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1. How important is this?
You mentioned that the whole area of Eschatology is widely debated with evangelicals we would respect taking different positions. How important do you tihnk it is to come to a firm conclusion? What do you think are the consequences of adopting an amil vs postmil vs undecided position? On a rough scale where would you place this question in terms of important things to spend time thinking through and coming to firm convictions on? 

So much depends on who is asking. 

a) Please read point 10 on pp.1-2 of “A bit more about Biblical imagery” 

b) email from a year ago on preterism: 

thanks for the prompt, Richard

 

things to look at: 

 

1) Josephus, The Jewish War.  I've only read the Penguin Classics translation but Whiston's translation (early 18thC) is all over the internet - at gutenberg or ccel, for example: 

http://www.gutenberg.org/dirs/etext01/warje10.txt
http://www.ccel.org/j/josephus/works/JOSEPHUS.HTM
 

There are issues, remember, about later Christian insertions in one or two places in Josephus. They're beyond my recall at the moment, I'm afraid. 

 

 2) the site I referred to was - http://www.livius.org/  .  I attach a 7 page document which pulls together several of the relevant pages.  Obviously the "Judaea" page is most relevant. 

 

3) Martin Goodman, Rome and Jerusalem: The Clash of Ancient Civilizations.  (Penguin/Allen Lane 2007). He's not thick - is FBA, prof at Oxford and has been editor of both  the Journal of Roman Studies and the Journal of Jewish Studies !

 

4) there's an absolute mass of material on various preterist websites.  

 

a) One of the best is http://www.preteristsite.com/praeteristresources.html   (in spite of the weird and deeply off-putting wallpaper there is a ton of helpful material here - and the author is very firmly opposed to hyper-preterism) 

 

b) also pretty good is http://www.bullartistry.com.au/lastdays.html
 

c) then you have things like  http://www.preteristarchive.com/ARTchive/churban/index.html  

BUT PLEASE NOTE THAT THIS SITE - ALONG WITH QUITE A FEW OTHER "PRETERIST" SITES - IS HYPER-PRETERIST.  If any of you begins to wonder again if this is a slippery slope and to feel as though admitting some AD70 references in NT prophecy means that you lose all post-AD70 reference then  
(i) ask yourself about the visible bodily return of Jesus, universal public judgment, the resurrection of the body, the healing/renewal of the physical cosmos etc   and   
(ii) please come and chat to me.   If one single person from went down this heretical route after I had introduced them to these interpretative approaches then, even though that person would him/herself be responsible before God for their folly and disobedience, I, for one, want to make sure that s/he only did so after even more explicit and direct and loud warnings from me than I've already given. I mention this for the very reason that unbalanced minds can become far more interested in this way of thinking than they should.  Remember the lecture on biblical theology. It is the certain and central things which should most occupy and most thrill us. If the first-century fulfillment of NT prophecy looms larger in your interests than the cross and resurrection of the Lord Jesus then you need help and I'd love to talk to you. 

 

Best blessings

 

David 

 


c) a related blog-post
Orange-Purple Striped Comic Sans 

(http://davidpfield.blogspot.com/2008/05/orange-purple-striped-comic-sans.html)
We've all got self-serving ways of explaining that what we focus on matters and what we leave aside does not. That our proportions and perspectives are charitable, judicious, and principled.

Here's one of my favourites:

Think of ecclesiology and eschatology as the colours and styles in which the gospel words are written.

All Christians have the same gospel words ("Jesus is Lord" or "Christ crucified and risen is the only hope for sinners" or whatever).

And ecclesiology and eschatology are inescapable - the gospel produces a people who are and do things corporately (ecclesiology) and the gospel provides a direction and trajectory for history, the future-orientation without which we die (eschatology).

It's not hard to see that

· "No colour" is invisible. To try to avoid ecclesiology and eschatology (live in neutral) is still to have an ecclesiology and an eschatology. As we say in evangelism, "no decision" is a decision and "no position" is a position. Some English evangelicals give the impression that they think that colours and styles can be dispensed with without losing the words. They can't. If you have no colour or style then the words are invisible.

