
Special Cluster: Big Bang or Divine Command?

By the Campfire: Red Giants, 
White Dwarfs, Black Holes -  
And God
by Delmer A. Johnson

H igh in the mountains o f Montana, 
three backpackers squat around a 

fire  late at night. Most o f the group o f Adventist 
hikers have gone to bed, but these linger, warming 
themselves around the flickering fire. Ginger is a 
physicist; Greg is a graduate theology student 
home on break; Ralph is the associate pastor o f 
their church. The friends have been talking fo r  
some time.

Ralph: Look at those stars! I wonder if we 
might be able to see the star that heaven is near 
tonight. Imagine how exciting it would be if our 
whole congregation reached heaven and we could 
travel around to visit the other planets together!

Ginger: Do you suppose heaven is actually in 
our own galaxy? Virtually all the stars we can see 
with our naked eye are right here in the Milky 
Way. Scientific observation and analysis tell us 
that there are literally thousands of galaxies out 
there.

Ralph: Space is so vast! It will take an eternity 
just to explore all the different worlds. I ’m glad 
we’ll have plenty of time.

Ginger: I’ve been thinking about that lately. A 
few months ago I read an intriguing book by an 
English physicist named Paul Davies. It’s called 
God and the New Physics. Davies looks from the 
perspective of modem physics at a number of
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questions which have traditionally been answered 
by theology.1

Greg: That arouses my curiosity. I ’ve read a 
couple of books recently in which Christian theo­
logians address those very issues.

The End of the Earth

Ginger: I wonder about the destiny 
of this Earth and the universe. As 

Adventists we’ve been taught that after the mil­
lennium, fire will fall from heaven, destroying the 
wicked, and cleansing the Earth and the universe 
from sin. After that we’ll spend endless ages 
together with God, learning and growing, spiritu­
ally and mentally. But cosmologists today talk 
about the ultimate destruction of our world and of 
the eventual end of the entire universe.

Have you thought about the future of the sun 
and Earth’s corresponding destiny? Stars don’t 
last forever, you know. Eventually their nuclear 
furnaces transform all the available hydrogen to 
helium, and they change into red giants, like 
Arcturus in Bootes, and eventually collapse into 
relatively small black or white dwarfs.2

Ralph: Yes, but Ginger, don’t you think that 
God would see to it that the sun would maintain a 
steady output?

Ginger: He could. We know the nuclear reac­
tion that produces heat and light in the sun joins 
four hydrogen nuclei to produce a helium nucleus. 
Eventually the hydrogen will be used up. Of 
course, that’s a long way off, about five billion



years they say, but then as the sun struggles to 
keep producing energy, it will form a new core of 
helium, which will contract under its own weight 
and grow hotter and brighter. The remaining hy­
drogen will keep on burning, in ironically expand­
ing and cooling outer layers. The sun may be­
come so large that it swallows up the inner planets, 
including Earth.

While this process is going on, the results on 
Earth will be devastating. First, the polar ice caps 
will melt, causing widespread flooding. Vastpor- 
tions of Earth will become a baked desert, and 
eventually the oceans will boil. By that time, life 
as we know it simply will not be able to exist. As 
the surface of the sun grows nearer, the earth itself 
will be vaporized.

As astrophysicists look out into the 
universe, they observe stars in 
various stages of this cycle. God 
doesn’t seem to be intervening in 
their natural progression.

Ralph: But God could just create a new sun 
when this one starts to act up. Maybe we could 
even do without the sun; after all, the Bible says 
the New Jerusalem will not need the sun.3 I 
suppose that he could even move his capital city 
to another planet. But couldn’t God make sure 
that the sun always has an abundant supply of 
hydrogen to bum? Sort of like stoking a furnace?

Ginger: Perhaps in the case of our planet. 
After all, we believe that someday it will be the 
capital of the universe. But as astrophysicists look 
out into the universe, they observe stars in various 
stages of this cycle.4 God doesn’t seem to be 
intervening in their natural progression. Even if 
God were to move the New Jerusalem to another 
planet, someday he would have to move it again, 
because the same problem would arise as the new 
sun ran out of hydrogen.

