Christian hope encourages changing the shape of the world such that it corresponds to the 
standards of the gospel (solidarity, love, peace):  

• “It does not suffice to merely hope and wait for the coming rule of the Risen Christ. This hope 
and expectation also defines our lives, actions, and sufferings in social history.”  

(Moltmann, Jürgen: Theologie der Hoffnung [The theology of hope], p. 304) 

6. The eschatological orientation of the apostolic movement and the New Apostolic Church 

The doctrine of the Catholic Apostolic Church and the New Apostolic Church that proceeded from it 
has been eschatologically oriented since its beginning. Its most important concepts include the 
eschatological hope in the return of Christ and the actual manifestation of the kingdom of God.  

The apostolic movement shares this end-time eschatological orientation with other end-time 
movements that likewise had their beginnings in the nineteenth century (e.g. with Adventism). 

Apostle Friedrich Wilhelm Schwarz addressed eschatology for the first time in his work entitled: “Das 
Buch für unsere Zeit” [The book for our time] (1872). This work concerning the book of Revelation 
represents an end-time interpretation of the texts of Revelation that was quite typical of the time. The 
purpose of the work was to gather the members of the Church and prepare them for the approaching 
return of Jesus Christ.  

Today as at that time, the doctrine of the New Apostolic Church has a strongl eschatological 
orientation. The doctrine of the Church, as well as the actions of the believers, is oriented toward the 
perfection and completion of the individual—and all believers of the New Apostolic Church.  

Within the apostolic movement, the expectation of the imminent return of Christ is directly linked to 
the Apostle ministry. The sacraments also have eschatological significance:  

• “Through fellowship with Jesus Christ in word and sacrament, believers today experience 
salvation by being prepared for the return of Christ, which will enable them to share in the 
glory of God. The Apostle ministry has been reoccupied in order to attain salvation in Christ in 
the current stage of the divine plan of salvation” (CNAC 4.4.3). 
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Holy Baptism Holy Communion Holy Sealing 
The baptised shares in the 
death of Jesus Christ and in His 
new life. Seen in a spiritual 
sense, he partakes in the 
experience of Jesus Christ. Just 
as Christ died on the cross for 
the sins of mankind, so the 
baptised is to be “dead indeed 
to sin” by renouncing it. 
Baptism incorporates the 
believer into Christ’s activity of 
redemption such that Christ’s 
death on Golgotha also 
becomes the “death” of the 
baptised: this signifies the end 
of life in the condition of 
remoteness from God and the 
beginning of life in Christ.  
(CNAC 8.1.6) 

Holy Communion has an 
eschatological—end-time—
character because it is closely 
linked to the marriage supper 
in heaven. In Jesus Christ the 
kingdom of God has drawn 
near. In accordance with His 
statement: “I will not drink of 
the fruit of the vine until the 
kingdom of God comes (Luke 
22:18), the congregation 
joined in Holy Communion 
awaits the fulfilment of the 
promise announced to them in 
this Communion fellowship. 
Until the future and ultimate 
unification of the bride with 
the bridegroom, the 
congregation experiences its 
most intimate fellowship with 
the Lord through Holy 
Communion. 

The surrender to Christ begun 
in Holy Baptism with water is 
completed in Holy Sealing. The 
believer thereby receives that 
spiritual revival which will lead 
him into fellowship with the 
returning Lord (James 1:18; 
Revelation 14:4). Accordingly 
the believer now belongs to 
that group within the church 
whom God prepares through 
Apostles for the return of 
Christ and the marriage in 
heaven (Revelation 19:7-8).  
(CNAC 8.3.9) 
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Test questions on 7.1 – “What is eschatology?” 

 

1. What elements within the NAC have eschatological significance?  
a) Holy Baptism – Holy Communion – Holy Sealing 
b) Father – Son – Holy Spirit 
c) Priest – Evangelist – Bishop 
d) Bible – ministry – church 
 
2. Jürgen Moltmann succeeded in… 
a) reviving futurist eschatology.  
b) reviving universal eschatology. 
c) reviving individual eschatology. 
d) reviving realised eschatology.  
 
3. Realised eschatology implies that…  
a) the kingdom of God is the rule of the kings of Israel. 
b) the kingdom of God has already dawned in Herod the Great. 
c) the kingdom of God has already dawned in Jesus Christ. 
d) the kingdom of God still lies in the future.  
 
4. Individual eschatology is a system of… 
a) theological reflection on the life of Jesus. 
b) theological reflection on the end of the world. 
c) theological reflection on the fate of the departed individual before his death. 
d) theological reflection on the fate of the departed individual after death. 
 
5. Universal eschatology is a system of… 
a) theological reflection on the fate of the departed individual after death. 
b) theological reflection on the fate of the departed individual before death. 
c) theological reflection on the end of the world. 
d) theological reflection on the end of the ice age.  
  
6. What did Augustine have to say about eschatology?  
a) The thousand-year kingdom is the span of time from Christ’s birth to His return. 
b) The thousand-year kingdom is the span of time from Adam to Eve. 
c) The thousand-year kingdom is the span of time from Adam to Christ’s return. 
d) The thousand-year kingdom is the span of time from Adam to the incarnation of Jesus. 
 
7. How did the liberal theology of the nineteenth century interpret eschatology?  
a) The kingdom of God is a myth. 
b) The kingdom of God will manifest itself in the improving morality of mankind. 
c) Eschatology anticipates the end of history. 
d) The kingdom of God will only be manifested in the future.  
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8. The place and process of purification in medieval individual eschatology is called… 
a) purgatory. 
b) the forgiveness of sins. 
c) the incarnation. 
d) the letter of indulgence.  
 
9. Futurist eschatology implies that… 
a) the kingdom of God is not going to come. 
b) the kingdom of God will come after the Middle Ages. 
c) the kingdom of God still lies ahead in the future.  
d) the kingdom of God has already dawned in Jesus.  
 
10. What does consistent eschatology signify in the view of Albert Schweitzer?  
a) Only the preaching of Jesus is eschatologically oriented. 
b) Only the preaching of Apostle Paul is eschatologically oriented.  
c) The New Testament as a whole is eschatologically oriented. 
d) The New Testament as a whole is not eschatologically oriented.  
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7.2 What is Apocalypticism? 
 

 
When we talk about Apocalypticism or apocalyptic thinking in the 
public sphere today, we are usually referring to catastrophes of 
unknown magnitude that are unleashed upon the earth and 
mankind. Many know of films or novels in which the earth is 
threatened or destroyed by otherworldly powers and forces, natural 
disasters, or military events. All of these things have very little to do 
with Apocalypticism in its original form. In this section we will 
explore the topic of Apocalypticism, in particular, the thousand-year 
kingdom of peace.  
 

 

 

1. Comparison between eschatology and Apocalypticism 

Both eschatology and Apocalypticism deal with the last things that will take place in the future. 
However, they have differing perspectives on the events:  

• Eschatology speaks of the “last things”, of the end-time fate of both the individual and the 
world.  

• Apocalypticism deals with an unchangeable course of history and ranks the fate of the 
individual within it. In the apocalyptic view, the history of the world is an ongoing 
development for the worse, which is foiled by the radical intervention of God.  

 

Eschatology Apocalypticism 
 
Doctrine of the last things. 

 
Unveiling of God’s plan. 
 

 
A turning point in the ages. 
 

 
End of time, dawn of a new era. 

 
The perfection of creation. 
 

 
God’s new creation. 
 

 
The end of all suffering in this 
world and this age. 

 
The end of all suffering in a new 
age.  
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2. The religious-historical background  

The term ‘Apocalypticism’ comes from the Greek language and is derived from the word apokalyptein. 
This means “to reveal, to unveil”.  

Apocalypticism is a religious mindset within Judaism, which can be attested from the third century BC. 
It comes to expression in writings which are known as ‘apocalypses’. Apocalypticism draws to an end 
in approximately the first century AD.  

Apocalypticism came into being during a time in which Judaism sought to liberate itself from the 
influence of Hellenistic thought and political oppression. Apocalypticism is first and foremost an 
interpretation of history. It not only interprets the history of Israel, but the history of the entire world. 
The apocalyptic interpretation of history has a supranational and universal character.  

According to the assessment of numerous exegetes, Apocalypticism assumes some of the functions of 
the Old Testament prophets (foretelling of future events, themes of judgement). In contrast to the 
work of the prophets, Apocalypticism is first and foremost a literary phenomenon. Apocalypticism is 
reflected in ‘apocalypses’—that is, writings of revelation or unveiling.  

3. Elements of Apocalypticism 

Apocalypticism assumes all the fundamental elements of eschatology and integrates them into its 
interpretation of history.  

• The Messiah 

Of essential importance for most apocalyptic texts is the hope in the arrival of the Messiah, 
which will usher in a turn in the tide of history. ‘Messiah’ means “anointed one”, and thus 
refers to a royal title. With the Messiah, a King surpassing all previous kings will thus appear, 
and His rule will be defined by righteousness and God-pleasing conduct. This Messiah is not 
only the ruler of Israel, but of the entire world.  

• The kingdom of God 

Often associated with this change in the course of history and the destruction of the kingdom 
of the evil one is the hope in the manifestation of the “kingdom of God”, a kingdom in which 
divine righteousness prevails, in which there is no more oppression of the weak, and in which 
illness, hunger, and death are also suppressed.   

• The resurrection of the dead 

An important hope which is brought to expression variously in the Old Testament is the 
resurrection of the dead.  

The vision of the valley of dry bones recorded in Ezekiel 37:1-14 depicts the restoration of 
Israel as a revival of the dead to life. This vision, which was minted first and foremost in 
reference to the restoration of Israel, eventually came to be used as an image for the 
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resurrection of the dead in general: “Then you shall know that I am the Lord, when I have 
opened your graves, O My people, and brought you up from your graves. I will put My Spirit 
in you, and you shall live, and I will place you in your own land. Then you shall know that I, the 
Lord, have spoken it and performed it” (Ezekiel 37:13-14). 

In the book of Daniel, this hope in the resurrection becomes even more concrete, and takes 
on the scope of an event that applies to the dead in general: “And many of those who sleep 
in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, some to shame and everlasting 
contempt” (Daniel 12:2).  

• Universal judgement 

Conceptions of judgement in the Old Testament assume various forms: defeats in battle are 
often understood as judgements of God, as are famines and natural disasters. Beyond that, 
there is reference to the “day of the Lord” (or the “day of the Lord of hosts”), when sinners 
will be punished and the righteous delivered: “‘For behold, the day is coming, burning like an 
oven, and all the proud, yes, all who do wickedly will be stubble. And the day which is coming 
shall burn them up,’ says the Lord of hosts, ‘that will leave them neither root nor branch. But 
to you who fear My name the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings’” 
(Malachi 4:1-2). In the Old Testament, the “day of the Lord” is a day of dread, but at the same 
time, a day of salvation and deliverance.  

• The renewal of the world 

The hope in a new heaven and a new earth is often brought to expression in association with 
the kingdom of God: “For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth; and the former shall 
not be remembered or come to mind” (Isaiah 65:17) 

4. Fundamental structures of apocalyptic thought 

• Apocalypticism endeavours to reveal a previously unknown truth. 

• It unlocks God’s plan of history.  

• Apocalypticism has a linear understanding of history. Thus history has a beginning and pursues 
its course toward an end.  

• The focus is not on national history, but rather on world history.  

• This view of history is pessimistic. It assumes a constantly worsening historical situation.  

• Apocalypticism assumes an opposition between the present evil and the future time period 
of goodness.  

• At present it assumes that we are in a concluding phase of the evil time period. The turn in 
history is imminent. It is “deliverance from greatest need”.  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

21 Dogmatics | Chapter 7: Eschatology 

 
 

• History has a goal, namely the kingdom of peace and the new creation.  

5. Apocalypticism as literature 

As a rule, apocalypses are anonymous writings, the author of which is unknown. The “seer” or 
anonymous author of the apocalypse usually appears under the pseudonym of a devout personage of 
the past, e.g. Enoch, Moses, Daniel, Ezra, or Isaiah.  

It is claimed that these writings were concealed for a long time, but have emerged in the present—
shortly before the end of time. Thereby the sequence of events foretold becomes a vision of the future 
of history.  

5.1 Important writings 

5.1.1 The book of Daniel 

The book of Daniel is the only canonical apocalypse in the Old Testament (ca. 167 BC).  