· Some colours (for thing X) are more pleasing to God than others. God cares much more that we have the words (Jesus is Lord, the Bible is true, the grace of God is the only hope for the world, we glory in the cross) than he does about what colour and style we print those words in. But God does have preferred colours and styles (ecclesiology and eschatology). Imagine (it's not hard) that God hates comic sans (surely, he must) and that though he created orange and purple as good, he's not too keen on orange-purple stripes. Imagine that he loves georgia and vermilion. Then - for the sake of illustration! - say that comic sans is a-millennialism and orange-purple stripes are Lord's Supper-neglecting hyper-low evangelical democracy. And - for the sake of illustration! - say that georgia is postmillennialism and vermilion is high church presbyterianism.

Ecclesiology and eschatology are about writing the words, "Jesus is Lord" in orange-purple-striped comic sans or writing the words, "Jesus is Lord" in vermilion georgia.

You get the point. At one and the same time we declare that

1. These things matter. God cares about them. Please don't read too much orange/purple comic sans or you'll see the world less clearly. Here I am blogging away about why antipaedobaptists are wrong, why various charges against postmillennialism don't work and talking about liturgy, polity, sacraments, prophecy, politics, Jesus's global empire and suchlike. These things matter and it's childish to pretend that they don't. But doesn't it make for an "us and them" amongst gospel-loving people? Of course it does: wherever there's difference there's "us and them" - from the Creator-creature distinction down to how well-done you like your flapjack. Is that "us and them" uncharitable, disproportionate, misleading, divisive? Potentially, yes. But not necessarily, no.

2. These things don't matter in comparison with what divides the world on Judgment Day: the "us and them" of "Jesus is Lord" not the "us and them" of comic sans / georgia and orange-purple / vermilion. The fact is that on That Day the postmills and amills, the paedo-baptists and the antipaedobaptists, the seeker-friendly and the high-liturgical will stand together singing, "Worthy is the Lamb who was slain". There's no "us and them" at this level between those who affirm that "Jesus is Lord".

These things matter - there's "us and them" amongst Christians.
These things don't matter - there's no "us and them" amongst Christians.
These things matter - there's "us and them" amongst Christians.
These things don't matter - there's no "us and them" amongst Christians.
These things matter - there's "us and them" amongst Christians.
These things don't matter - there's no "us and them" amongst Christians.

Colours and styles, ecclesiology and eschatology.

· You can't write "Jesus is Lord" without having some colour and style.

· God has preferred colours and styles (for different things). He is not indifferent to ecclesiology and eschatology. There's "us and them" amongst Christians because we differ on these matters.

· God has spoken the gospel Word: "Christ crucified for sin and risen on the third day is Lord". He cares more about the words than the colours and the styles. Better to have "Jesus is Lord" in the most horrible of colours and styles than the most elegant and beautiful colours and styles saying "Jesus is cursed". There's no "us and them"amongst Christians because we cannot (as Christians) differ on these matters.

Some Christians have such fights over the colours that, at times, it feels as though they no longer notice that they are celebrating the same gospel words. Other Christians are so resolved not to fight over the colours that they are indifferent to things which God cares lots about.

And, of course, none of this is about method which all Christians - of whatever ecclesiology or eschatology - recognize is God's way of advancing the gospel. The non-violent, multigenerational, servant-minded, prayerful and loving preaching and living of the gospel in the power of the Spirit as the means of all real personal and communal change. Pure worship, living as the alternative society, serving and praying and witnessing and worshipping, and worshipping and witnessing and praying and serving are always the ways the gospel advances. 

2. Post-mill-m (preterism) and suffering? 
What would be the preterist / post-mil expectation in terms of suffering and persecution of Christians in the period between AD 70 until the final return of Christ? 

Postmills and Suffering

http://davidpfield.blogspot.com/2007/11/postmill-suffering.html
Best thing is read a load of work by mature Christian postmills who know about suffering from the inside. Edwards, Dabney, Warfield etc. Or Jim Jordan - "An Antidote to Yuppie Postmillennialism".

But here are some further headings:

Though the amill can’t bring himself to acknowledge this, the postmill really believes that ...

Suffering is … 

1. the pattern of God’s dealings with humankind – death/resurrection; the tick etc

2. the method God uses to bring about maturity – discomfort and growth

3. the model / paradigm of authentic humanness which we see in Jesus

4. the sequence which is repeatedly stated in the Bible – sufferings … glory

5. the path to victory/dominion – that of the faithful laying-down of life in confession and service

Postmills emphatically recognize the place of suffering. 

