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NORTH PARK SEMINARY

Book Review: Essential
Eschatology
JUNE 14, 2014  / MATT EMERSON / 2 COMMENTS

John Phelan wants to convince readers of Essential Eschatology: Our Present and Future

Hope (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2013) that, “Far from being at the periphery of

the faith, it is no exaggeration to say that eschatology is the heart of Christianity” (11).

Phelan, who serves as Senior Professor of Theological Studies at North Park

Theological Seminary, believes that “. . . Christianity . . . is eschatological to its core”

(17), primarily due to the fact that Israel’s future hope is consummated in Jesus’ life,

death, and resurrection, a hope in which the church now participates. In ten chapters,

Phelan seeks to convince readers that eschatology is centered on the person and work

of Jesus and the subsequent kingdom-centered missional task of the church, rather

than on timelines and charts of the end times. Chapter topics include the church and

the kingdom (chs. 2, 5, and 7), resurrection (ch. 3), the second coming, which includes

judgment (ch. 4), Jesus’ return (ch. 6), and the millennium (ch. 8), and Israel and the

church (chs. 9 and 10).

Essential Eschatology succeeds time and again at demonstrating how eschatology is

central to the Christian faith, namely because it shows how this often controversial
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doctrine is focused on Jesus’ life and work rather than on differing views of the rapture

and millennium. By shifting the reader’s gaze from theories of reading Revelation onto

the person and work of Jesus, Phelan breathes new life into a systematic loci that is

often ignored, passed over, or summarized with a simplistic “it’ll all pan out in the end.”

Too often eschatology is relegated to a last lecture in a theology class or avoided

altogether in the church, on the one hand, or it is forced to focus on timelines, charts,

and matching current events with texts from Daniel and Revelation on the other hand.

Rather than either of these two options, according to Phelan, “Christian eschatology is

a critical source of hope, not just in the future but in the present as well” (48). This is

because Jesus ful�lls the hope of Israel as articulated in the Old Testament, brings the

end of time into the middle of time in his life, death, and resurrection, and empowers

the church through his Spirit to live between the times as signs of his inaugurated

kingdom. Church life is thus life in the last days, an eschatological life that both lives in

the power of Christ’s inaugurated end times work and in anticipation of the

consummation of it at his second coming. Additionally, Phelan correctly notes that this

future hope for the church is not one of unbodily existence in an ethereal sphere, but a

thoroughly physical renewal of all creation in which the church dwells with God.

Phelan should be thoroughly commended for re-focusing this vitally important

doctrine on Jesus and his renewal of all things rather than on charts and tables.

That being said, there are a few cautions for readers. First, Phelan appears to buy in to

the typical bifurcation between Old Testament teaching and New Testament thought,

namely in his assumption that the OT does not say anything de�nitive about hoping for

the resurrection until very late (51-59) or about the afterlife. This “developmental”

view of doctrine is apparent in a number of places (e.g. his discussion of the law, p. 93).

In my opinion this does not do justice to the complex and often narratival way that the

same doctrines we �nd taught in the epistolary literature of the NT are also taught

conceptually in the OT. For instance, John Levinson has demonstrated that death and

resurrection, speci�cally of the “beloved son”, is a recurring motif in the OT. While this

may not be the same type of expression as, for instance, Dan. 12:2, it should not be

discarded as a possible background for NT teaching on resurrection.

A second critique from my perspective is Phelan’s postmillennialism, speci�cally of the

Wright-ian variety. Phelan is obviously indebted to N. T. Wright, and especially to

Surprised by Hope, for his articulations of eschatology, so it should be no surprise to see

Phelan talk about “practicing resurrection” (e.g. 33) and giving a very strong view of the

church’s ability to change culture in ways that will be carried over into the new

heavens and new earth. Not only do I �nd his postmillennial arguments unconvincing, I

also think he incorrectly ties amillennialism to Constantianism. Even for those who

identify with transformationalism rather than a two kingdoms approach or separatist

approach, Phelan seems to me to go a bridge too far on the church’s ability to

transform culture and on the biblical warrants for postmillennialism.

For these two reasons, as well as some other lingering questions, I would recommend

this book, but only for situations that provided an opportunity for me to critique and
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correct. A college or seminary classroom, or perhaps an advanced level Sunday school

class, would be ideal. Phelan is an engaging and clear writer, and corrects many of the

misconceptions about this doctrine. He should be commended for showing how Jesus

is central to eschatology and for demonstrating that the church’s power and hope lies

in Christ’s end times inaugurating work that will be consummated at his return. I highly

recommend it for this reason. Still, for the two cautions noted above, I recommend it

for settings in which the teacher or professor has the opportunity to engage it critically

with his or her audience.

**Thanks to Adrianna Wright and IVP Academic for providing a review copy.

Darian Lockett on Reading the Catholic

Epistles and the Biblical Canon

Biblical Reasoning (Part 2): Bobby

Jamieson on Theology and Exegesis

Biblical Reasoning (Part 1): Tyler

Wittman on Theology and Exegesis

Matthew Bingham on Baptist Origins,

Historiography, and Being “Reformed”

ARCHIVES

Select Month

CATEGORIES

Select Category

Knowing the Self-Revealed God who is Father, Son, and Holy

Spirit - Guest Post by Bruce Ware

The Bible is About Jesus

Read the Summa in Two Years

Canonical Method

Joseph's Pride

The Importance of Eschatology

The Order of the Books of the New Testament

Origen: Athanasian or Arian?

William Marsh on Luther's Hermeneutics and Reformation

Truths and Myths

Thomas McCall on Analytic Theology, Sin, and the Cry of

Dereliction

AUTHORS

 Brandon D. Smith

 Luke Stamps

 Luke Wisley

 Matt Emerson

https://secundumscripturas.com/2022/10/12/darian-lockett-on-reading-the-catholic-epistles-and-the-biblical-canon/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2022/09/26/biblical-reasoning-part-2-bobby-jamieson-on-theology-and-exegesis/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2022/09/07/biblical-reasoning-part-1-tyler-wittman-on-theology-and-exegesis/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2022/08/23/matthew-bingham-on-baptist-origins-historiography-and-being-reformed/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2016/07/04/knowing-the-self-revealed-god-who-is-father-son-and-holy-spirit/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2012/10/19/the-bible-is-about-jesus/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2015/12/29/read-the-summa-in-two-years/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2013/04/18/canonical-method/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2014/02/24/josephs-pride/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2014/05/06/the-importance-of-eschatology/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2013/09/19/the-order-of-the-books-of-the-new-testament/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2018/08/03/origen-athanasian-or-arian/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2022/10/26/william-marsh-on-luthers-hermeneutics-and-reformation-truths-and-myths/
https://secundumscripturas.com/2020/04/06/thomas-mccall-on-analytic-theology-sin-and-the-cry-of-dereliction/
https://secundumscripturas.com/author/brandonsmith85/
https://secundumscripturas.com/author/lukestamps/
https://secundumscripturas.com/author/lukewisley/
https://secundumscripturas.com/author/memerson4/


11/9/22, 8:18 PM North Park Seminary | Biblical Reasoning

https://secundumscripturas.com/tag/north-park-seminary/ 4/4

POWERED BY WORDPRESS.COM.

https://wordpress.com/?ref=footer_custom_powered