Some suns end in a spectacular event called a 
supernova. They blow themselves to pieces as the 
core crashes in upon itself. The gravity is so ter­
rific that even the atoms collapse and the star 
becomes a sea of pure neutrons or a black hole.5

But back to our sun. As its core temperature

increases, the nuclear burning of helium will form 
carbon.6 Eventually, every kind of fuel will have 
been exhausted, and the sun will consist of mod­
erately heavy elements like iron. As the nuclear 
furnaces die and internal pressure drops, gravity 
will take control, and the sun will contract until 
it’s about the size of our earth. This giant lump of 
molten iron will orbit the Milky Way for billions 
of years, fading and cooling as it slowly reaches 
the end of its career as a black dwarf star.7

The End of the Universe I

I f  this scenario were true only in 
the case of our sun, I suppose we 

wouldn’t have much to worry about. But the 
mathematical formulas also apply to other stars of 
the same mass as our sun.

Greg: In other words, stars throughout the 
universe will turn into hot, black iron one by one.
I imagine it will be like watching a large city of­
fice building at night. One by one the lights go out 
until the building is finally dark.

Ginger: Rather depressing, isn’t it? Some 
stars will dazzle us as supemovae. Smaller stars 
bum their nuclear fuel more slowly and may take 
several thousand times as long to go through the 
cycle. Heavier stars will be unable to resist the 
force of gravity as neutron stars, and will become 
black holes, in which the force of gravity is so 
great that not even light can escape.

On the other hand, even as we speak, new stars 
are forming from interstellar gas clouds.8 Even­
tually, though, all material for the formation of 
new stars will be exhausted. The Second Law of 
Thermodynamics predicts that the universe will 
run down toward equilibrium.9 So the stars will 
gradually disappear from the universe.

That is the predominate theory about the end of 
the universe. But we have plenty of time between 
now and then: 10100 years, according to one esti­
mate.

Prior to the end of the universe, we encounter 
the ultimate fate of the galaxies. As the burnt-out 
stars mill around the galaxy, now and then they 
will collide with one another. If one should 
happen to collide with a black hole, the hole will



swallow it. Some astronomers believe that there 
is a gigantic black hole at the center of our galaxy. 
If that’s true, then the orbits of the burnt-out stars 
will gradually decay as they are slowly drawn 
closer to the monster hole.

Eventually the temperature of the universe will 
fall to nearly absolute zero. Black holes are only 
a few billionths of a degree above absolute zero, 
but once the universe becomes colder than they 
are, they will begin to lose heat energy through a 
process known as quantum evaporation.10

The ultimate fate of black holes is speculative, 
but Davies says that it seems like they will reach 
their end in this way. As 1067 years go by, they will 
condense to microscopic dimensions. They will 
increase in temperature as they contract until 
finally they will shine like stars for a few billion 
years, and may actually create some matter from 
energy. Eventually they will probably explode 
amid a shower of gamma rays.

Ralph: That’s our modem cosmologic des­
tiny? Seems pretty bleak to me.

Greg: Indeed it is. It’s hard to find any mean­
ing or purpose in life if ultimately every achieve­
ment of humanity will be reduced to gamma rays 
zinging their way across a vast, dark abyss of 
ever-growing space-time.

Ginger: Of course, there are a couple of other 
theories about the ultimate destiny of the uni­
verse. Both of them rely on the possibility that the 
universe’s total mass may be great enough that 
gravity will eventually slow and halt the expan­
sion that we now observe in the universe.11 Then 
it will begin to contract, ever so slowly at first, but 
gradually gaining momentum over billions of 
years. Galaxies will begin to converge on one 
another. By the time the universe has shrunk to 
one hundredth of its present size, its temperature 
will reach the boiling point of water, and earth, if 
it is still around, will be totally uninhabitable.

As the ultimate implosion nears, structure 
breaks down, atoms themselves are dispersed, 
and protons, electrons, and neutrons break apart. 
The entire universe shrivels into less than the 
space of an atom. All matter is squeezed out of 
existence at an infinite density. Absolutely noth­
ing will be left. Events, time, and matter will 
cease to exist.12

Ralph: Again, that doesn’t offer much hope. 
What significance would there be to life, anyway?