What they question is twofold: 

1. whether “suffering” always means or must always include externally imposed affliction

a) if that is the amill claim then it asks more than it can itself deliver

b) though “when one member suffers, the body suffers”

c) and remember the terrorist minority

d) there are other – and worse – forms of suffering than externally imposed affliction. It's mad to think that postmills deny suffering - just go ask them about their own lives!

1. ongoing sinfulness itself

2. the pain of self-crucifixion

3. withdrawals of God’s sensed favour

4. given up to horrible temptation

5. demonic attack

6. depression

7. singleness, lack of intimacy, lack of Christian fellowship

8. hurtful behaviour from friends and brothers

9. refusal of loved ones to come to Christ

10. sickness

11. physical pain

12. physical disability

13. mental disability

14. death of loved ones

15. approach of own death

16. the burdens of responsibility

17. sadness over the immaturity of the church / disobedience of other Christians

18. sadness over the wickedness of the world

19. over-busyness / stress

20. famine or other externally imposed privations

21. the privations of godly self-denial (to give to the poor, for example)

22. the discomfort of finitude – lack of time and space and intelligence

23. grieving, with creation, at the frustration and bondage of the physical universe – seeing our pets suffer, our plants die, earthquakes kill thousands and so on

24. longing for the return of Christ and the life of glory

2. whether – even though the Christian life and the experience of God’s people is most certainly that of growth through suffering – the distinguishing and dominant character of the church’s experience until Resurrection day is that of a disempowered people undergoing “tribulation” or “persecution”.

Suffering is with us until the return of Christ - and that is, in God's loving wisdom, exactly as it should be. To conclude from that fact that the postmill hope of global gospel conquest must be unbiblical simply doesn't follow.  Postmills speak of global gospel conquest with excitement and enthusiasm - and they are right to do so. But those in pioneer missions work speak with real excitement and enthusiasm about the time when instead of the centre of the village being an idol shrine, it is a church building. Newly-weds speak expansively about the way they'll use their home for the gospel. Founders of business start-ups enthuse about what it'll be like when they have an dedicated office building and 20 employees and a turnover of £3m rather than working out of their kitchen by themselves.  None of these people believes that the state of affairs about which they are excited amount to a suffering-free, all-is-as-well-as-it-could-be world. They may even realize that the problems are greater in the state of affairs about which they enthuse. But they are still right to enthuse. 

Sometimes amills hear postmills' enthusiasm for global gospel conquest, sustained majority salvation, spreading kingdom civilization and so on and think that the postmills don't believe in suffering. Not so.

Totus Christus and Postmillennialism
http://davidpfield.blogspot.com/2006/10/totus-christus-and-postmillennialism.html
A-mill
One of the biggest problem with postmillennialism is that it underplays or undermines the place of suffering in the Christian life / in true discipleship / in the victory of the gospel.

Postmill
No it doesn't! I fully recognize that Christian existence is "cross-shaped", that maturity comes through suffering, and that union with Christ brings fellowship in his sufferings as well as experience of the power of his resurrection. The only sort of suffering which is incompatible with the postmill hope is the sort of widespread, never-ending, majority persecution which would not be possible in a world which has, in obedience to the great commission, been discipled (subdued and filled, as in Genesis 1). As for the suffering of
- living in a mortal body
- attacked by demons
- in a physical environment of threat and pain
- with the agony of self-crucifixion (Luke 14) and self-amputation (Matt 5)
- in the company of God-haters
- with the horror of remaining sin
- and the unfulfilled longing for the public, universal revelation of Christ's glory and vindication of his name
- and the also unfulfilled longing to see Christ face to face and live with him in an entirely renewed universe

... well, all of those forms of suffering will be experienced - until Christ returns in glory - even in a world discipled to Christ.

A-mill
But "persecutional suffering" is an essential form of the suffering which the church must experience even though it will not separate her from the love of God and even though in that suffering she will be more than conqueror. Just look at Romans 8 and especially the use of Psalm 44 there.

Postmill
Are you saying that unless a person experiences persecutional suffering they cannot be a Christian? Because if so then you have either diluted the idea of persecution so much as to make it virtually meaningless, or you have just declared thousands and thousands of faithful but unpersecuted disciples not to be Christians.