It contains the typical apocalyptic images:  

• the vision of the four beasts  

• the seventy weeks of years  

• the Son of Man 

• the resurrection of the dead  

5.1.2 The book of Enoch 

The Ethiopic book of Enoch (second century BC)  

• the vision of the beasts  

• the sheep that are threatened by the rams, concluding with the gathering of the sheep 

• the resurrection and universal judgement  

• the complete renewal of the cosmos 

5.1.3 The fourth book of Ezra (2 Esdras) 

The fourth book of Ezra (first century AD) consists of seven visions:  

• visions 1-3 contain rather lengthy dialogues between Esdras and the angel Uriel  

• visions 4-6 contain visions in the actual sense:  

• vision of Zion 
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• vision of the eagle  

• vision of the Son of Man  

• in vision 7, God speaks to Esdras from a thorn bush  

5.1.4 The Revelation of Jesus Christ 

The Revelation of Jesus Christ (attributed to John, first century AD) is the only apocalyptic book in the 
New Testament, although we know the name of the author. It contains:  

• seven letters to the churches in Asia Minor (praise and reproach). 

• visions of the world’s end and judgement, New Jerusalem, and new earth.  

5.1.5 The Apocalypse of Peter 

The apocalypse of Peter (first half of second century AD) is a Christian apocalypse. It contains:  

• apocalyptic discourse of the Risen Jesus prior to His ascension.  

• an exhaustive description of the hell that is to come.  

In addition to the Revelation attributed to John, there are also apocalyptic discourses that can be 
identified in the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew 24 and 25, Mark 13, Luke 21:5-38). These texts interpret 
the destruction of Israel and the temple as precursors to the end of history, which is associated with 
the coming of the Son of Man, cosmic upheavals, and the judgement. 

6. The thousand-year kingdom of peace 

6.1 Chiliasm and Millenarianism 

The terms ‘chiliasm’ / ‘millenarianism’ derive from the Greek and Latin (chilia ete / mille ani), 
respectively and each signify “one thousand years”. 

Chiliasm assumes that earthly history will lead into a thousand-year period of salvation under the rule 
of the exalted Christ. The biblical basis for this is found in Revelation 20:1-7:  

• “Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, having the key to the bottomless pit and a 
great chain in his hand. He laid hold of the dragon, that serpent of old, who is the Devil and 
Satan, and bound him for a thousand years; and he cast him into the bottomless pit, and shut 
him up, and set a seal on him, so that he should deceive the nations no more till the thousand 
years were finished. But after these things he must be released for a little while. And I saw 
thrones, and they sat on them, and judgement was committed to them. Then I saw the souls 
of those who had been beheaded for their witness to Jesus and for the word of God, who had 
not worshipped the beast or his image, and had not received his mark on their foreheads or 
on their hands. And they lived and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. But the rest of 
the dead did not live again until the thousand years were finished. This is the first resurrection. 
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Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first resurrection. Over such the second death has 
no power, but they shall be the priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign with Him a 
thousand years. Now when the thousand years have expired, Satan will be released from his 
prison.”  

Revelation 20:1-3 relates of the binding of Satan by an angel and of his banishment into the bottomless 
pit for a thousand years.  

Revelation 20:4 et seq. speaks of the resurrection of the martyrs and witnesses. As perpetual 
attendants of the judgement (verse 4) and priests of God / Christ, these souls who have been 
honoured in the first resurrection (verse 5) will reign with Christ for a thousand years.  

The beatitude in verse 6 likely signifies “consecration from the impure and godless world and 
affiliation with the eschatological domain of God.”  

(Müller, Ulrich: Die Offenbarung des Johannes [The Revelation of John]. Second, revised edition. 
Gütersloh, Wurzburg 1995, p. 339). 

The rule of Christ has its centre in Jerusalem (“the beloved city”, verse 9).  

It is likely conceived of as the abode of the “saints”, against which the onslaught of the forces opposed 
to God is directed (“Gog and Magog”, verse 8). “Like the notion of rule itself, the priesthood of true 
believers is thus characterised by the antagonism between the rule of God and the rule of Satan. [...] 
The promise of a thousand-year rule of the resurrected martyrs holds special meaning for John. Yet 
before the dawn of the new age, that which the salvific death of Christ has effected for the believers 
is to become tangible reality on this earth, namely that they are appointed to rule, appointed as priests 
for God, the Father of Jesus Christ (1: 5 et seq.). The earth already is no longer to belong to the satanic 
powers of the Roman Empire, but at the end, rather belong to Christ and those Christians, who have 
proven themselves as martyrs in such outstanding fashion.” (Müller, Ulrich: ibid., p. 340). 

6.2 Chiliasm in the early church  

Chiliastic notions played an important role for many theologians of the early church (from the second 
to fifth centuries). Some important theologians of the early church are listed in the following:  

• Papias of Hierapolis († 130 AD) emphasised that paradisiacal condi ons would prevail in the 
Messianic kingdom.  

• Jus n Martyr († 160 AD; “Dialogue with Trypho“) taught that the renewal of the earth would 
begin with the second parousia of Christ in Jerusalem. During that time, human beings would 
have a very long lifespan and live in a kind of Paradise.  

• Irenaeus of Lyon († 202 AD) emphasised that all created things would come to perfection, that 
God’s promise to Abraham—namely that he would receive the earth as his inheritance—
would be applied to the believers. The visions of a new earth and the restoration of Jerusalem 
would become reality. The resurrected would be given the opportunity to prepare themselves 
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for ultimate and final salvation. The thousand-year kingdom would serve to the education and 
perfection of mankind.   

• Augus ne († 430) also interpreted the idea of a thousand-year kingdom of peace. His 
understanding was binding for a long time: Augustine understood the thousand years as an 
undefined total amount of time before the return of Christ. The kingdom of peace was thus 
not a future dimension, no longer part of eschatological hope, but rather already present in 
the church: “The church is thus already now the kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of heaven” 
(The City of God 20.9). 

6.3 Chiliasm in the Middle Ages  

After the turn of the millennium, there was a very pronounced interest in chiliasm. Joachim of Fiore 
(1130/35-1202) was of exceptional significance in this context.   

He taught that there were three main ages—corresponding to the Trinity—namely the age of the 
Father, the age of the Son, and the age of the Holy Spirit: 

• according to Joachim of Fiore, the age of the Father spanned the time between the creation 
and the birth of Jesus.  

• the age of the Son is the age of the Christian church.  

• Joachim expected the dawn of the age of the Holy Spirit sometime in the year 1200. This age 
was thus to be the kingdom of peace, which was to usher in the manifestation of a spiritual 
church, in which a life in contemplation of God would prevail. 

Although Joachim’s ideas were condemned by the official church at the Synod of Arles in the year 
1260, they were an inspiration to the Franciscans. They lived in expectation of an “angel pope” who 
would usher in a new age of the church. The opposing pole to this was Emperor Frederick II, who was 
understood by them as the Antichrist. Many Franciscans saw themselves as the bearers of the 
“spiritual church” anticipated by Joachim.  

In the late Middle Ages, the Hussites—or the Taborites, who came into being after the death of Jan 
Hus—advocated chiliastic ideas. The return of Christ signified the end of the present age, which was 
characterised by unrighteousness. The thousand-year kingdom of peace would not have any earthly 
ruler, nor any subjects. All taxes and all social inequalities would come to an end. Chiliasm took on 
unmistakable social-critical overtones among the Hussites.  

6.4 Chiliasm during the time of the Reformation 

In the time of the Reformation there was also debate on the subject of chiliasm:  

• the Augsburg Confession (1530), the most important confessional text of Lutheranism, 
rejected the chiliastic doctrine “that, before the resurrection of the dead, the godly shall 
occupy the kingdom of the world […] and shall exterminate all the godless” (Article 17).  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

25 Dogmatics | Chapter 7: Eschatology 

 
 

• the left wing of the Reformation (e.g. Thomas Müntzer, the Anabaptists), however, were of 
the view that it was the task of the elect to usher in the earthly kingdom of God through battle 
against the princes.  

“Beyond that, the Reformers assumed the traditional objections to chiliasm, namely that it replaced 
the true heavenly hope of the Christian with an earthly hope. Thus they recognised in it a Judaising 
tendency or a similarity with the sensuous Paradise of Islam. Such hopes were later described as 
chiliasmus crassus” (TRE1 7.1, p. 739). 

6.5 Chiliasm in Pietism 

A revival of chiliastic notions began to occur in the Pietism of the seventeenth century. In Pietism, 
there are two distinct chiliastic movements:  

Postmillenarianism and Premillenarianism. 

6.5.1 Postmillenarianism 

Jesus Christ will return once the kingdom of peace has already developed. Postmillenarianism 
anticipates that the kingdom of God will manifest itself through preaching and the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit. Thus there will be no break between the present and the eschatological future.  

Postmillenarianism became especially influential in England in the seventeenth century: “While the 
early Protestants had usually expected an increase in persecution and only anticipated the destruction 
of the papal Antichrist to occur in tandem with the parousia, the notion that the Antichrist could be 
defeated through the gospel and the military might of the Protestant States became more and more 
prevalent before the turn of the century, such that a golden age of the church was conceivable before 
the parousia. This was particularly the case in England, where the fall of the Spanish armada in 1588 
was interpreted as a miracle, and a new, optimistic attitude began to arise.” (TRE, ibid., p. 739 et seq.). 

Postmillenarianism received impetus from J.A. Bengel (1687-1752), among others: people taught 
about the defeat of the papacy, anticipated new outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the conversion of the 
Jews, the evangelisation of all nations, and a long period of peace for the church on earth, which would 
then lead to the parousia.  

The missionary endeavours and revival movements in America and England were of a postmillenarian 
bent (e.g. the notion of America as the “Redeemer nation” in order to promote the salvation of the 
world). 

Consequences of Postmillenarianism 

“The conviction that God’s actions of providence in history would lead to the millennium through 
natural causes were unceremoniously identified with the idea of progress as a law of nature. The role 

                                                             
1 Gerhard Müller, Horst Balz, Gerhard Krause (eds.). Theologische Realenzyklopädie. 36 vols. De Gruyter: Berlin 
1976–2004. 
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of affliction and waste on the way to the kingdom of salvation was neglected in favour of a simple and 
constant forward development, and the significance of human agency in its achievement was 
emphasised. So it was that the Postmillenarianism of the nineteenth century came to be fused with 
the belief of liberal theology in human progress. Similarly, R. Rothe in Germany viewed the kingdom 
of God on earth as the pinnacle of mankind’s moral progress, and postulated a political form for its 
manifestation, which would make the churches superfluous (cultural Protestantism)“ (TRE, ibid., p. 
742). 

6.5.2 Premillenarianism 

Jesus Christ will return visibly before the establishment of the kingdom of peace. To a certain extent, 
Premillenarianism anticipates the spiritual rule of Christ from heaven through the saints, or the rule 
of Christ on earth with the saints.  

6.6 Chiliasm in the nineteenth century 

Premillenarianism experienced a boost in the nineteenth century. The assessment of the French 
Revolution (1789) was of great significance here. The French Revolution was not understood as a 
political act of liberation, but rather as a revolt against the divine order. The democracy demanded by 
the Revolution was seen as presumptuousness and as a godless rule by the people.  

The Albury circle and later Catholic Apostolic congregations assessed the situation of the church 
pessimistically: 

• the church was gripped in a permanent development toward decline, from which only the 
returning Lord—and no human endeavour—could deliver it.  

John Nelson Darby (1800-1882), with whom Edward Irving (1792-1834) had contact for a time, 
proclaimed the end of the age of the church. Jesus would return invisibly. After His visible parousia, 
Jesus would set up His kingdom, in which all Old Testament promises to the Jews would be fulfilled.  

Two differing conceptions of the kingdom of peace: 

• The Adventists (after 1844) rejected the idea of an earthly kingdom of peace. The kingdom of 
peace was viewed as the communion of the resurrected with Christ in heaven, while the earth 
was being devastated (the marriage in heaven is equated here with the kingdom of peace). 
After the battle between Christ and Satan, the godless and Satan would be destroyed. The 
earth would then be renewed in paradisiacal beauty, and become the place of eternal 
salvation and bliss.  

• The Jehovah’s Witnesses (after 1876) taught that the earth would be renewed after the battle 
of Armageddon. The 144,000 consecrated would then be part of the heavenly kingdom of God 
and reign there with Christ. Thereupon, the host of faithful witnesses would live in paradisiacal 
conditions on a renewed earth without suffering from age, illness, or death. Those who had 
not known about the gospel during their lifetimes would also be able to find their place in the 
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kingdom of peace of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. In the course of time, they would resurrect and 
be taught by the faithful witnesses, so that they too would come to repentance.  