Ginger: Some scientists feel as you do. They 
can’t accept the idea of the end of the universe. 
They argue that some unknown force will stop 
the final implosion microseconds before the end 
and reverse the process, causing the universe to 
emerge, phoenix-like, from the fireball into an­
other cycle of expansion and contraction.13 This 
process, they believe, has been going on for all 
eternity, and will continue ad infinitum.

Ralph: An unknown force? Small comfort that 
gives. You’ve already pointed out that life as we 
know it could not survive.

Ginger: This theory of an oscillating universe 
has plenty of critics. On the theoretical level, each 
cycle could produce an increase in the ratio of 
photons to nuclear particles. Over an infinity of 
time, the universe would be reduced to photons, 
devoid of nuclear particles. Since matter still 
exists, we know the universe has not existed from

Science presents us with a picture 
of the end—an eschatology, if you 
will; and it is illuminating to 
compare it with Christian and 
biblical eschatology.

eternity. Even if the history of the universe in­
volves a tremendous number of cycles, the Sec­
ond Law of Thermodynamics will inevitably 
triumph as entropy [disorder] rises to its maxi­
mum state.14

Ralph: Those theories make eternal life im­
possible! W e’ll either be cooked in a fiery in­
ferno, or frozen as the last small suns exhaust 
their final resources.

Ginger: Of course, these are only theories, but 
experiments demonstrate the accuracy of the pre­
dictions that such theories make.

Greg: Science certainly has a high credibility 
level in modem society. One risks losing the 
respect of thinking people by brushing off sci­
ence. In this area in particular, science presents us 
with a picture of the end— an eschatology, if you 
will; and it is illuminating to compare it with 
Christian and biblical eschatology.



The Bible writers also portray some pretty 
spectacular and terrifying events at the end of 
time, but unlike science’s predictions, theirs are 
filled with radiant hope.

Theological Perspectives 
on the End

A conference held in New York City 
in 1971 drew together leading 

thinkers from three contemporary theological 
currents concerned with the future. One group 
drew on the metaphysics of Alfred North 
Whitehead. These “process theologians” were 
largely from the United States, although some 
were British. Whitehead developed his metaphy­
sics in response to the theory of relativity and 
quantum theory. Essentially, he saw the funda­
mental units of the world as events rather than 
substance. For him, process was fundamental 
both to the world and to God. John B. Cobb, Jr., 
David R. Griffin, and Lewis S. Ford are represen­
tatives of this group who have addressed ques­
tions about the future.17

Process theologians seriously anticipate the 
ultimate extinction of life on this planet. Meaning 
for the future is ultimately located in God. Process 
theology shifts the locus of our hope from the 
world and its future to the ongoing contribution of 
our world to the life of God.

One process theologian envisions “an endless 
series of expansions and contractions of the uni­
verse.” Each new universe that emerges presents 
a novel organization in which God is able to ac­
tualize new possibilities, experiencing everything 
which may be experienced. Our hope is to be 
found in the present experience of God, to which 
we are contributing, and to live on because of our 
enrichment of that experience.

Ralph: It doesn’t sound as if the process theo­
logians believe in eternal life for humanity. For 
them, God will survive and be the better because 
of all our experience.

Ginger: That sounds as if God is using us. 
Does God cause all the pain and suffering we see 
in the world in order to enhance his experience?

Greg: Process theologians don’t believe that 
God is responsible for the suffering in the world, 
because they don’t believe he is all-powerful. 
They say that God is doing the best he can with 
the material he has to work with.18

Anyway, a second group of theologians ad­
dressed concerns about the future in the spirit of 
Teilhard de Chardin. Teilhard was a French Jes­
uit priest, best known during his lifetime as a pro­
fessional geologist and paleontologist.

Teilhard believed that the process of evolution 
was incomplete and that, therefore, creation was 
continuing. The lines of evolution were converg­
ing, he wrote, toward the ultimate unity, a single 
hyperpersonal center, a focus of consciousness 
and personality which he called “Omega.” 
Omega, which he seemed to identify with the 
risen Christ, is both the future goal of the universe 
and a present influence, drawing the universe 
toward itself.19 At the conference, Philip Hefner 
and D. D. Williams spoke about the future from 
the Teilhardian perspective.20

Process theologians don’t believe 
that God is responsible for the 
suffering in the world, because 
they don’t believe he is all- 
powerful. They say that God is 
doing the best he can with the 
material he has to work with.