Amill
No, I am not saying that each and every individual Christian must personally experience persecution, but that the Church as the Church always will. It is simply part of being the Church of Jesus Christ to suffer persecution.

Postmill
Well, in that case, there's no disagreement between us. We both believe in totus Christus don't we? We both believe
a) that when any individual Christian is persecuted, Christ himself is persecuted (Matt 25, Acts 9)
b) that when any member of the body suffers, the whole body suffers (I Cor 12)

And so, yes, while there is one Christian somewhere on the planet suffering persecution, it will be true to say that the Church is living under persecution and that the Church is being persecuted.

And so your objection that postmillennialism is incompatible with the NT declaration that the Church will always experience persecution simply does not stand.

A-mill
Harrumph. Fsssmmm, rsssmmm.
3. Referent / application / multiple fulfillment etc 
Clearly the understanding of referent and application is key to the difference between preterists and idealists. Working that out in the book of Revelation, would an idealist have to view the book of Revelation as normative for the Christian life while a preterist is much freer as to whether the prophecy and its referent will continue to apply?  In terms of methodology are there any other key disagreements I should be aware of?
First question - no.  All Scripture applies to all of us all the time.  All Scripture is normative for the Christian life.  The question – as pressing for the idealist as for the preterist – is “how does this passage of Scripture apply to me/us now?” 

Second question – dunno. 
A.  Why idealist readings of Revelation which appeal to "double fulfillment" or "multiple fulfillment" don't work

1. Preterist criticism of idealist readings 

We need to distinguish between: 
a) referent
b) association
c) application 

Take the fall of Babylon as an example. 

A preterist would say 

a) the fall of Babylon is / is about / has as its referent, the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 

b) this has many associations - like the tower of Babel, the Isaiah 13-14 material, the destruction of Tyre in Ezekiel etc. Because of this it can teach and reassure us in all sorts of ways - which have to do with how God works by patterns and habits

c) this is turn means that there will be many applications so that when Christians after A.D. 70 see false religion / covenant-breakers / proud Christ-rejecting privileged groups etc. giving the bride a hard time then they can declare with confidence, “God showed us in A.D. 70 with the fall of Babylon that this sort of thing will be dealt with”.

An idealist, in my view, collapses this so that the associations and applications are confusedly reckoned to be referents. The idealist says either

a) that the fall of Babylon is / is about / has as its referent two, five, five hundred distinct and separate occasions within history or 

b) that the fall of Babylon is itself a higher level thing and that specific occasions (such as A.D. 70) are just manifestations or examples of the fall of Babylon.

The trouble with the first is that it means the answer to the question “has Babylon fallen in the Rev 18-19 sense?” is “yes and no” - and at the same level of discourse. But once you say that then how can you have prophecy and fulfillment at all?

The trouble with the second is that it is de-historicizing - it makes God’s realm of action supra-history rather than history. Some would even call this gnostic. Because it would say that “Babylon in x manifestation has fallen” but that this has not had the redemptive-historical impact which Revelation implies (it’s an event which leads to the overthrow of beast, false prophet, to the 1000 year reign, the great judgment etc). So then we wait for “Babylon in y manifestation” to fall - but this doesn”t do it either. So it’s not “Babylon” in any “manifestation” which makes the difference but rather something beyond history. It’s as though God’s real actions don’t take place upon the stage of history. (In a previous generation this was linked with “the scandal of particularity” - people were embarassed about the sheer once-off-ness and located-ness of God’s actions.)

To say this another way, if the fall of Babylon is about the supra-historical reality of which historical realities are merely particular manifestations, then you are NOT actually saying that it is about A.D. 70 and A.D. 300 and A.D. 1500 (or whenever). You cannot at the same time and in the same way say that Babylon refers to a supra-historical general reality AND that it applies (in the same way) to an intra-historical particularity.

Thus the “double-referent” idea is inherently unstable. And - again - this is because it fails to see that referent/ association/ application are distinguishable (though not ultimately separable).

Remember, also, the very specificity of much of the book

· has Jesus “come” in the way he promised or not?

· has the male child been born yet (or is this a timeless principle with multiple referents?)

· has the dragon been cast out of heaven?

· has the beast turned against the harlot? (has Babylon fallen?) 