7. Chiliasm in the New Apostolic tradition 

Chiliastic positions are advocated in both Catholic Apostolic and New Apostolic eschatology.  

7.1 Chiliasm in the eschatology of the Catholic Apostolic Church  

In his interpretation of the Revelation of John (“Das Buch für unsere Zeit” [The book for our time]), 
Friedrich Wilhelm Schwarz (1815-1896) criticises the church’s rejection of chiliasm. Schwarz taught 
that the promise of the restoration of Israel would be fulfilled at the coming of Jesus in glory, and that 
He would establish an earthly kingdom at this return:  

• “And so a completely new organisation of the church and the states will prevail on earth, in 
which the glorified saints of the previous centuries will be kings and priests […] and live on 
earth and will act in the same manner as the Lord Himself after His resurrection […]” (ibid., pp 
297 et seq.).  

The circumstances in this kingdom will be ideal. Human beings will no longer sin on account of the 
influence of Satan:  

• “Satan will be bound, and so sin will no longer be able to consist of weakness and temptation, 
but rather only of deliberate mischief and hardening of heart.” 

The punishment for these sinners turns out to be massive:  

• “The living who commit sin, will then be guilty of the sin against the Holy Spirit and will thus 
fall prey to eternal damnation.”  

However, the kingdom of peace as a whole is characterised by a constructive interactions among 
Christians:  

• “There will be no death and no crying […] but instead, all Christians in Europe […] will live in 
love and peace with one another” (ibid., p. 298). 

Human beings will speak with Christ just as the disciples did after His resurrection. The church will be 
apostolically equipped.  

Schwarz also has some specific ideas about the ecclesiastical organisation of the kingdom of peace. 
Accordingly, Apostles will play an outstanding role. For Israel this means the following, for example:  

• “Among the tribes of the resurgent Israel of the Old Testament, the resurrected early Apostles, 
prophets, Evangelists, and pastors will assume their respective ministries, and there will be 
four ministries […] for each tribe” (ibid., p. 299). 

The outstanding significance of Israel comes to expression in that:  
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• “The first tribe will once again be Judah, and the first gate of Jerusalem […] and the Lord 
Himself will sit upon the throne of David as a Priest-King.“   

The tribes of Israel will convert and follow Christ.  

There will be a separate apostolate for the resurrected Gentile Christians:  

• “Among the Christians in Europe, twelve Apostles, twelve prophets, twelve Evangelist, twelve 
pastors will rule the universal church.”   

These ministers “will be chosen from among the glorified saints, who […] previously occupied these 
ministries among the Christians” (ibid. p. 299)  

The third group, which will receive the apostolate and the fourfold ministry, are the “living Christians 
of Europe”. From among them, “there will likewise be twelve Apostles, and as many prophets, 
Evangelists, and pastors, in other words, there will again be 48 men to lead the missionary work among 
the heathen.” Schwarz is certain: “This work will be easy and will be completed very quickly, since it 
will be possible to impart the Holy Spirit freely and without obstacle” (ibid. p. 299).  

Paradisiacal conditions will prevail in the kingdom of peace:  

• “All sinless human actions, arts, and sciences will continue to be cultivated as they are today, 
and indeed, will even blossom more than ever.”  

The transformation of the earth is perfect:  

• “After the curse of sin has been lifted, a paradisiacal condition [will] also prevail upon the 
earth […] for human beings, animals, and plants. After all, this is the whole purpose of the 
work of redemption.”  

The kingdom of peace is nothing other than the “restoration of the sinless, paradisiacal condition that 
prevailed on earth before the fall into sin” (ibid, pp 300 et seq.).  

This blissful state in which human beings will live in fellowship with God upon a peaceful earth, will 
last a thousand years.  

• “Thereafter, Satan will be released once again, and the peace and order will be troubled for a 
short time, but then the Last Judgement will commence.”  

After the Last Judgement, all earthly orders will come to an end. All remaining human beings will 
receive resurrection bodies, and God will be all in all” (ibid, p. 307).  

Schwarz absorbs motifs from traditional chiliasm (comprehensive peace among human beings and in 
nature). An essential element of his chiliastic vision is the fact that the Jews will turn to Christ. The 
chiliastic ideas of Schwarz are similar to the ideas of liberal theology concerning the kingdom of God 
(cultural development).  
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7.2 Chiliasm in the eschatology of the New Apostolic Church  

In the eschatology of the time after Apostle Schwarz, chiliasm underwent some extensive changes. 
The idea of a conversion of Israel and of Jerusalem as the central place of salvation disappeared. The 
big chiliastic ideas (peace among the animals, etc.) began to fade. Chiliasm was now to clearly reveal 
God’s will to save.  

We read of the kingdom of peace in the Ninth Article of Faith:  

• I believe that […] after the marriage in heaven He [the Lord Jesus] will return to earth with 
them to establish His kingdom of peace, and that they will reign with Him as a royal 
priesthood. After the conclusion of the kingdom of peace, He will hold the Last Judgement. 
Then God will create a new heaven and a new earth and dwell with His people.   

After the “marriage in heaven”, Jesus will visibly appear on earth. The royal priesthood will reign with 
Him. The gospel will be preached to all human beings. Human beings will continue to be sinners and 
will also continue to be born and to die. By contrast, the royal priesthood will no longer be subject to 
death or sin.  

The thousand years are not to be taken literally, but rather describe a long time.  

See also the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 10.6.  
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Test questions on 7.2 – “What is Apocalypticism?” 

 

1. What is an apocalypse? 
a) A kind of calypso song. 
b) An unknown gospel. 
c) A mostly anonymous text that unveils hidden truths. 
d) A book from biblical time which did not gain entry into the canon, however. 
 
2. Chiliasm is… 
a) the idea that Jesus will return once every thousand years.   
b) the idea of a thousand-year kingdom of peace on earth.  
c) a variant of liberation theology from Chile.  
d) the notion that the great flood lasted a thousand years. 
 
3. Please name one important apocalyptic text in the New Testament:  
a) The gospel of Matthew. 
b) The epistle to the Romans. 
c) The Revelation of Jesus Christ. 
d) The Acts of the Apostles. 
 
4. What is the distinction between eschatology and Apocalypticism?  
a) The turn of an era (eschatology) and the end of time (Apocalypticism).  
b) In the Bible there is only eschatology, not Apocalypticism. 
c) Eschatology is Hebrew and Apocalypticism is Greek. 
d) Nothing. They mean the very same thing.  
 
5. Which eras did Joachim of Fiore identify? 
a) The age of the pope, the emperor, and the Bishop. 
b) The age of the Greeks, the Romans, and the Germanic peoples. 
c) The age of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  
d) The Golden Age, the Silver Age, and the Bronze Age. 
 
6. A postmillennialist position is primarily advocated by: 
a) the Jesuits. 
b) the Persians. 
c) the Hussites. 
d) the Pietists. 
  
7. Which groups of the Reformation period were primarily chiliastic?  
a) “The left wing of the Reformation”, such as Thomas Müntzer and the Baptist movement. 
b) Reformed Protestants such as Calvin and Bucer. 
c) Lutherans like Luther and Melanchthon. 
d) Catholics like Cajetan and Albrecht of Brandenburg.  
 
 
 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

31 Dogmatics | Chapter 7: Eschatology 

 
 

8. Name one important apocalyptic text of the Old Testament. 
a) The book of Daniel. 
b) The books of the Chronicles. 
c) The book of Ezra. 
d) The book of Judges. 
 
9. Name one important apocalyptic text of early Christianity. 
a) The fourth book of Ezra (2 Esdras). 
b) The Banner of the Upright Seven. 
c) The gospel according to Nicodemus. 
d) The Pilate files.  
 
10. The following is a chiliastically oriented denomination: 
a) The Missionary Benedictines. 
b) The Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
c) The Pharisees. 
d) The Old Catholics.  
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7.3 The immortality of the soul and the resurrection 

 

 
This section will deal with the topics of the immortality of the soul 
and the resurrection and how they are related. We will become 
acquainted with important biblical, Platonic, and church historical 
conceptions of the soul and explore notions of resurrection in the 
Bible and in church history.  
 

 

 

1. The immortality of the soul 

The Greek word for ‘soul’ is psyche. The term psyche was originally understood to mean something 
non-personal. It referred to the breath of life which indicates that a human being is alive, and which 
leaves him again in the moment of death.  

At first, the term ‘soul’ meant nothing more than a life force. The direct expression of this force was 
understood to be the movement that it confers upon the body. Beyond that, however, ‘soul’ came to 
signify character and attitude, as well as the seat of human emotion.  

1.1 Conception of the soul in Orphism 

Orphism (as of the sixth century BC) is a Greek mystery religion which traces its roots to Orpheus, the 
mythical singer. In Orphism, the soul is thought to be a piece of divine substance and thus immortal. 
The soul is banished to a body, and this body encloses it within like a prison. 

The liberation of the soul from the body—that is, death—is liberation from actual life. Earthly life was 
considered the death of the soul, as it were, and physical death was seen as the beginning of true and 
real life. Death thus signified the return of the soul to its divine source. 

1.2 Plato’s (427-347 BC) conception of the soul 

The Greek philosopher Plato adopted significant motifs of Orphism and incorporated them into his 
philosophical system:  

• the soul has a divine nature and is thus immortal. 

• before a human being is born, the soul resides in the realm of ideas (it is thus pre-existent). 

• when a human being is born, the soul falls, so to speak, from the realm of ideas into the body, 
which takes it captive. 

• the soul is defiled by the body. 
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• the soul can be purified by attaining knowledge (gnosis) and through asceticism (renunciation 
of pleasures). The notion that the body is a prison leads to a negation of physicality and 
matter. 

The fall of the soul into the body is associated with a forgetfulness of the world of ideas. This 
forgetfulness can gradually be lifted through philosophy (Maieutics). Philosophy leads back to a 
recollection of the world of ideas (Anamnesis) and thus also to redemption. Philosophy is “the human 
spirit sharing in God’s eternal knowledge of ideas” ((Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart [“Religion 
in history and the present”], Fourth Edition, Volume 6, column 1,388). 

After death, the soul enters into the underworld (Hades). There it is judged and punished for its evil 
deeds and thoughts. All of this serves to its purification. Souls that were not sufficiently purified had 
to take on another body (reincarnation). 

The objective is for the soul to ultimately enter into the realm of ideas, that is, into Elysium, and thus 
back to its divine source. 

 

Realm of ideas Maieutics 
Plato imagined that all things in 
the world are merely copies of 
their archetypes which exist in 
the world of forms or ideas. That 
which we regard as reality is in 
truth only a shadow of reality. 
These archetypes are called 
‘ideas’. The place in which they 
find themselves is the realm of 
forms/ideas. 

Maieutics refers to the art of 
midwifery. Just as the midwife 
helps the child emerge from the 
body of the mother, thereby 
liberating it, the philosopher 
liberates and helps the hidden 
knowledge of the soul to 
emerge. He helps the soul to 
remember the truths it has seen 
in the realm of ideas. This 
recollection leads to the 
liberation of the soul from 
ignorance and the captivity of 
matter.  

 

1.3 The soul in the Old Testament 

In the Old Testament there is no conception of the soul that could compare to that of Greek 
philosophy. There is no distinction between body and soul or body, soul, and spirit in the Old 
Testament. Elements of the Platonic doctrine of the soul only begin to enter Judaic thought as of the 
first century BC.  

The Hebrew word that is often translated as ‘soul’ or ‘being’ is nephesh. The term nephesh derives 
from “taking a breath”. Just as in the early Greek conception, it was assumed that this was a tangible 
phenomenon that could be experienced, namely that the breath was a sign or proof of being alive (cf. 
Genesis 2:7):  
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• “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the 
breath of life; and man became a living being.” 

Only those who breathe are alive, while those who no longer breathe are dead. The seat of the 
nephesh, that is, of the life force, is the blood (cf. Genesis 9:4):  

• “But you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood.” 

The nephesh is not reserved for human beings alone, as humans and animals alike breathe, and the 
same life force is present in both (Ecclesiastes 3:18-19): 

• “I said in my heart, ‘concerning the condition of the sons of men, God tests them, that they 
may see that they themselves are like animals. For what happens to the sons of men also 
happens to animals; one thing befalls them: as one dies, so dies the other. Surely, they all have 
one breath; man has no advantage over animals, for all is vanity.” 