In the secular world, political movements call 
men and women forward toward the future, while 
in the religious world, churches focus on the call 
from above. Teilhard saw God as both ahead and 
above, drawing humanity into both community 
and transcendence. Hope for the future then, ac­
cording to the Teilhardian, is based upon two 
things: the character of God and the reliability of 
his creation.

Finally, the group known as the “theologi­
ans of hope” attempted to address questions of the 
future from within a biblical framework. There 
were several German as well as American theolo­
gians within this group, among them men such as 
J. B. Metz, Jurgen Moltmann, Wolfhart Pannen- 
berg, Carl Braaten, and Hans Schwarz.21



The theologians of hope see a future with 
limitless possibilities. The human race will find 
its fulfillment in the endless freedom that exists in 
God.

For God, however, the question of the future is 
a bit more complex. He is Lord over time as well 
as space, matter, and energy, and as such, all times 
are present to him. Yet is seems that there must be 
some sort of ranking of temporal events within 
God, if he is to interact with people living in 
historical time.

Hans Kiing explicitly addresses the issue of the 
end of the universe in his book, Eternal Life? He 
observes that Isaiah depicted the end of the world 
as a terrifying vision:

The heavens will vanish like smoke,
The earth will wear out like a garment, 
and its inhabitants die like vermin. . .

But Isaiah followed this vision with a promise: 
But my salvation shall last for ever 
and my justice shall have no end.22

Kiing says that the end of the world appeared to 
authors of Old and New Testaments as an act of 
God. Today we realize that it is also within the 
power of human beings. Technology provides the 
human race with power to exterminate itself.

After discussing two scientific scenarios for 
the end of the universe, heat death and implosion, 
Kiing goes on,

If not only man’s life, but—as is now scientifically 
probable—earth and the universe do not last forever, the 
question arises: What comes then? If human life and the 
history of humanity have an end, what is there at this 
end? The biblical message—the New Testament pre­
pared by the Old also in this respect—says: at this end is 
not nothing, but God. God who is both the beginning 
and also the end.23

Kiing concludes that our future lies in the 
kingdom of God, brought about by God’s action 
coupled with human initiative. The main content 
of the consummation is seeing God. Neverthe­
less, the biblical expectations also include an 
image of a satisfied nature and satisfied humanity.

Ginger: It’s interesting to hear what those 
theologians think, Greg, but how would you, as an 
Adventist studying theology, respond to what 
these scientists are telling us about the end of the 
universe?

An Adventist Perspective 
on the End

G reg: I really don’t think that we 
can get much help on this issue 

from any “historic” position. The first place to 
look in Ellen White’s writings for a comment on 
this topic would be the final chapter of The Great 
Controversy. There, at the close of the millen­
nium, following the last judgment, fire envelops 
the earth, cleansing it from every trace of sin’s 
curse.24

If the universe is going to end in 
such a way that life as we know it 
cannot survive, it becomes difficult 
to believe in eternal life.

The fire will bring an era to an end, but it will 
mark not only an ending, but also a beginning. 
Not only will the redeemed continue to learn, 
using their minds to probe mysteries and wonders, 
but they will also teach. Knowledge, love, rever­
ence, and happiness will continually increase 
throughout the universe, as space will no longer 
be a barrier for interplanetary travel.

Nothing whatever is said of an end to the 
universe. Apparently Ellen White never wrote in 
any detail on the history of the universe following 
the destruction of Satan and the renewal of our 
earth.

Ginger: That would make sense. It has only 
been in the past few decades that we have com­
piled evidence that the galaxies are receding from 
one another, and that the universe is expanding.25 
In Ellen White’s day, many people believed that 
God had placed the stars in their proper positions 
and that they would remain fixed throughout 
eternity. If God had not informed her differently, 
it would seem natural for her to share that view.