If this is going on through all history then has heaven been opened or not? Have the kingdoms of this world become the kingdom of our God and of his Christ?

To say “in this manifestation, yes, but in this manifestation, no” is actually to say, “in terms stated by the text (unique, climactic, unrepeatable), no”.

Bottom-line: 

If you are preterist (or indeed futurist) then you have single referent and multiple association and application. 

If you are idealist and try to have multiple referent then you lose

a) ability to communicate about unique events 

b) seriousness about historical particularity 

c) ability to recognise that a prophecy has been fulfilled, and therefore

d) ability to declare a given interpretation (designation of referent) right or wrong. 


The idealist’s desire to be inclusive and general results in incoherence. And, funnily enough, you’ve lost coherence in an attempt to gain something which you think the preterist/futurist lacks when in fact they (so long as they do their association/application thing seriously) not only have it but are the only ones who have grounds for having it and holding it stably and securely.



2. Question in response to the above 

Here's a quote “Because of the typological character of history, one prophetic oracle may point to more than one future event, having a near “confirming” fulfillment and another fuller fulfillment in the New Covenant. A clear illustration of this is Isaiah 7:1-19, which is immediately fulfilled in Isaiah 8:3-4, but receives a fuller fulfillment in Matthew 1.” That is, there is a “confirming” fulfilment and a “fuller” fulfilment. Doesn’t that mean that the prophecy has two referents?

3. An attempted answer to the question in 2

I think I think (!) that while someone may rightly say that prophecy X “is about” or “points to” or even “is fulfilled by” two distinguishable things, the fact that this is so in different ways means that we’d do better to find a distinct way of describing each of them. Let me try to explain. Our options are: 

1) complex or extended single referent - which I think is wholly conceivable (“I will build my church” has a single referent but it it is realized each time someone becomes a Christian. The referent then is not to any one conversion but to the meta-reality of a growing church. The conversion of each individual is a fulfillment (instantiation) of the whole meta-reality prophecy - not a “partial fulfillment”.)

Why doesn't this fall foul of my criticism of idealist gnosticism above? Because that did not deny that a prophecy may been fulfilled within history over an extended period. There are "process-fulfillments". It denied that the referent of a prophecy which is a "point-fulfillment", (for example a prophecy which includes near time-markers and upon the single, completed fulfillment of which other, subsequent things depend) can be lifted out of earthly history into a supra-historical realm. 

2) partial fulfillment - this would mean that after (to use our example) A.D.70 you could not say that the prophecy of the fall of Babylon had been fulfilled. You would say that it had been partially fulfilled. You could only say that it was really fulfilled once (e.g.) seductive religion had been destroyed with the return of Christ. The difficulty with this, as we have observed, is that if there is a unilinear / sequenced / once-off set of consequences which flow from the fall of Babylon then you won’t be able to start that until the prophecy is fulfilled (not partially fulfilled). If you move to saying, “well, fulfilled in this way (enough to kick-off the chain of consequences) , but not in that” then you are not talking about partial fulfillment but either about distinct prophecies or about 4) below. 

3) double fulfillment in the same way at the same level - this is a non-sense because it is saying that in the same way and at the same level prophecy X has been fulfilled and has not been fulfilled 

4) double fulfillment in different ways - this is what we are talking about above 

So, I think that the sort of thing you raise in your question is 4). But if we are talking about double (or multiple) fulfillment in different ways then I think it is confusing to use the same word (fulfillment) to describe them. [No problem for Matthew because he’s not trying to use terms in a way that divides everything up as tightly as we try to do when striving for hermeneutical precision - though see http://davidpfield.blogspot.com/2005/10/plero-o-in-matthew-517.html for what people make of plero-o in Matthew]. But it's more of a problem for us. This is presumably why even in the quotation you give we have some sort of distinction – the qualifiers “confirming” and “fuller” fulfillment are introduced. I simply think that it’s less confusing to find even more distinct vocabulary than that.

Thus far I’ve kept to “referent” (and “association”) and “application”. Now I want to distinguish a little further by dividing “application” into two categories.

a) Application 1 – typological echo within Scripture history. This is an application insofar as it was not the referent of the prophecy and yet that typological echo may be a thousand times more important than the original referent and fulfillment. Think of 2 Samuel 7 or Isaiah 7 for example. The referent of each of these prophecies was located in the near future and thus the fulfillment of the prophecies also took place in that same near future. However, both of these prophecies, fulfilled within not many years of having been made, had a typological echo in Christ the importance of which far outweighed the importance of the actual “fulfillment”.