Thus the term nephesh does not describe an undying life (soul) that continues to exist after death, but 
rather refers to material, mortal life.  

• When Luther translates the word nephesh as “my soul”, he is referring to the ego, the personal 
‘I’. Thus the statement: “Bless [praise] the Lord, O my soul” actually means: “I will praise the 
Lord.” 

• In the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Bible which came into being starting in the third 
century BC, the word nephesh was translated using the Greek word psyche. This opened up a 
new and deeper understanding of what this vitality, this life force, actually is. It was by way of 
this translation that Greek conceptuality came to be associated with the text of the Bible. The 
soul was from then on understood as a part of the person, and no longer necessarily as the 
person himself.  

1.4 Life after death in the Old Testament 

The Old Testament does not have a single conception of a life after death. In the earliest times it was 
thought that a person would merely lead a shadowy and joyless existence in the realm of the dead.  

Pessimistic assessments of the condition of the dead can also be found, among others, in Psalm 88:5-
6: 

• “[I am] adrift among the dead, like the slain who lie in the grave, who You remember no more, 
and who are cut off from Your hand. You have laid me in the lowest pit, in darkness, in the 
depths.” 

 Similar thoughts can be found in Ecclesiastes 3:19-21:  

• “For what happens to the sons of men also happens to animals; one thing befalls them: as one 
dies, so dies the other. Surely, they all have one breath; man has no advantage over animals, 
for all is vanity. All go to one place: all are from the dust, and all return to dust. Who knows 
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the spirit of the sons of men, which goes upward, and the spirit of the animal, which goes 
down to the earth?” 

Often people were of the view that the dead found themselves in a condition of remoteness from God 
(Psalm 6:5):  

• “For in death there is no remembrance of You; in the grave who will give You thanks?” 

In later times the idea developed that the departed were simply asleep and waiting for their 
resurrection (Daniel 12:2):  

• “And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, 
some to shame and everlasting contempt.” 

Belief in the resurrection of the dead is also found in 2 Maccabees 7:9: 

• “[Therefore] he also received the next torment in order, as the former did. And when he was 
at the last gasp, he said, ‘Thou like a fury takest us out of this present life, but the King of the 
world shall raise us up, who have died for His laws, unto everlasting life.” 

1.5 The soul in early Judaism 

The Greek conception of the soul, which was decisively marked by Plato, was adopted into early Judaic 
thought. In the early Judaic Apocalypses we find the notion that the souls of the righteous will dwell 
in a blissful and blessed place, while the souls of the wicked find themselves in hell. 

Fundamental elements of the Greek conception of the soul can be found in the Wisdom of Solomon. 
Human beings consist of body and soul. In the Wisdom of Solomon 8:9, “Solomon” speaks of himself:  

• “For I was a witty child and had a good spirit.” 

As with Platonism, body and soul exist as opposites. In Wisdom of Solomon 9:15 we read:  

• “For the corruptible body presseth down the soul, and the earthly tabernacle weigheth down 
the mind that museth upon many things.” 

Here the Wisdom of Solomon follows in the tradition of Greek thought.  

The Sadducees, the most conservative group within early Judaism, completely rejected the idea of an 
immortal soul and any notions of resurrection for the dead.  

While the Pharisees did believe in the immortality of the soul, their understanding was that only the 
souls of the elect would resurrect.  
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1.6 The soul in the New Testament 

The New Testament is often close to the positions of early Judaism. The soul (psyche) is not a central 
term in the New Testament writings, however. The whole New Testament—like the Old Testament 
already—is very reserved when it comes to the matter of the beyond or the immortality of the soul.  

In the synoptic gospels—that is, the gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke—the term ‘soul’ 
(psyche) is found relatively often. Much of the time, however, it preserves the Old Testament 
understanding of the word. The term psyche can be understood in any of the following meanings in 
the writings of the synoptic authors:  

• psyche can refer to the immortal part of a human being (Matthew 10:28):  

“And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. But rather fear Him who is 
able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” 

• psyche can mean “I myself” (Matthew 12:18):  

  “Behold! My Servant whom I have chosen, My Beloved in whom My soul is well pleased! I will 
put My Spirit upon Him, and He will declare justice to the Gentiles.” 

• psyche can mean “physical life” (Mark 8:35-37): 

“For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the 
gospel’s will save it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own 
soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?” 

1.6.1 The soul in the writings of Paul 

The position of Paul with regard to the idea of an immortal soul is not clear. The passage in 2 
Corinthians 5:1-6 might be based on the Greek conception of the soul:  

• “For we know that if our earthly house, this tent, is destroyed, we have a building from God, 
a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. For in this we groan, earnestly desiring 
to be clothed with our habitation which is from heaven, if indeed, having been clothed, we 
shall not be found naked. For we who are in this tent groan, being burdened, not because we 
want to be unclothed, but further clothed, that mortality may be swallowed up by life. Now 
He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who also has given us the Spirit as a 
guarantee. So we are always confident, knowing that while we are at home in the body we 
are absent from the Lord.” 

However, there is no mention of any life of the soul that is independent of physicality in 2 Corinthians 
5.  

This passage seems to play on the opposition between soul and body.  
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• “It should not be in dispute that Paul formulates his arguments in a dualistic manner in his 
debate with the Corinthian proto-Gnostics. His opponents apparently do not want to have 
anything to do with any sort of physical resurrection (in the style of 1 Corinthians 15). Their 
ideal is an incorporeal existence in the weightless world of light. Paul adopts their mode of 
expression but states the opposite: ‘We shall not be found naked’ because there is a glorious 
body waiting for us (cf. Philippians 3: 21).” 

(Gräßer, Erich: Der zweite Brief an die Korinther [The second letter to the Corinthians]. Chapters 1: 1-
7, 16. Gütersloh, Wurzburg 2002, p. 182). 

Erich Gräßer emphasises:  

• “An incorporeal human being is inconceivable to Paul, whether in this life or in the next, 
because for his Judaic thinking, incorporeality is equated with non-existence. However, 
pneumatic physicality […] is not a continuation of earthly physicality on a higher level. Rather, 
the destruction of earthly physicality is practically a prerequisite and condition for pneumatic 
physicality (1 Corinthians 15: 36 et seq.)” (Ibid., p. 185). 

Paul rejects the idea of the nakedness of the soul which comes into being through death, since the 
soul will be further clothed in any case. Earthly physicality is thus replaced by a heavenly—spiritual—
physicality, the nature and composition of which is not explained any further.  

1.6.2 Spirit, soul, body 

The only passage that speaks of the trinity of “spirit, soul, and body” is 1 Thessalonians 5:23:  

• “And now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you completely: and may your whole spirit, 
soul, and body be preserved blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

This tripartite division can also be found in Greek philosophy. Most exegetes do not understand this 
Bible passage as an anthropological conception:  

• “Here (and only in this place in the New Testament), the human person encounters a tripartite 
division into spirit, soul, and body. However, Paul is not trying to impart any sort of 
anthropological definition, but rather uses this tripartite division (which is also found in 
Hellenism) to bring to expression in most comprehensive fashion that the sanctification of a 
human being by the formative power of God defines and shapes the person as a whole […].” 

(Marxen, Willy: Der erste Brief an die Thessalonicher [The first letter to the Thessalonians]. Zurich 
1979, p. 72 et seq.). 

Thus ‘soul’ (psyche) and ‘body’ (soma) can be understood as components of human individuality. In 
contrast, the ‘spirit’ (pneuma) is likely not understood as a part of human nature, but rather as an 
expression of God’s actions of new creation upon the person. The spirit is rather regarded as a power 
that fills the soul and body.  
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1.6.3 The soul as an immortal part of a human being 

The parable of Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31) can be understood as a reference to the soul as an immortal 
part of a human being. This parable cites ideas that were widespread in early Judaism, for example, 
among the Pharisees.  

• After their death, both the souls of Lazarus and the rich man enter into different realms. In 
the parable of Lazarus, the soul of the righteous finds itself in a condition of bliss, namely in 
the bosom of Abraham, while the soul of the unrighteous, the rich man, finds itself in a place 
of torment. The soul appears as a personal dimension, which outlives death and is aware of 
itself. 

The first epistle of Peter is also of great significance for the Christian conception of the soul. From 1 
Peter 2:11 we can derive that soul and body exist in contrast to one another:  

• “Beloved, I beg you as sojourners and pilgrims, abstain from fleshly lusts which war against 
the soul.” 

Here the soul finds itself in a defensive battle against the lusts of the flesh. The exegetist Eduard 
Schweitzer opined that this is “the most strongly Hellenised passage pertaining to the psyche in the 
New Testament.”  

The Platonic opposition between body and soul can thus also be found here. The soul of the sinners 
find themselves in “prison”, in a state of remoteness from God (1 Peter 3:19):  

• “By whom [the Spirit] also He [Christ] went and preached to the spirits [souls] in prison.” 

The personal character of these souls is emphasised in that the gospel is preached to them and in that 
they can still be saved.  

2. The soul in the Christian tradition 

Concepts and terms from Greek philosophy—such as ‘soul’, ‘spirituality’, and ‘immortality’—were 
reshaped by the Church Fathers and adapted to the basic realities of the Christian faith.  

In the Catholic and Protestant theology of the twentieth century, the concept of the soul became 
problematic, and to some extent was found to be unusable. Many Protestant theologians in particular 
reject the notion of an immortal soul because it is not found in this form in Holy Scripture, but rather 
only “migrated” into Christendom from Greek philosophy.  

2.1 The soul in the view of Augustine (354-430) 

Here the soul is the actual person. It is a principle of organisation and activity that defines the body 
and leads to unity. The soul is not only present in one part, but rather in the whole of the body. The 
soul needs the body in order to impart itself to the material world. The life of the soul in the material 
world is thus only possible by way of the body.  
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The body needs the soul because it allows the person to impart himself back to the world of God. 
Having a soul signifies participation in God as the source of all life. Because the soul shares in the ideas 
of truth, and experiences God’s gracious care, it is itself immortal.  

• “Augustine emphasises, contrary to Plato, the immortality of the soul on the basis of its inner 
longing, not on the basis of its divine nature. The only way he can interpret the nature of the 
soul is in the horizon of its createdness on the basis of a direct relationship with God.” 

(Müller, Ulrich: Katholische Dogmatik [Catholic Dogmatics]. Fifth edition Freiburg/Br. 2003, p. 117).  

2.2 The soul in present-day Catholicism 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (1993) states: 

• “[…] ‘soul’ signifies the spiritual principle in man.  

The vitality of a human being is thus expressed by way of the term ‘soul’. In Catholic theology, the 
terms ‘soul’ and ‘spirit’ are identified with one another. Thus it speaks of a ‘spiritual soul’. It is through 
the spiritual soul that the body comes to life. Soul and body thus do not exist in tension to one another 
and cannot be interpreted as opposites either. Rather the two constitute a single entity. Spirit (soul) 
and matter (body) are not two different natures, but instead comprise one single nature. Human 
nature is thus singular—contrary to the situation of Jesus Christ (dual natures)—which is characterised 
by the spiritual soul and the body:  

• “The unity of soul and body is so profound that one has to consider the soul to be the “form” 
of the body: i.e., it is because of its spiritual soul that the body made of matter becomes a 
living, human body; spirit and matter, in man, are not two natures united, but rather their 
union forms a single nature.” 

While the human body comes into being through the human act of procreation, the spiritual soul is 
directly created by God and is immortal.  

Excursus: The soul in the writings of Joseph Ratzinger 

 “As a created being, he [man] is made for a relationship which entails indestructibility. The 
immortality of the soul arises from the soul‘s essential connection to God, not from an 
unrelated state of selfhood. The ability to have a relationship, the openness to the existence 
of God, is not an added ingredient to an existence that is independent of Him: it is precisely 
that which we call ‘soul’.” 

Matter cannot be the constancy-factor in a human being because it is in constant state of change. “For 
this reason, the distinction between soul and body is indispensable.” 

(Ratzinger, Joseph: Kleine katholische Dogmatik [Small book of Catholic dogmatic theology]. Volume 
IX. Eschatology—death and eternal life. Sixth revised edition, Regensburg 1990, pp. 130, 133).  
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Ratzinger also asks what happens to those human beings who deprive themselves of a positive 
relationship with God through their unbelief:  

• “But how is it when a man lives contrary to his being, when he is closed off instead of open?” 
In other words, what happens if he negates his relationship to God, or even fails to recognise 
it? Conduct that is not pleasing to God does not undo one’s being. The “fundamental 
dependency on the truth, on God, remains intact, even if it is negated or forgotten” (ibid, p. 
131). 