Ralph: Sure. What difference does it make as 
far as our salvation is concerned whether the stars 
are just sitting in their appointed places, or 
whether they are moving away from one another? 
Not much, I think. But the point is that if the 
universe is going to end in such a way that life as



we know it cannot survive, it becomes difficult to 
believe in eternal life.

Greg: In the centuries before Copernicus and 
Galileo, people had a considerably different con­
ception o f the universe. Eratosthenes, who lived 
in the third century B.C., is deemed to be the first 
person in history who realized the earth was 
spherical, not disk-like or rectangular. The no­
tion of vast, empty regions of space is a relatively 
modem concept in Western thought.

People living in the ancient Near East believed 
that before the earth and sky were created there 
was nothing but water.26 It was necessary to create 
an open space in this primeval water so the land 
and living things could exist. In order to do this, 
they believed something had been pushed up to 
make a vault. In Genesis, this is called the fir­
mament.27 “Hard as a mirror,” according to Job; 
“like a canopy,” said Isaiah.28 We might compare 
it to a giant Superdome or planetarium.

God placed the sun, moon and stars within this 
“superdome.”29 Below the inverted bowl with 
its heavenly inhabitants lay the land. Above and 
below— surrounding all—was water.

How our conception of the universe has 
changed! During the Middle Ages, people be­
lieved the universe resembled an onion, with cry­
stalline spheres for each planet and an outer 
sphere containing the stars. By the 19th century, 
the bounds of the static universe had grown. Tele­
scopes had revealed stars at enormous distances 
from earth. In the 20th century, our conception 
bloomed into a dynamic, expanding universe.

In the expression “the heaven and the earth,” 
the Bible writers described their universe—the 
earth under their feet, the sea, and sky above—  
this great abode that they shared with other crea­
tures. As they saw the birds, sun, moon, planets, 
and stars, all were part of what they called the 
heavens. It is vastly different from the swirling 
galaxies and myriad suns we envision when we 
think of the universe, but it was all the universe 
those writers of a bygone era knew.30

Several texts talk about the heavens passing 
away, like the one in Psalm 102:25-27.31 These 
statements were as radical in their day as the 
pronouncements of modem cosmologists are in 
ours.

Of old You laid the foundation of 
the earth,
And the heavens are the work of 
Your hands.
They will perish, but You will endure;
Yes, they will all grow old 
like a garment;
Like a cloak You will change them,
And they will be changed.
But You are the same,
And Your years will have no end.

Ginger: And don’t forget this one:
“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my 

words will never pass away.”32
Greg: Right. But still these people did not 

despair. Even if all around them was destroyed, 
they believed that God was above and beyond the 
universe that they knew, and that out of the ashes 
of absolute destruction, God would create a new 
home for his people.

Ralph: But we have always associated those 
texts with the time when God purifies our planet 
from sin.

Greg: Nevertheless, at the time they were 
written, the texts did speak of a total destruction of 
absolutely everything known to humanity. The 
only refuge was to be found in God. I think that 
that concept can serve as a source of hope for 
modem people, too.

Creation and Eschatology I

Ginger: I have a question about the 
relation of the end of the world to 

the beginning of the world. Some people within 
the Adventist church think that life has existed on 
earth for more than six, ten, or even twelve thou­
sand years. Some think it may have been here for 
as long as most geologists and paleontologists 
claim.

I remember reading that our understanding of 
the end is tied up with our understanding of the 
beginning.33 Some Adventists are concerned that 
if we accept the idea that life has been around for 
a long time, we will have to change our under­
standing of the Second Advent.

Greg: The problem of eschatology and science 
challenges our beliefs about the events surround-



ing the Second Advent, as well as about eternal 
life in light of the impending demise of the mate­
rial universe. Scientists may be wrong about what 
lies in the future; but let us assume, for the sake of 
discussion, that they are correct.

Ralph: It seems that if a person believes that 
the world was created in six consecutive days, it’s 
easier to believe that God can bring it to an end in 
the twinkling of an eye. The notion of a relatively 
sudden beginning seems to fit well with a sudden 
end. There ought to be a certain symmetry be­
tween the beginning and the end.