It is unsurprising if someone wants to say – in view of the fact that the Christ-centred typological echo is far more important than the actual near-time referent and fulfillment – that the prophecy is fulfilled in Christ. Furthermore, this is actually the way that NT writers sometimes word things. But in terms of precise understanding of how prophecy works, it would be misleading to talk about double or multiple “fulfillments”.

It is unsurprising if someone wants to say – in view of the fact that the Christ-centred typological echo is far more important than the actual near-time referent and fulfillment – that the prophecy was really “about” the massive typological echo rather than “about” the single initial referent. But in terms of precise understanding of how prophecy works, it would be misleading to say, without qualification, that the prophecy was “about” Christ.

And it is not only “unsurprising”, it is – in motivation, though not in choice of terminology – often highly desirable because it is stressing what the NT stresses and what all Christians should want to stress, namely that OT prophecy is always (in the loose sense) “about” Christ and “fulfilled” in Christ. I’d rather have someone asserting those things in terms which I think lead to confusion when turned into a theory of double or multiple fulfillment than missing the NT’s glorious obsession with Christ. 

But let's get back to where this started – with a Revelation-preterist’s criticism of a Revelation-idealist. It remains the case that as soon as this theory of double or multiple fulfillment, which arises out of a failure to distinguish OT prophecies’ near-time referent and fulfillment from their Christ-centred climactic and glorious typological application, is applied to the book of Revelation, all sorts of silliness comes to the surface.

b) Application 2. – application by non-Scripture writers outside of Scripture-history. This is what we normally call “application”.

Incidentally, I’ve also come across this set of distinctions - and you may do so too:


a) “prediction” (my “referent”) and
b) “promise” (my “Application 1”, i.e. a typological echo within Scripture history, the importance of which far outweighs that of the actual referent and fulfillment.)

I wonder how much sense this all makes?

B.  Questions about interpretative approaches

1.  Which of these can live with / be merged with others? 

2. Have they all got an element of truth?  /  Are we to conclude that none of them are right? 

3. What is the relationship with millennial schemes? 

4. Particular questions for preterists … 


- dependent on early dating


- preterists are liberals, aren’t they? 


- doesn’t the book become irrelevant to the church after AD 70?


- why is there so little in the rest of NT about AD 70? 


- once you start on that preterist slippery slope, how will you stop? 

4. Preterist comment on 2 Timothy
The list of passages that some see as having an AD70 Focus includes 4 from 2 Timothy. Please could you give me an idea how a Preterist reading of 2Tim would go?

From an email: 

2 Tim 3 - which ed of Gentry do you have?  In mine there's a comment on 2 Tim 3 on pp.505-6 at the end of chapter 20 - Biblical Objections.  That makes sense to me. 

 

That is, when you see the phrase "last days" you have to ask - "last days of what?"

- of the old world order, the dying epoch, the passing-away era? 

- of history before the Last Judgment 

or what? 

 

The idea that "last days" stands for the whole period between ascension and return of Christ, while very popular and expressing a vitally important redemptive-historical truth (namely that there are no new redemptive events necessary now - it's all complete in Christ), depends for its plausibility upon you not asking "of what?" when you hear the phrase "last days". 

 

But the aeonic upheaval, the end of a world that is taking place in that generation (so marked by Jesus over and over in the gospels) is massive in the NT and almost absent from most evangelical thinking. 

 

So I think that 2 Tim 3 is about the last desperate and turbulent and disordered days of the old scheme of things.  And that the "apostasia" of 1.15 relates to that too. 

 

How to apply to us, then?   

 

a) negatively - we do not necessarily think that everything is going to get worse before Jesus comes back (the verses which look like "getting worse and worse" aren't about that) 

 

b) negatively - we do not necessarily think that if (in our local and limited judgment) things are getting worse it means that Jesus must be coming back very soon 

 

c) positively - given that Paul's answer to this sort of nonsense (in such an intense and climactic expression of it) is holding to the Scriptures and living and telling the truth, then surely when we experience analagous nonsense (as we most certainly do) then we should apply the same remedies / respond with the same priorities

 

d) and analogous nonsense we certainly expect to see.  characteristics of the ungodly in one age are played out in other ages too.  A whole world died at the flood (2 Peter 3.5-8) and yet exactly the same sort of pre-flood world scoffers get seen in Peter's day.  Similarly, in the 50s and 60s AD, the last days of the old order there was 2 Tim 3 nonsense and even though we now live in a different aeon we see the same nonsense. 