Sinful man seeks immortality of himself, perhaps through a legacy he leaves behind, but this is 
destined to fail. The result would be an “existence in non-existence” and a “shadow life” (ibid.). 

2.3 The soul in present-day Protestantism 

The concept of the soul is hardly used within Protestant theology and the Protestant Catechism for 
Adults. The Protestant theologian Christian Link explains the concept of the soul as follows:  

• “The soul is that element in which the care of God for mankind and His effect upon the created 
being, becomes an event. The theological concept of the soul can only be apprehended if one 
assumes this movement of God toward man, which biblical tradition describes as the spirit. 
The spirit, who makes the soul his dwelling place, establishes the unity and the order of the 
relationship between soul and body. The creaturely ‘I’ created by God is only revealed in the 
work of the spirit. The spirit is the principle that makes a human being into a subject without, 
of course, being bound to the life of this subject. It is not affected by the latter’s death, but 
rather returns to God when person dies, or “gives up the ghost”. It (not the soul) is immortal, 
in contrast to the human subject.” 

(RGG. Fourth edition, Volume 7, p. 1103). 

While the idea of an immortal soul is rejected as a rule, there is nevertheless a hope in the resurrection 
of the dead. Here the resurrection refers to ultimate and permanent life with God.  

2.4 The soul in the New Apostolic Church 

“It is by hearing the divine call that a human being perceives himself as a person—it is through God’s 
address of a human being as “you” that the person becomes “I”. The person is now capable of praising 
God, communicating with God in prayer, and listening to God’s word” (CNAC 3.3.2).  

Thus the soul is not to be conceived of as an immortal human selfhood independent of God, but is 
based on the indestructible relationship between man and God. Man has always been the one 
addressed by God. His personhood derives from this address by God.  

The New Apostolic Church teaches:  

• “The body comes into being through procreation and thus shares in the nature and form of 
the parents. The soul, on the other hand, is not the result of the human act of procreation, 
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but is created directly by God. In it God’s present-day creatorship becomes evident” (CNAC 
3.3.4).  

The New Apostolic Church rejects any dualism of soul and body:  

• “Spirit, soul, and body should not be understood as being independent from one another. 
Rather, they are interconnected. They permeate and influence one another because man is a 
unified entity: for as long as he lives on earth, he is an entity comprised of spirit, soul, and 
body (1 Thessalonians 5:23), which exist in close interaction with one another. After the death 
of the body, this entity consists of spirit and soul” (CNAC 3.3.4).  

The personhood of a human being is not destroyed by death, because even the departed continue to 
be addressed by God:  

• “Death does not put an end to human personhood. This personhood is then expressed 
through spirit and soul” (Ibid).  

Immortality is a characteristic conferred upon the soul by God. It is rooted in man’s likeness to God, 
which was granted to human beings through the divine act of creation.  

• “God gave His most distinguished creation a life force and also permitted them to share in 
divine characteristics such as love, personality, freedom, reason, and immortality” (CNAC  
3.3.2). 

The immortality of the soul is a prerequisite for “eternal life”, namely everlasting fellowship with God, 
as well as for life in the beyond. 

3. Resurrection 

3.1 The religious-historical background 

The idea that the dead can return to life and lead an everlasting life can also be found in the non-
Abrahamic religions (Abrahamic religions = Judaism, Christianity, and Islam).  

For example, there are narratives in Egyptian, Greek, and Nordic mythology which relate that gods or 
demigods who had been killed (such as Osiris, Dionysus, or Baldur) came back to life in a body.  

Beyond that, in the Iranian proto-religion known as Zoroastrianism (Parsism), which is based on the 
preaching of Zoroaster, there is not only the idea of dead gods coming back to life, but rather even of 
a resurrection of the dead. 

The notion of a resurrection of the dead is common to the three great monotheistic religions—
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The hope in the resurrection takes on a central position within the 
eschatological conceptions of these three religions.  
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3.2 The resurrection of the dead in the Old Testament 

The oldest conception of any resurrection is the expectation of the revival of Israel as a nation. Ezekiel 
37:1-6 records the following vision of the field of dead men:  

• “The hand of the Lord came upon me and brought me out in the Spirit of the Lord and set me 
down in the midst of the valley; and it was full of bones. Then He caused me to pass by them 
all around, and behold, there were very many in the open valley; and indeed they were very 
dry. And He said to me, ‘Son of man, can these bones live?’ So I answered, ‘O Lord God, You 
know.’ Again He said to me, ‘Prophesy to these bones, and say to them, “O dry bones, hear 
the word of the Lord! Thus says the Lord God to these bones: ‘Surely I will cause breath to 
enter into you, and you shall live. I will put sinews on you and bring flesh upon you, cover you 
with skin and put breath in you; and you shall live. Then you shall know that I am the Lord.’”’” 

This Bible passage depicts Israel’s national renewal as a resurrection from the grave of captivity. Here 
the resurrection of the dead is thus a metaphor for a historical event. However, this text was in later 
times understood as a reference to the actual resurrection of the dead. 

Isaiah 24-26 poses the question as to the fate of the dead. From Old Testament statements concerning 
death, such as that recorded in Isaiah 26:14 …  

• “They are dead, they will not live; they are deceased, they will not rise. Therefore You have 
punished and destroyed them, and made all their memory to perish”,  

… a comprehensive certainty arises, which ultimately becomes a hopeful promise of salvation (Isaiah 
26:19):  

• “Your dead shall live; together with my dead body they shall arise.”  

Here the resurrection is no longer a metaphor for the resurgence of a people, but rather the promise 
of a new life for the dead.  

Further testimony for an individual physical resurrection of the dead is found in Daniel 12:2. The book 
of Daniel is part of the Old Testament’s apocalyptic literature that deals with matters pertaining to the 
end time. This includes the resurrection. Daniel promises that many will resurrect at the end of the 
ages, some to eternal life, and others to eternal torment.  

In 2 Maccabees 7: 14, 23 we read that the martyrs and the righteous will resurrect:  

• “So when he was ready to die, he said thus, ‘It is good, being put to death by men, to look for 
hope from God to be raised up again by him: as for thee, thou shalt have no resurrection to 
life.”  
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The author is not speaking of a general resurrection of the dead here, but of a resurrection of the 
chosen and elect. Resurrection in this context is a reward for faithfulness to the living God. 
Accordingly, the unfaithful will not resurrect. 

“It is good, being put to death by men, to look for hope from God to be raised up again by him: as for 
thee [the Gentile king], thou shalt have no resurrection to life” (verse 14). 

3.3 The resurrection of the dead in the New Testament 

The Pharisees believed in the physical resurrection of the dead, and in this they were fundamentally 
different from the Sadducees, who adamantly rejected this notion. Jesus emphasises that the position 
of the Sadducees is erroneous. In Mark 12:18-27 it becomes clear that there is continuity between the 
present and later life after the resurrection:  

• “Then some Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to Him; and they asked Him, 
saying; ‘Teacher, Moses wrote to us that if a man’s brother dies, and leaves his wife behind, 
and leaves no children, his brother should take his wife and raise up offspring for his brother. 
Now there were seven brothers. The first took a wife; and dying, he left no offspring. And the 
second took her, and he died; nor did he leave any offspring. And the third likewise. So the 
seven had her and left no offspring. Last of all the woman died also. Therefore, in the 
resurrection, when they rise, whose wife will she be? For all seven had her as wife.’ Jesus 
answered and said to them, ‘Are you not therefore mistaken, because you do not know the 
Scriptures nor the power of God? For when they rise from the dead, they neither marry nor 
are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven. But concerning the dead, that they rise, 
have you not read in the book of Moses, in the burning bush passage, how God spoke to him, 
saying, “I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob”? He is not the God 
of the dead, but the God of the living. You are therefore greatly mistaken.’” 

3.3.1 The resurrection in the writings of Paul 

The letters of Apostle Paul are of great importance for our understanding of the resurrection of the 
dead. The oldest New Testament attestation for the hope of the resurrection is found in 1 
Thessalonians 4:13-18:  

• “But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest 
you sorrow as others who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even 
so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word of the 
Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede 
those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the 
voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then 
we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the 
Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord.” 
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Here the parousia and the resurrection, or the transformation of the righteous, are brought together 
in direct relationship to one another. The remarks of the Apostle are a reaction to the question of 
what will become of those devout individuals who die before the return of Christ.  

The text in 1 Corinthians 15 relates an exhaustive argument with the opponents of the belief in the 
resurrection. Presumably there were members of the congregation in Corinth who believed that death 
was the liberation of the soul from the prison of the body. The soul, which would previously have 
fallen victim to sin, would now become immortal through belief in Christ.  

Paul holds fast vehemently to the idea of physical resurrection, and derives it from the resurrection of 
Jesus as an essential event of salvation. He emphasises the intrinsic relationship between the 
resurrection of Jesus, which has already occurred, and the future resurrection of the faithful. The 
death and resurrection of Jesus are thus united in a reciprocal relationship with the death and 
resurrection of the believers. The resurrection of Jesus is the reason for the resurrection of the dead. 
The resurrection of the dead attests to the truth of the resurrection of Christ.  

The first epistle to the Corinthians makes it clear that the resurrection of the dead does not refer to a 
mere revival or resuscitation, but that it is to be understood as a new kind of existence. In 1 Corinthians 
15:42-44 we read as follows:  

• “So also is the resurrection of the dead. The body is sown in corruption, it is raised in 
incorruption. It is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in 
power. It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there 
is a spiritual body.” 

Here Paul distinguishes himself clearly from the Judaic-Pharisaic tradition, which understood the 
resurrection to be a mere restoration of original physicality.  

According to Paul, a carnal body is defined by worldly interrelationships, while the spiritual body is a 
form of existence that is completely oriented to God.  

3.3.2 Essential elements of the New Testament’s belief in the resurrection 

The later writings of the New Testament primarily take the position of Paul, or presuppose it. In any 
case, the resurrection of the dead is seen in the direct context of Jesus’ resurrection. It is nothing other 
than the eschatological outcome of this event.  

Thus the resurrection is not only a futurist event, but also at the same time a perfectionistic (that is, 
an already completed) event (perfectionistic eschatology consists of the crucifixion of Jesus). The 
future resurrection of the dead expected in Apocalypticism has thus already begun in Jesus Christ. 
Thus the New Testament gains a new understanding of eschatology as a whole, because it now has 
perfectionistic, realised, and futurist aspects.  
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3.4 The resurrection of the dead in the Christian tradition 

The most widespread conception of the resurrection of the dead is that the immortal soul will be 
provided with a newly created or a resurrected body, in order to live with God for all eternity.  

However, there are also other conceptions of the resurrection: 

• according to Augustine, the resurrection of the soul already occurs in this life. On the Day of 
Judgement it will be united with the resurrection body. He does not clearly state whether or 
not this resurrection body possesses materiality in the sense of flesh and blood. 

• the medieval theologian and Neoplatonist Duns Scotus taught that only the incorporeal soul 
participates in the eternity of God and that the body will be transformed into the soul by God. 

3.4.1 Thoughts on the resurrection in Protestantism 

The Protestant view of the resurrection does not necessarily include the notion of an immortal soul. 
In Protestantism there is the idea that the soul sleeps during death (Luther). 

While this signifies the end of the soul’s active ability to relate to God, it does not mean that the soul 
ceases to be carried by God (Härle). 

Among Protestant theologians like Rudolf Bultmann, Karl Barth, or Paul Tillich, there is the notion that 
human beings share in the eternity of God after death. Here the concept of the resurrection no longer 
refers to the continuation of human personhood through its relationship to God.  

Believers can rest assured that God will not abandon man in death, but will rather continue to relate 
to him. Eternal life is then the continued relationship of man with God beyond death. 

3.4.2 The resurrection of the dead as a completely new creation 

In some Protestant groups there is the notion that a person completely ceases to exist after death. 
There is neither any sort of immortality of the soul, nor is there any sort of “soul sleep”, but rather 
only utter death. On the Day of Judgement, God will remember the person and identity of the 
individual and create him anew. The renewal of the human identity thus lies in the will of God. Thereby 
He reveals Himself anew as the Creator who creates from nothing. This notion is called 
Annihilationism.   