Ginger: Why should we require symmetry 
between the beginning and the end? Consider our 
own life. We believe that we had a beginning 
when we were bom. Yet we believe that if we 
accept Christ as our Saviour and remain faithful to 
him, our life will never end.

Greg: You have a point, Ginger. While sym­
metry between the beginning and end seems 
appealing, it is hardly necessary.

But I think Ralph raises a question we need to 
address. A number of theologians have seen a 
relationship between the beginning and the end, 
or between protology and eschatology. Arthur 
Ferch and Fritz Guy,34 among Adventist theolo­
gians, have pointed to such a relationship; and 
Hermann Gunkel, Claus Westermann, A. R. 
Peacocke, and Hans Kiing have called attention to 
it as well.

In modem times, Hermann Gunkel was the first 
theologian to explicitly link these two extremes of 
time,35 following the Epistle of Barnabas which 
states, “Behold, I make the last things like the 
first.”36 But Gunkel spent most of his book de­
lineating parallels between Genesis and Revela­
tion and Babylonian mythology.

Claus Westermann detected a correlation be­
tween beginning and end in Genesis. In the story 
of the Flood, for instance, the Creator decides to 
destroy what he has made. Thus Westermann 
traces humanity’s concern with beginning and 
end back to a very early time.

Peacocke condenses Westermann’s book, not­
ing similarities in the biblical picture of those 
extremities. In both, barriers between humans 
and God are absent, and human beings are free to 
confront God face-to-face in his divine majesty,

something not allowed in the rest of the Bible; in 
both, our race lives in paradise; and in both, 
humanity is free from the curse of death, sorrow, 
and suffering.37

Westermann insists that the beginning and the 
end must be studied together.3* The description of 
the beginning, found in Genesis 1-11, and the 
description of the end, found in the book of 
Revelation, delimit the boundaries of history and 
provide an origin and goal for historical time.39

For Westermann, two characteristics in par­
ticular set primal and end time apart from histori­
cal time: the universal scope of their concern and 
their special relationship to “mythological” lan­
guage. As for his first point, the Old Testament, 
before the story of Abraham, is clearly universal 
in its scope, then progressively narrows from a 
concern with humanity as a whole, to a focus on 
the descendants of Abraham and then Jacob. In

The Bible writers’ point was that 
even though everything familiar 
should vanish, God would continue 
on and see his people through.

the New Testament, Westermann argues that the 
book of Revelation primarily presents the final 
history of God’s universal people. As for his 
second point about the Bible’s language concern­
ing beginning and end times, he concedes that the 
first 11 chapters of Genesis are not obviously 
mythological, but says Revelation is clearly figu­
rative.

Westermann observes additional parallels be­
tween primal and end times. In both, God judges 
human beings in person and personally meets out 
punishment, while in the rest of the Bible God 
punishes indirectly, through an intermediary. In 
both eras, universal peace, or salvation, embraces 
even the animal world.40 The end time is de­
scribed as creation made whole again.

Hans Kiing also relates protology and eschatol­
ogy, warning that we must beware lest we think 
that we can derive “exact advance reports of the 
end of the world” from the Bible.41 He cautions 
that we shouldn’t attempt to harmonize biblical 
statements about the end with the different scien-



tific theories of the end.42 The Bible writers’ point 
was that even though everything familiar should 
vanish, God would continue on and see his people 
through.

Old Testament Process

A dventists believe in a biblical ap­
proach to eschatology. What bet­

ter place to start than in the Old Testament? How 
would you describe it, Ralph?

Ralph: Moses told the people of Israel that if 
they were careful to follow God’s command­
ments, the Lord would make them the greatest 
nation on earth.43 The Hebrews anticipated that 
their nation would develop and increase in influ­
ence gradually, like the unfolding of a rose, from 
bud to full bloom. As the people faithfully fol­
lowed God they would be blessed, their fame 
would spread throughout the earth, and one nation 
after another would come and ask to be instructed 
in the law of the Lord.

And, to a point, that’s how it worked. During 
the reigns of David and Solomon, Israel’s terri­
tory expanded, their military might increased, and 
people did come from distant lands to learn about 
God.

Greg: In a way you might say that the Exodus 
was the template upon which Israel built its future 
expectations. Of course, we must acknowledge 
God’s role in their prophetic visions; we might 
say that he was working to bring the Exodus 
experience to its culmination.