 

Does that make sense? 
5. Is it the end of an age or the beginning of the end of an age in the first century? 
Of your three categories on the end of the age, I am not convinced that we can see a definite end of an age in Christ’s first coming but the verses quoted seem to be more fitting for the idea of Christ inaugurating the last days/end of the ages.  I don’t have any particular point to make from this just questioning and trying to build up a clear picture of Biblical Eschatology, is there any where you would point me or want to respond?
Well, I think that you (dear Christian questioner) emphatically DO see a “definite end of an age in Christ’s first coming” because I bet you think that the sacrificial system, the temple, the Levitical priesthood, the food laws and much else besides came to a “definite end”. 
You also see continuities with what went before – we’re still on the same (as yet un-resurrected) planet,  demons are still doing great damage etc. 
So actually your question is whether the things which you believe DID come to a “definite end” amount to an aeon, a world, an order, a creation, a dispensation, a covenant, etc. 

In other words, I’m not inclined to worry about the words: some things come to a definite end, some things receive a death blow but linger on, some things are definitely yet to begin (though they have been secured by the completed work of Jesus).  Fine.  
6. Preterist on Matt 24 / idealist on Revelation OK? 
I realise that as you outlined the various positions you cannot account for every individual within them, but what instabilities or contradictions would you see between holding to a preterist understanding of passages like Matthew 24:1-35 and an idealist interpretation of Revelation.
No contradictions in the sense that I do believe that there are passages in the NT which are to be interpreted idealistically. (Some parables, for instance). 
The real question is what’s the most accurate interpretation of each.  If a person has realized, in studying Matthew 24, that decreation imagery is used for the judgment of an old order, for the end of an aeon and that Jesus makes the judgment on Jerusalem / the dismantling of the old order within a generation something highly significant to his own vindication and the establishment of the kingdom then they may be more disposed to a preterist reading of Revelation but it doesn’t decide anything. Only careful, faithful, self-critical, prayerful study of the Bible passage by passage and as a whole can do that. 
7. Amill-m  and post-mill-m – what’s the deal? 

I found your comments on the history of amillenialism interesting. Could you recommend anything to read further on how and why the amil position emerged from the post-mil position?
It’s less a matter of a-mill emerging than a matter of terminology developing.  As to the key differences between the two, here are some thoughts: 

Distinguishing a-mill-m and post-m

a) Vocabulary  - a-mill-m a recent term (1920s).  This is because a-mills are technically postmills – insofar as they agree with postmills that Christ returns after the millennium.  (Or, you could say that postmills are technically a-mills – insofar as they agree with a-mills that the millennium does not involve/require Christ’s physical presence on earth – he reigns from his ascension to his return and his saints reign with him.) 

b) What separates amills and postmills is that the amill does not share the postmill’s conviction that Scripture indicates worldwide conversion, Christian cultural dominion, majority of humankind salvation etc. Many amills believe that God could do this (because they hold a Reformed doctrine of God’s sovereignty) but all amills deny that he has said he will. In this sense, amill-m is defined negatively – over against post-m. This is important.

c) All the “optimistic” things which amills say which they think make them “optimistic” are actually shared by postmills:
- Christ is really reigning
- international gospel spread
- of course, the conversion of individuals makes a difference around them
- lots and lots of people, absolutely, will be saved
- etc

d) At which point, the question is, “All these things sound postmill, what’s distinctive about your position from that of a postmill?” (The same question can be put, in reverse, to the postmill).