Among others, it is advocated by Karl Barth, Werner Elert, Paul Althaus, and Eberhard Jüngel. 

3.4.3 The composition of the resurrection body 

There are different ideas about the composition of the resurrection body:  

• according to Origen and his followers, this body is an ideal body, namely a perfect sphere that 
shines. 
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• according to Augustine and Peter Lombard (died 1160), the resurrection body will behave as 
if it were 32 years old, since it is modelled after the age of Jesus. 

• according to Duns Scotus, the resurrection body is without any kind of materiality, and is thus 
similar to the immortal soul. 

3.5 Statements of the New Apostolic Church on the resurrection 

The New Apostolic Church espouses the idea of both the immortal soul and the resurrection. 

In the explanation concerning the Third Article of Faith we read as follows:  

• “The belief in the resurrection of Jesus and the resurrection of the dead—which is predicated 
upon it—are among the essential certainties of Christian faith. The “resurrection of the dead” 
refers to the fact that those who have died in Christ will receive their own glorified body, 
whereby they can share in God’s glory (1 Corinthians 15: 42-44)” (CNAC 2.4.3). 

• “Death does not put an end to human personhood. This personhood is then expressed 
through spirit and soul. At the resurrection of the dead, spirit and soul will be united with a 
resurrection body” (CNAC 3.3.4).  

The resurrection of Jesus is of outstanding Christological relevance:  

• “Through the resurrection, God acknowledged the Crucified One as the Christ (Acts 2: 36). In 
Him alone eternal salvation is given” (CNAC 3.4.9.9). 

Belief in Jesus as the Christ and belief in the resurrection belong together: 

• Without belief in His resurrection, it would be pointless to believe in Jesus Christ:  

• “And if Christ is not risen, then our preaching is empty and your faith is also empty” 
(1 Corinthians 15:14).  

• It is only through the resurrection of Christ that the believer has a justified hope for eternal 
life, because this resurrection has made it possible to overcome the separation between man 
and God caused by Adam’s fall into sin (1 Corinthians 15:21-22):  

• “For since by man came death, by Man also came the resurrection of the dead. For as 
in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive.”  

• The profession of Jesus as the Christ and belief in His resurrection are of fundamental 
importance for human deliverance (1 Peter 1:3-12):  

• “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His 
abundant mercy has begotten us again to a living hope through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that 
does not fade away, reserved in heaven for you, who are kept by the power of God 
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through faith for salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you greatly 
rejoice, though now for a little while, if need be, you have been grieved by various 
trials, that the genuineness of your faith, being much more precious than gold that 
perishes, though it is tested by fire, may be found to praise, honour, and glory at the 
revelation of Jesus Christ, whom having not seen you love. Though now you do not 
see Him, yet believing, you rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory, receiving 
the end of your faith—the salvation of your souls. Of this salvation the prophets have 
inquired and searched carefully, who prophesied of the grace that would come to you, 
searching what, or what manner of time, the Spirit of Christ who was in them was 
indicating when He testified beforehand the sufferings of Christ and the glories that 
would follow. To them it was revealed that, not to themselves, but to us they were 
ministering the things which now have been reported to you through those who have 
preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven—things which angels 
desire to look into.” 

This belief in the resurrection of “Christ the firstfruits” from the dead lays the foundation for belief in 
the resurrection of the dead in Christ and the transformation of the living at His return (1 Corinthians 
15:52):  

• “…the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.” 
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Test questions on 7.3 – “The immortality of the soul and the resurrection” 

 

1. What does the Catholic Church understand by the term ‘spiritual soul’?   
a) The spiritual principle in man.  
b) The supernatural life principle in man. 
c) The mental life principle in man. 
d) The physical life principle in man.  
 
2. How does Apostle Paul understand the resurrection?  
a) As a resuscitation.  
b) As reincarnation into another body. 
c) As a new form of existence. 
d) As the return of the soul into the body. 
 
3. What early Judaic group rejected the resurrection?  
a) The Essenes. 
b) The Sadducees. 
c) The Herodians. 
d) The Pharisees. 
 
4. Who is a prominent advocate of the notion of “soul sleep”?  
a) Martin Luther. 
b) John Hus. 
c) Joseph Ratzinger. 
d) Apostle John. 
 
5. Where does the New Testament mention “spirit, soul, and body”?  
a) In the letter to the Romans. 
b) In the gospel of Matthew. 
c) In the first epistle to the Thessalonians.  
d) In the Acts of the Apostles. 
 
6. Where does the Bible speak of the revival of Israel as a nation?  
a) Jeremiah 31. 
b) Ezekiel 37. 
c) Isaiah 12.  
d) Psalm 104. 
 
7. What biblical idea prevails in Platonism pertaining to the life of the soul in the body?  
a) The body is the waiting room of the soul. 
b) The body is the prison of the soul. 
c) The body is the home of the soul. 
d) The body is the train station of the soul. 
 
 
 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

49 Dogmatics | Chapter 7: Eschatology 

 
 

8. What is the principal characteristic of the New Apostolic Church’s hope in the resurrection?  
a) The resurrection is the resuscitation of the dead. 
b) At the resurrection of the dead, spirit and soul will be united with a resurrection body. 
c) At the resurrection of the dead, spirit and soul will be united with an astral body. 
d) The resurrection is reincarnation. 
 
9. How does the soul come into being, according to the New Apostolic understanding?  
a) Through conception by the Holy Spirit. 
b) As a direct result of God’s present-day creatorship. 
c) Not at all, because it was already with God beforehand.  
d) Through procreation on the part of the parents.  
 
10. What did the soul signify in Orphism?  
a) The soul is a piece of divine substance and is mortal. 
b) The soul is a piece of human substance and is immortal. 
c) The soul is a piece of human substance and is mortal. 
d) The soul is a piece of divine substance and is immortal. 
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7.4 Parousia and Judgement 
 

 
Parousia is the technical theological term for the return of Christ. 
In this teaching unit we will become acquainted with the biblical 
statements pertaining to parousia and learn what various 
theologians have to say about the subject.  
 
We will derive our own perspective on parousia and will 
illuminate the relationship between parousia and judgement, in 
which the doctrine of the New Apostolic Church diverges from 
that of other churches in many points.  
 

 

 

1. Notions about parousia in the New Testament  

The Greek expression ‘parousia’ is a term that was used to describe the arrival of a god or ruler who 
had previously been absent. The term ‘parousia’ is semantically related to the term ‘epiphany’ (Greek 
epiphaneia, ‘appearing’) and the Latin-derived term ‘Advent’ (adventus, ‘arrival’).  

In Christian theology, parousia denotes the anticipated return of Jesus Christ and thus also the 
completion of the history of salvation. With it, the arrival of the expected kingdom of God will also be 
fulfilled.  

The early Christians were still hoping for the parousia to occur during their lifetime, however the 
anticipated kingdom of God did not come. This is known as the ‘delay of the parousia’.  This delay of 
the parousia is addressed in various texts of the New Testament and is interpreted in various ways.  

The parousia (return) of Christ is also described as the “day of the Lord”. In the Old Testament we find 
the expression “day of Yahweh” in the original Hebrew. This is the day of God’s judgement, over which 
He will preside at the end of time.  

In the Septuagint, the oldest Greek translation of the Old Testament, the name of God is translated 
using the term Kyrios (Lord). Thus the “day of Yahweh” becomes the “day of the Kyrios”, which means 
“day of the Lord”. Since the designation of Kyrios is applied to Jesus Christ in the New Testament, the 
expression “day of the Lord” is used in reference to the return of Christ. 

Although there are signs of its coming, the parousia occurs suddenly. This aspect of the “day of the 
Lord” is described in various Bible passages.  
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 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11: 

“But concerning the times and the seasons, brethren, you have no need that I should write to you. 
For you yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so comes as a thief in the night. For 
when they say, ‘Peace and safety!’ then sudden destruction comes upon them, as labour pains 
upon a pregnant woman. And they shall not escape. But you, brethren, are not in darkness, so 
that this Day should overtake you as a thief. You are all sons of light and sons of the day. We are 
not of the night nor of the darkness. Therefore let us not sleep, as others do, but let us watch and 
be sober. For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk are drunk at night. But let 
us who are of the day be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet the 
hope of salvation. For God did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who died for us, that whether we wake or sleep, we should live together with Him. 
Therefore comfort each other and edify one another, just as you also are doing.”  

 Matthew 24:42-44: 

“Watch therefore, for you do not know what hour your Lord is coming. But know this, that if the 
master of the house had known what hour the thief would come, he would have watched and not 
allowed his houses to be broken into. Therefore you also be ready, for the Son of Man is coming 
at an hour you do not expect.” 

 2 Peter 3:10: 

“But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which the heavens will pass away with 
a great noise, and the elements will melt with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are 
in it will be burned up.” 

The testimony of the New Testament agrees on the fact that the day of the Lord will come as a thief 
in the night. The parousia, the second appearing of Jesus, also has a strong emphasis on judgement. 
This is referenced in Matthew 25:31-32:  

“When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the holy angels with Him, then He will sit on 
the throne of His glory. All the nations will be gathered before Him, and He will separate them 
one from another, as a shepherd divides his sheep from the goats.” 

The judgement is not the focus of the anticipation of the parousia, however. This can be recognised 
in the Aramaic prayer: “Maranatha” (“Oh Lord, come!”). The church, who expresses this cry in prayer, 
knows that they do not need to look to the day of Christ’s return in fear and dread. Rather, the church 
longs for the return of Christ as a joyful event. 

1.1. Paul’s anticipation of the parousia  

The parousia occupied the centre of Apostle Paul’s faith and life. He lived in the constant expectation 
that the Lord would still come in his lifetime. The following bible passages attest to this:  
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 Philippians 4:5b: 

“The Lord is at hand.” 

 Philippians 3:20: 

“For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus 
Christ.”  

However, Apostle Paul does not attempt to specify a definite moment in time for the return of Christ. 
It is characteristic of Paul’s writing to associate the parousia with the rapture of those who believe in 
Christ, the resurrection of the dead, and the judgement.  

 1 Thessalonians 4:14-17: 

“For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep 
in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until 
the coming of the Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself will 
descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. 
And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together 
with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord.” 

1.2 Notions of parousia in the Synoptic Gospels  

The coming of the Son of Man is also described in the Synoptic gospels. The figure of the “Son of Man” 
first appears in Daniel 7:13-14:  

• “I was watching in the night visions, and behold, One like the Son of Man, coming with the 
clouds of heaven! He came to the Ancient of Days, and they brought Him near before Him. 
Then to Him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and 
languages should serve Him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass 
away, and His kingdom the one which shall not be destroyed.”  

There He appears as a heavenly being to whom God commits all power. Jesus is identified with the 
Son of Man. The fact that Jesus did not explicitly identify Himself as the Son of Man has led some 
exegetes to claim that Jesus Himself was expecting the coming of the Son of Man.  

1.3 Notions of parousia in the Gospel of John  

The Gospel of John often speaks of events that are already happening, but still lie in the future in other 
writings of the New Testament. For example, it makes the following statements: 
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Gospel of John Other New Testament writings 
“He who believes in the Son has 
everlasting life” (John 3:36) 

“And everyone who has left houses 
or brothers or sisters or father or 
mother or wife or children or lands, 
for My name’s sake, shall receive a 
hundredfold, and inherit eternal life” 
(Matthew 19: 29) 

“He who hears My word and believes 
in Him who sent Me has everlasting 
life, and shall not come into 
judgement, but has passed from 
death into life” (John 5: 24) 

“For we must all appear before the 
judgement seat of Christ, that each 
one may receive the things done in 
the body, according to what he has 
done, whether good or bad” (2 
Corinthians 5: 10) 
 

 

However, John also understands the parousia as a future event. In John 14:3 we read:  

• “And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that 
where I am, there you may be also.”  

In these references to the parousia in the writings of John, there is no mention of the apocalyptic ideas 
found in the writings of Paul or the Synoptic gospels. For example, Paul writes as follows in 1 
Corinthians 15:52 in reference to the trumpet that will sound:  

• “For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be 
changed.”   

Likewise, Matthew writes of wars and rumours of war and of the passing away of heaven and earth. 
In Matthew 24:6, 35 we read as follows:   

• “And you will hear of wars and rumours of wars” (Matthew 24:6)  

• “Heaven and earth will pass away…” (Matthew 24:35)  

1.4 Notions of parousia in the book of Revelation  

The Revelation of John has a pronounced eschatology that anticipates the return of Christ as a future 
event. The parousia is incorporated into a sequence of events that has been strongly influenced by 
the imagery of Apocalypticism. However, the concluding eschatological event in the Gospel of John is 
not the parousia, but rather the descent of New Jerusalem, that is, the new creation.  