Ralph: It’s too bad that the Hebrews didn’t 
cooperate. Again and again in Kings and Chron­
icles we read how they turned from God to wor­
ship Baal and Ashteroth, until finally Israel was 
exiled by the Assyrian empire and Judah by the 
Babylonians. But God had promised that this 
would not be a permanent arrangement, and the 
many prophecies holding out the hope of a return 
from exile were fulfilled. Seventy years later, the 
Jews returned to their native home, just as Jere­
miah had prophesied.

Ginger: If it were true that protology and es­
chatology must be symmetrical, then one would 
expect to find a process of progressive develop­

ment described in the opening pages of the Old 
Testament.

Greg: Exactly. But instead of that, in the Old 
Testament we find a dramatic, sudden beginning 
followed by an extended, gradualistic eschatol­
ogy. The overall picture of eschatology in the Old 
Testament does not resemble the sweeping, uni­
lateral action of God found in the story of Crea­
tion. It appears, rather, to depict an extension and 
completion of the Exodus.44

New Testament Transformation

T he book of Revelation receives a 
great amount of study in Advent­

ism because of our emphasis on apocalyptic. 
Revelation recalls the Old Testament prophets in 
a new context: the context of Christ. The revela- 
tor focuses primarily on Jesus Christ as he sin- 
glehandedly brings about a transition from a 
world of sin to a sinless paradise.

The New Testament prophecies focus on the 
person of Jesus. Rather than things getting better 
and better as the church converts the world and 
Christians become renowned for their success, 
wisdom, and power, we see a picture of a church, 
now burning with zeal, now plunging into apos­
tasy, and down toward the end, lukewarm. Rather 
than expecting the conversion of the world, we 
expect wickedness to increase until the day Jesus 
returns.

Jesus stands in the spotlight of the New Testa­
ment. Jesus, the one who defeated Satan and sin 
in a few short hours between the garden of Gethse- 
mane and the empty tomb. Jesus, the conquering 
King, who descends from heaven to attack the 
kings of the whole earth who have gathered to do 
battle against him. Jesus, the one who rains fire 
from heaven upon Gog and Magog who have 
gathered together for war against the saints. Jesus, 
who intervenes decisively in the history of this 
world to eradicate sin in a way that reminds one of 
his dramatic and decisive act on the cross. With 
one fell stroke, Satan’s forces are destroyed and 
the church is delivered.

Ginger: It doesn’t seem as though the expecta­
tions of either the Old or New Testament were



based on the Creation story of Genesis. In the Old 
Testament, the Exodus was the central event, just 
as the cross was in the New.

Greg: That’s true. The Old Testament prophe­
cies are filled with new and different meaning 
because of the first advent of Christ. The book of 
Revelation is the revelation, not of the church or 
of the role of the Jews, but of Jesus Christ. He is 
the theme and refrain of the whole New Testa­
ment. Certainly there are allusions to Genesis, as 
well as the prophets, but the new understanding 
did not result from a renewed study of protology. 
God didn’t change his plans to be more in har­
mony with events at the beginning of world his­
tory, but because of events surrounding the cross.

On the day of Pentecost, nearly 2,000 years 
ago, Peter said that the last days had arrived.45 
They arrived with the first advent of Christ. They 
will conclude with the Second Advent. As Chris­
tians, we are a people who live between the times: 
we look back to the first advent and forward to the 
Second Advent.46

Once it becomes clear that the expectations of 
the Old Testament had their roots in the Exodus 
experience, and that they were an extension and 
culmination of God’s leading in that event, then it 
is obvious that New Testament eschatology finds 
its basis in the cross. Our expectations, as Chris­
tians, are based on the New Testament and there­
fore find their roots, not in protology, but in 
Christology. Our teaching about the Second Ad­
vent must find its basis in the first.

As long as Jesus was with them, the disciples 
clung to expectations of national greatness drawn 
from the Old Testament. But at Jesus’ ascension, 
a new vision was bom: the Messiah had gone 
away, but he would return in the same way they 
had seen him go into heaven. From the moment 
of the ascension, the Second Advent was linked to 
the first.