Quotation: 

“A defining element of all the New Testament’s eschatological conceptions is the interplay between 
eschatological hopes that have already been fulfilled and a future—which brings either salvation or 
judgement—that is still outstanding. Christ is already the Lord now, but His—or God’s—rule will only 
be revealed in full measure at the parousia, and here the question of ‘When?’ is answered variously 
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without it ever having come to a crisis” (Andreas Lindemann in Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart 
[“Religion in history and the present”] Fourth edition, Volume 2, column 1560). 

2. Notions of Parousia in the early church and in the Middle Ages  

In the early church the question arose as to why the parousia had not yet happened (delay of the 
parousia). This did not lead the church into a crisis, but from then on, the patient waiting for the 
coming of Christ went hand in hand with the perception of His presence.  

Only the sparsest of statements concerning the Parousia were made in the creeds of this time period.  

• “...He will come again to judge the living and the dead” (Apostle’s Creed) 

The thinking of the Church Father Augustine were determined by the philosophy of Plato. God and 
time are mutually exclusive. In God there can be no time because the concept of time is bound to the 
imperfect world.  

Augustine categorically rejects any attempt to calculate the parousia. This is because Augustine 
viewed the church in which we live as the kingdom of Christ already in the present.  

In the Middle Ages the parousia was closely associated with the resurrection of the dead and the Last 
Judgement. The sign that presaged the return of Christ was the appearing of the Antichrist. This 
Antichrist was often identified with historical personages.  

For example, the Staufer Emperor Frederick II (1194-1250) was designated as the Antichrist by his 
opponents.  

Between 1100 and 1500 there was an abundance of predictions about the presence or near arrival of 
the Antichrist. Whenever such statements were made, the return of Christ and the end of the world 
were understood as imminent events.  

3. Notions of the parousia in the time of the Reformation and Lutheran Orthodoxy  

Luther’s eschatological thinking was geared to the day of Christ. According to his interpretation, the 
true church would be at war with the false church (the papacy, the Turks) in the last days. God would 
ensure that His church remained intact.  

The return of Christ would bring the resurrection of the dead, and the invisible church would be visibly 
revealed, that is, it would be distinguished from the false church.  

Through the victory of Christ on the last day, the Antichrist and his false church would be destroyed. 
Eschatology and ecclesiology thus enjoy a strong connection in Luther’s writings.  

The imminent expectation of the parousia was more strongly defined within Lutheran Orthodoxy than 
among the Reformed Churches. It remained relatively strong until well into the seventeenth century, 
but began to weaken by the end of the century. The believers no longer expected the return of Christ 
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which such urgency, and began to reckon with a longer period of coexistence between the true church 
and the false church.  

4. Conceptions of the parousia in the nineteenth century  

Belief in the return of Christ was revived with the dawn of Pietism, which began to gain influence 
particularly in the eighteenth century. A wide range of revival movements anticipating the return of 
Christ emerged from the Pietistic movement. The catalyst for this was often an intensive examination 
of the Revelation of John. People began to think that the course of history had been mapped out in 
detail within the book of Revelation.  

• the narrow way is the path to salvation.  

• the broad way leads to damnation.  

The return of Christ would occur when the gospel was preached to all the nations. The end would 
come when all nations professed Christ as Lord. This view must be understood in the context of the 
colonisation and missionary efforts that were underway among the nations of Africa, East Asia, and 
Latin America at the time. 

Christians had a duty to spread the mission throughout the world in order that all nations could accept 
the gospel and profess Christ as Lord. In this time, countless missionary societies and associations 
came into being. Even monastic orders became increasingly committed to missionary endeavours or 
were explicitly established as missionary orders (e.g. missionary Benedictines).  

In the nineteenth century, a wide range of denominations that proclaimed the imminent return of 
Christ came into being:  

• The Mormons (1830) 

• The Catholic Apostolic Church (1832) 

• The Darbyists (1839) 

• The Millerite movement / Adventists (1831/44) 

• Bible Student movement / Jehovah’s Witnesses (1876/1916) 

• Pentecostal movement (1902) 

5. Notions of Parousia in the theology of the twentieth century 

There are two major directions in the theology of the twentieth century:  

• one of them rejects the idea of the parousia as a mythological construct of antiquity.  

• the other considers it an integral component of Christian faith. 
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The theologian Rudolf Bultmann rejects the idea of the parousia as a future event.  

He understands the parousia in a purely present sense, citing the Gospel of John. The theologian Hans 
Conzelmann, who was strongly influenced by Bultmann, writes: “The concept of the parousia is bound 
to the apocalyptic worldview. It cannot be defended apologetically.”  

(Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart [“Religion in history and the present”], Third edition, Volume 
5, Column 131). 

The important Protestant theologian Gerhard Ebeling, who was incidentally a student of Bultmann, 
counters by emphasising the necessity of belief in the parousia. The anticipation of the parousia is 
among the “self-understood implications of belief in Christ.”  

Ebeling writes: “If we believe in Christ as the One who is there for all, this incorporates the certainty 
that this will one day also become definitive reality for all.”  

That Jesus Christ is the Messiah and Redeemer will be clearly revealed to all human beings by way of 
the parousia:   

• “Belief in the parousia is thus nothing other than belief in the confirmation of the certainty 
of faith, of the present emergence, of that which is already believed to be present now, the 
revelation of that which is revealed once and for all.”  

The return of Christ does not occur in history, however, but suspends all history:  

• “This revelation occurs at the boundary of time and eternity. It is not an event within history, 
about which one might read in the newspapers, but rather the eschatological event whose 
global public manifestation is based on the fact that the world itself will be revealed before 
God.”  

(Ebeling, Gerhard: Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens [Dogmatic theology of the Christian faith] III, 
pp 467 et seq.) 

6. Notions of parousia in Catholicism and Protestantism  

In the Apostle’s Creed, both Catholic and Protestant Christians profess that they believe in the return 
of Christ.  

• “He will come again to judge the living and the dead.”  

Its authors refrained from describing the event of Christ’s return in any greater detail. 

7. Notions of parousia in the New Apostolic Church  

Hope in the return of Christ is among the essential elements of New Apostolic faith. The Ninth Article 
of Faith is dedicated to the belief in the parousia and the events following it:  
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• “I believe that the Lord Jesus will return as surely as He ascended into heaven and that He will 
take to Himself the firstfruits of the dead and living who have hoped for and were prepared 
for His coming; that after the marriage in heaven He will return to earth with them to establish 
His kingdom of peace, and that they will reign with Him as a royal priesthood. After the 
conclusion of the kingdom of peace, He will hold the Last Judgement. Then God will create a 
new heaven and a new earth and dwell with His people.” 

Among other things, the following explanation of the Ninth Article of Faith can be found in the 
catechism (CNAC 2.4.9):  

• “The Ninth Article of Faith represents an eschatological clarification of the corresponding 
statements in the Second and Third Articles of Faith (the return of Christ, the resurrection of 
the dead, life everlasting). The detail of this article demonstrates the great priority these 
future events are assigned in the New Apostolic faith.”  

The beginning of the article refers to the events related in Acts 1:11:  

• “This same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you 
saw Him go into heaven.” Beyond that, the article follows up on the eschatological statements 
made in the Second Article of Faith. 

That the Lord will “take to Himself the firstfruits of the dead and living who have hoped for and were 
prepared for His coming” is closely associated with the return of Jesus Christ. In 1 Thessalonians 4:16-
17 we read:  

• “For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, 
and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and 
remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And 
thus we shall always be with the Lord.”  

 

The “firstfruits of the dead and living” will be provided with a spiritual body and be caught up to the 
returning Christ. The “firstfruits” here are those who have become God’s own property, who actively 
expected the returning Lord, and who allowed themselves to be prepared for the return of Christ. 

The return of Christ is the central event on which further eschatological events are contingent. The 
objective of the rapture of the “living and dead” is to have fellowship with Jesus Christ, which is 
expressed by the image of the “marriage in heaven”. The “marriage in heaven” is the start of the direct 
fellowship between the Lord and the bridal congregation.  
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8. The Judgement 

8.1 Ideas about judgement in non-Christian religions  

The idea that there will be a judgement in which human beings will have to answer for their deeds 
already existed in pre-Christian times.  

Tales of a judgement in which the dead would be assessed on the basis of their good and evil deeds 
can already be found in the Egyptian religion of the third millennium before Christ.  

The dead would be weighed and judged in accordance with their deeds. Those who were found to be 
too light would be devoured by a monster.  

In the Greek religion, the idea of a judgement is attested in the works of the philosopher Plato. His 
statements on the judgement can be found in the dialogues “Gorgias”, “Phaedo”, and “The Republic”:  

• The dead are judged by the gods. The guilty are sent to Tartarus, from which the unrepentant 
wicked never return. Those who show remorse for their offences can attain deliverance if their 
judges so allow. Impure souls must reincarnate in order to pay off their guilt. The righteous 
are sent to the “Fortunate Isles” or the “Isles of the blessed” (Elysium, Paradise) but before 
that some of them must still be purified on account of their sins (purgatory). 

8.2 Ideas about judgement in the Old Testament  

God’s actions of judgement can also be understood as “deliverance”. The Hebrew word shaphat can 
mean both “to judge, establish justice” as well as “to deliver”. Accordingly, the notion of judgement 
developed the connotations of both punishment and deliverance from injustice.   

The judging actions of God in the Old Testament are at first understood in association with the fates 
of the chosen people. The military defeats of their enemies were seen as an expression of divine 
judgement. The judgement of God, which at first only applied to the Gentile nations were, in later 
times, also applied to the disobedient people of Israel. Israel did not act in accordance with the will of 
God, turned to foreign gods, and failed to observe the prescriptions of the law, and for this the nation 
was punished.  

The military defeats that Israel now had to suffer, as well as its historical catastrophes (destruction of 
the northern kingdom and the southern kingdom) were interpreted as God’s judgement and 
punishment.  

The delivering aspect of judgement is brought to expression in Psalm 7:8, for example:  

• The Lord shall judge the peoples; judge me, O Lord, according to my righteousness, and 
according to my integrity within me.  

God’s actions of judgement serve to implement righteousness.  
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The “day of Yahweh” (or the “day of the Lord of hosts”) constitutes an important aspect in the Old 
Testament’s ideas about judgement. This day is a day of judgement. On that day, all those who have 
done wickedly, those who have transgressed the Mosaic Law, will be punished: 

• “‘And I will come near you for judgement; I will be a swift witness against sorcerers, against 
adulterers, against perjurers, against those who exploit wage earners and widows and 
orphans, and against those who turn away an alien—because they do not fear Me,’ says the 
Lord of hosts” (Malachi 3:5). 

The idea of a judgement of the living and dead, which is later counted among the central aspects of 
God’s actions of judgement, is reflected in the later writings of the Old Testament, namely the 
Apocrypha (later Old Testament writings) and extracanonical apocalyptic literature.  

8.3 Ideas about judgement in the New Testament  

8.3.1 John the Baptist 

The message of John the Baptist is nothing other than a prophecy of judgement: the Last Judgement 
is directly at hand. In Matthew 3:7-12 we read the following:  

• “But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to 
them, ‘Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Therefore bear 
fruits worthy of repentance and do not think to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 
father.’ For I say to you that God is able to raise up children to Abraham from these stones. 
And even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Therefore every tree which does not 
bear god fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. I indeed baptise you with water unto 
repentance, but He who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy 
to carry. He will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fan is in His hand, and 
He will thoroughly clean out His threshing floor, and gather His wheat into the barn; but He 
will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.”  

The central message of the Baptist is that repentance and conversion bring deliverance from the 
dreadful judgement of God (“Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance!”). The punishment for the 
unrepentant is to “burn up […] with unquenchable fire” (Matthew 3:12).  

John was likely anticipating the appearing of an end-time judge and at first identified Him with Jesus. 
Later he seems to have begun to have his doubts about whether Jesus was really this judge, which is 
why he asks the following question of Jesus:  

“Are You the Coming One, or do we look for another?” (Matthew 11:2 et seq.; Luke 7:18-23). 

8.3.2 Jesus 

The focus of Jesus’ preaching is not the judgement, but rather the “kingdom of God”, which dawns in 
His activity.  
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Like John the Baptist, Jesus also anticipates a coming judgement that is directly associated with the 
“Son of Man”—with whom He is identical.  

The result of the judgement is to punish the wicked. The believers, on the other hand, are rewarded 
with the fellowship of God.  

• “I tell you, in that night there will be two men in one bed: the one will be taken and the other 
will be left” (Luke 17:34).  

8.3.3 Paul 

According to Paul, both Jews and Gentiles alike were subject to the judgement because both are 
familiar with the law—even though it may be in different ways. The judgement that applies to them 
occurs in accordance with their works. In 2 Corinthians 5:10 we read:  

• “For we must all appear before the judgement seat of Christ, that each one may receive the 
things done in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.”  

Those who believe in Christ, are not destined to partake in the judgement but rather in salvation. In 1 
Thessalonians 5:9 it says: 

• “For God did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.  

8.3.4 The Synoptic Gospels 

The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) emphasise that Jesus Christ is the Judge. In Judaic 
Apocalypticism, the “Son of Man” is the judge, and this judge is identified with Jesus. Belief in the 
person of Jesus or unbelief in Him, along with the works a person has done, are the criteria of 
judgement. The judgement results in either eternal anguish or eternal life.  

8.3.5 The Gospel of John 

The Gospel of John shows an aspect of the judgement that is not present in this form in the other 
writings of the New Testament: those who believe in Jesus here and now already possess eternal life, 
and unbelief is equated with the judgement. The judgement already finds its expression in the decision 
for or against the Logos—who has become human in Jesus (John 3:18-20):   

• “He who believes in Him is not condemned; but he who does not believe is condemned 
already, because he has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God. And this is 
the condemnation, that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather 
than light, because their deeds were evil. For everyone practising evil hates the light and does 
not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed.” 

By taking on flesh, the Logos has become the Judge and thus the judgement is already happening. 
John 9:39 states: 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

61 Dogmatics | Chapter 7: Eschatology 

 
 

• “And Jesus said, ‘For judgement I have come into this world, that those who do not see may 
see, and that those who see may be made blind.”  

Conclusion 

The New Testament’s ideas about judgement are similar to one another. Most New Testament 
authors are familiar with the notion of a final judgement in the future.  

8.4 The doctrine of judgement outcomes  

In daily life, a judgement in the context of criminal law involves a verdict (either acquittal or 
punishment). However, the focus of theological discourse pertaining to the judgement is not on the 
sentencing, but rather its outcome. The outcome of the judgement is set, as it were, because it follows 
the completion of the kingdom of God and of the creation.  

In the theology of judgement outcomes, the following possibilities exist:  

 

The outcome of the judgement 
consists of eternal life for 
some, and annihilatio (total 
destruction of those who are 
rejected) for others. 

The outcome of the judgement 
consists of eternal life or 
eternal torment. 

The outcome of the judgement 
consists of the restoration of 
all. 
 

 

8.4.1 Eternal life and annihilation 

In the conception that envisages either “eternal life or annihilation”, only the righteous will resurrect, 
while the unrighteous are abandoned to total death, that is, they cease to exist. The total destruction 
of evil is known as annihilation.  

One variant of this idea is:  

• all—both righteous and unrighteous—will be resurrected, the righteous receive eternal life, 
while the unrighteous receive the verdict of annihilation.  

In this eschatological fulfilment, only the good remains, and evil no longer exists. This does not result 
in a perpetuation of evil (e.g. through eternal punishment in hell).  

This doctrine was not able to endure because with such a judgement outcome, human beings would 
play too great a role—albeit in negative fashion—in the implementation of salvation. Beyond that, 
annihilation—that is, the complete destruction—of personal creatures would run contrary to the love 
of God.  
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8.4.2 Eternal life and eternal punishment  

Most theologians advocate the doctrine of a dual outcome of the judgement in the form of eternal 
life and eternal punishment.  

Since the time of Augustine, the interpretation has been advocated that those who receive a negative 
verdict in the judgement will be exposed to the second death, which signifies nothing other than 
eternal torment.  

Melanchthon:  

• “Also they teach that […] ungodly men and the devils shall He condemn unto endless 
torments” (Confessio Augustana, article 17). 

However, the doctrine of eternal life and eternal punishment leads to a perpetuation of evil and thus 
to an eschatological dualism that continues to exist for all time. Thus both good and evil will continue 
to endure forever.  

8.4.3 Universal reconciliation 

The doctrine of the “restoration of all”, or the doctrine of universal reconciliation, describes the lifting 
of evil and the perfect manifestation of good. This doctrine was rejected as heretical in church history. 
The basic thought behind the doctrine of universal reconciliation is that God’s love and goodness have 
eschatological significance and are the fundamental conditions for a new heaven and a new earth. An 
outstanding advocate of this doctrine is the ancient theologian Origen († 254).  

According to Origen, the judgement will result in a “destruction and annihilation of all sinners and 
unworthy”. However, this does not signify a destruction of the wicked creatures themselves, but 
rather only the annihilation of any alignment of will opposed to God.   

Universal reconciliation can be understood to mean that the course of the world until its 
eschatological reality will endure for as long as it takes for all who are to be rejected to decide for God. 
That God will be all in all will only be a reality once all have turned back to God.  

9. Notions of judgement in the churches of today  

9.1 Ideas about the judgement in Catholicism  

According to Catholic doctrine, every human being is judged immediately following death: 

• “Each man receives his eternal retribution in his immortal soul at the very moment of his 
death, in a particular judgment that refers his life to Christ: either entrance into the 
blessedness of heaven—through a purification or immediately—or immediate and everlasting 
damnation” (CCC, article 1022).  

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  

 

63 Dogmatics | Chapter 7: Eschatology 

 
 

This is to be seen as distinct from the Last Judgement, in which a final verdict will be pronounced over 
all human beings. The Last Judgement will take place at the return of Christ:  

 “In the presence of Christ, who is Truth itself, the truth of each man’s relationship with God will 
be laid bare. The Last Judgement will reveal […] the good each person has done or failed to do 
during his earthly life. Then through his Son Jesus Christ he will pronounce the final word on all 
history” (CCC, articles 1039, 1040).  

The Last Judgement will show that the righteousness of God is victorious over all the unrighteousness 
of mankind.  

• “After the universal judgment, the righteous will reign forever with Christ, glorified in body 
and soul. The universe itself will be renewed” (CCC, article 1042). 

9.2 Ideas about the judgement in Protestantism  

Through His sacrificial death, Jesus has taken the judgement of God upon Himself on behalf of all 
human beings. Nevertheless, human beings remain sinners. They cannot evade the judgement at the 
end of time. The world is moving inexorably toward the Last Judgement. Acts 17:31 states as follows:  

• “Because He [God] has appointed a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness by 
the Man whom He has ordained. He has given assurance of this to all by raising Him from the 
dead.” 

God has assigned the judgement to His Son. In John 5:22 we read:  

• “For the Father judges no one, but has committed all judgement to the Son.”  

The judgement will take place at the return of Jesus Christ. God will then establish justice and 
righteousness.  

All human beings will come before the judgement seat of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:10) and will be judged 
according to their actions. The judgement will apply to the resurrected dead as well as to the living. 
God alone knows when the judgement will come to pass.  

The believers united with Christ can enter the judgement without fear, however. John 5:24 states:  

• “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who hears My word and believes in Him who sent Me has 
everlasting life, and shall not come into judgement, but has passed from death into life.”  

9.3 Ideas about the judgement in the New Apostolic Church 

(See also the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 10.6) 

At the return of Christ, a judgement will take place, a division or separation among mankind.  

The statements of Matthew 24:40-41: 
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• “Then two men will be in the field: one will be taken and the other left. Two women will be 
grinding at the mill: one will be taken and the other left.”  

and Luke 17:34: 

• “I tell you, in that night there will be two men in one bed: the one will be taken and the other 
will be left.” 

demonstrate that, at the return of Christ, the Lord—coming upon mankind in their daily lives—will 
usher in a division, a separation, and in this sense thus execute a kind of judgement.  

It is at the return of Christ that the following words will be fulfilled:  

• “For we must all appear before the judgement seat of Christ, that each one may receive the 
things done in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad” (2 Corinthians 
5:10). 

Being caught up to God is a sign of acceptance and preservation from the Last Judgement.  

The CNAC talks about the Last Judgement in chapter 10.6: “The kingdom of peace will come to an end 
when Satan is released and given one last opportunity to tempt mankind. After his ultimate defeat, 
he will be condemned and ‘cast into the lake of fire and brimstone’.”  

Revelation 20:7-10 states: 

• “Now when the thousand years have expired, Satan will be released from his prison and will 
go out to deceive the nations which are in the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, to 
gather them together to battle, whose number is as the sand of the sea. They went up on the 
breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city. And fire 
came down from God out of heaven and devoured them. The devil, who deceived them, was 
cast into the lake of fire and brimstone where the beast and the false prophet are. And they 
will be tormented day and night forever and ever.”  

Evil in all its forms will from then on be eternally neutralised.  

This is followed by the resurrection of the dead for judgement, as we read in Revelation 20:11-15:  

• “Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat on it, from whose face the earth and the 
heaven fled away. And there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, small and 
great, standing before God, and books were opened. And another book was opened, which is 
the Book of Life. And the dead were judged according to their works, by the things which were 
written in the books. The sea gave up the dead who were in it, and Death and Hades delivered 
up the dead who were in them. And they were judged, each one according to his works. Then 
Death and Hades were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death. And anyone not 
found written in the Book of Life was cast into the lake of fire.”  
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Christ will judge all human beings who did not partake in the first resurrection. The deciding factor in 
the verdict will be the attitude that the person ultimately takes with respect to Christ. Those who 
reject Him and are “not written in the Book of Life” will remain in the misery of remoteness from God.  

Those who find favour in the Last Judgement will become citizens of God’s new creation and will be 
permitted to have eternal fellowship with Him. 
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Test questions on 7.4 – “Parousia and Judgement” 

 

 1.  What does parousia mean in the Christian understanding?  
 a) The expected return of Jesus Christ. 
 b) The birth of Jesus Christ. 
 c) The expected return of a ruler. 
 d) The expected return of Elijah. 
 
 2. What is the function of the “Day of the Lord of hosts” in the Old Testament?  
 a) It is the day of God’s reconciliation with Israel.  
 b) It is the day of joy. 
 c) It is the day of judgement.  
 d) It is the day of God’s revenge. 
 
 3. With what heavenly being is Jesus identified by the Synoptic gospels?  
 a) Ezra. 
 b) Elijah. 
 c) Enoch. 
 d) The Son of Man. 
 
 4. What is the special thing about the vision of parousia in the Gospel of John?  
 a) The parousia is both present and future.  
 b) The parousia does not occur. 
 c) The parousia has already occurred. 
 d) The parousia is both past and present.  
 
 5. What is the term that is used in reference to the fact that the parousia has not yet occurred?  
 a) The delay of the parousia.  
 b) The change in the parousia. 
 c) The hastening of the parousia. 
 d) The slowing of the parousia.  
 
 6. What is the special thing about Luther’s conception of the parousia?  
 a) The golden, silver, and bronze ages.  
 b) The age of the pope, the age of the emperor, and the age of the bishop.  
 c) Eschatology and Ecclesiology enter into a close relationship with one another.  
 d) The age of the Greeks, the age of the Romans, and the age of the Germanic tribes.  
 
 7. The New Apostolic Church’s conception of the parousia is described 
 a) in the Eleventh Article of Faith.  
 b) in the Third Article of Faith.  
 c) in the Fourth Article of Faith. 
 d) in the Ninth Article of Faith. 
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 8. What is John the Baptist’s understanding of the judgement?  
 a) The Last Judgement has already transpired.  
 b) The Last Judgement will transpire in the distant future.  
 c) The Last Judgement is close at hand.  
 d) The Last Judgement will never occur.  
 
 9. What is the typical understanding of the judgement in the Gospel of John?  
 a) The judgement will only occur on the day of the Lord.  
 b) Unbelief is already judgement  
 c) There is no such thing as the judgement.  
 d) To sin is already judgement.  
 
 10. What is the New Apostolic Church’s understanding of the judgement?  
 a) The Last Judgement will take place before the kingdom of peace.  
 b) The Last Judgement will take place after the kingdom of peace.  
 c) The Last Judgement will not take place.  
 d) The Last Judgement has already taken place.  