So New Testament eschatology is based on the 
first advent, especially on the events of the pas­
sion week, when, in a dramatic way, God inter­
vened in the history of our planet. In the brief span 
of time between Gethsemane and the resurrec­
tion, in one decisive act, Jesus broke the power of 
Satan.

Just so, when he returns, he will open a path

through the skies and through the grave for his 
sleeping saints. In one brief moment, he will 
change the immediate destiny of the righteous 
and, in one decisive act, deliver his people from 
the very presence of sin.

Eschatology is not based on protology, either in 
the Old Testament or in the New. Rather, the hope 
of the Second Advent is modeled on the first 
advent. The model for Adventist eschatology, 
then, should be the first advent: God’s decisive 
intervention in this world.

Ralph: I never thought of it that way before, 
Greg. But how would you answer Dr. Wester- 
mann? He seems quite persuaded that beginning 
and end are inextricably intertwined.

Greg: Without doubt they are. We can see 
parallels between them in the cases of direct 
judgment and punishment and of universal peace. 
But while there is indeed a connection between 
beginning and end in the Bible, we must be 
careful. Questions about creation do not neces­
sarily demand that we have questions about the 
Second Advent.

If God took a vast amount of time 
to create this world, then a sense 
of balance seems to suggest vast 
amounts of time at the end. If 
God worked through natural 
processes in the beginning, we 
should expect he will work in a 
natural way at the end. I

My main point of disagreement concerns Old 
Testament eschatology. Westermann sees a fun­
damental progression between the eschatology of 
the two testaments. He points out a cycle that is 
frequently repeated: the people are in trouble, 
they cry for help, and God delivers them. This 
cycle recurs often in the Old Testament and, in the 
New, reaches its pinnacle in the deliverance ac­
complished by Christ on the cross.

I see differences between the testaments in the 
areas of actors and timing. The primary event in 
the Old Testament was the Exodus. There are two 
things we might note that are wrapped up in the 
word exodus itself. First, the focus is on people.



They were the ones who actually walked from 
Egypt to Canaan. They were the ones in transition 
from slavery to landowning. They would never 
have made it without God’s mighty acts in then- 
behalf, but it was they who made the journey.

Second, the Exodus was a gradual process. The 
Hebrews did not suddenly wake up to discover 
that they were not slaves in Egypt, but Palestinian 
farmers. The new nation still had to cross the 
wilderness and conquer other nations and tribes.

Certainly there is continuity with the New 
Testament. God’s role is utterly indispensable in 
both testaments. But in the New Testament, the 
central event is the cross of Jesus Christ. There are 
two things we can note from that event. First, the 
focus is indisputably on Jesus. He is the one who 
works. His disciples have fled.

Second, the cross is an event to be proclaimed. 
Jesus, in a few short hours, secured eternal salva­
tion for humanity. The role of the disciples was to 
preach the good news about what Jesus had done. 
In the case of the Second Advent, the role of God’s 
people is rather passive. We can prepare for it, but 
when it comes, it will be entirely God’s doing. We 
cannot change ourselves from mortal to immortal.

Ralph: But if God actually took a vast amount

of time to create this world, then a sense of balance 
seems to suggest vast amounts of time at the end. 
If God worked through natural processes in the 
beginning, we should expect he will work in a 
natural way at the end.

Greg: Again, this type of symmetry between 
Creation and eschatology was not present in the 
Old Testament. Genesis presents the story of 
Creation in what seems to be a relatively brief 
period of time, but expectations for the end depict 
an extended process. The basis for change in the 
apostle’s outlook was not study of the book of 
Genesis. The work of Christ in the first advent is 
the model for the Second Advent. The foundation 
of Christian eschatology should be the cross. Our 
authority comes from the messengers who as­
sured the anxious disciples that their friend Jesus 
would return someday in a way that resembled the 
final events of the first advent.

Time had passed quickly as they talked, and 
only a few  embers still glowed in the fire. Greg 
suggested, and the others agreed, that sleep 
sounded pretty good. After saying Good night 
and expressing appreciation fo r  the others’ con­
tributions, the trio headed fo r  their respective 
tents.
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