And the amill answer is, “I don’t believe ...”

e) What doesn’t the self-styled 'optimistic amill' believe that the postmill does believe? 
· timescale – that there’s a very long time ahead of us before Jesus returns

· the church is an earthly civilization / empire / social order / culture 

1. which displaces rather than inhabits or co-exists alongside other civilizations etc

2. and in which cross-generational faithfulness is normal

· maturation of the (saved) race over history as an essential part of redemptive history. The amill denial of this could be stated as “we start again in every generation” (and can be accused of individualism and of “the freezing [or even ‘randomizing] of history”) 

· gospel triumph including majority salvation over history and, for many generations, across the world 

· (combining the previous three points) cultural dominion 

a) kings qua kings – i.e. governments - must - and mostly will - submit to Christ

b) nations qua nations

c) international peace

d) economic prosperity and social stability and flourishing

e) a massive reduction in persecution

· covenant sanctions within history 

· that wickedness progressively disempowers the wicked

f) Can this be stated positively?

· the church inhabits rather than displaces earthly civilizations (Riddlebarger, "the Kingdom of God is not necessarily something that people see"!) 

· gospel triumph should be defined in terms of personal conversion and does not entail cultural dominion 

· the church, throughout history, always lives ‘under the cross’ and ‘in the wilderness’ which means that persecutional suffering is, throughout history, to be regarded as normal for the church, and that (even if, per[very small]chance, there were a time and place in which a majority of individuals in a given community were personally regenerate this would be abnormal and) the church understands herself as living at the margins and as a remnant 

· that Jesus may come back very soon

g) Leading amill voices: (from Ralph Allan Smith – The Covenantal Kingdom )

Cornelius Van Til: 

But when all the reprobate are epistemologically self-conscious, the crack of doom has come. The fully self-conscious reprobate will do all he can in every dimension to destroy the people of God. So while we seek with all our power to hasten the process of differentiation in every dimension we are yet thankful, on the other hand, for the "day of grace," the day of undeveloped differentiation. Such tolerance as we receive on the part of the world is due to this fact that we live in the earlier, rather than the later, stage of history. And such influence on the public situation as we can effect, whether in society or in state, presupposes this undifferentiated stage of development.[7] …

Meredith Kline describes the present era in these words: 

"And meanwhile it [the common grace order] must run its course within the uncertainties of the mutually conditioning principles of common grace and common curse, prosperity and adversity being experienced in a manner largely unpredictable because of the inscrutable sovereignty of the divine will that dispenses them in mysterious ways."[8] … 

Kline is assuring us that there is no certain success for anyone in the present age. The blessings and the curses of this life are distributed in a random manner in the New Covenant era so that we cannot predict the course of history except in the broadest terms. …

A.A. Hoekema says, 

"History does not reveal a simple triumph of good over evil, nor a total victory of evil over good."[20] To the question, "Can we say that history reveals any genuine progress?" he can only answer, "Again we are faced with the problem of the ambiguity of history."[21] 

h) Another leading amill voice:  Bavinck (Reformed Dogmatics, IV): 

In the present aeon [age] his disciples cannot expect anything other than oppression and persecution and must forsake all things for his sake. Jesus nowhere predicts a glorious future on earth before the end of the world. (673)

The whole New Testament, which was written from the viewpoint of the "church under the cross" speaks the same language. Believers, not many of whom are wise, powerful, or of noble birth (1 Cor 1:26), should not expect anything on earth other than suffering and oppression (Rom 8:36; Phil 1:29). (674)

Nowhere in the New Testament is there a ray of hope that the church of Christ will again come to power and dominion on earth. (674) 

i) Postmill-m and preterism

Note Berkhof’s section in Systematic Theology called "Objections to Postmillennialism": 

“There are some very serious objections to the Postmillennial theory. 

The fundamental idea of the doctrine, that the whole world will gradually be won for Christ, that the life of all nations will in course of time be transformed by the gospel, that righteousness and peace will reign supreme, and that the blessings of the Spirit will be poured out in richer abundance than before, so that the Church will experience a season of unexampled prosperity just before the coming of the Lord, - is not in harmony with the picture of the end of the ages found in Scripture. The Bible teaches indeed that the gospel will spread throughout the world and will exercise a beneficent influence, but does not lead us to expect the conversion of the world, either in this or in a coming age. It stresses the fact that the time immediately preceding the end will be a time of great apostasy, of tribulation and persecution, a time when the faith of many will wax cold, and when they who are loyal to Christ will be subjected to bitter sufferings, and will in some cases even sealed their confession with their blood, Matt. 24:6-14, 21, 22; Luke 18.8; 21.25-28; II Thess. 2:3-12; II Tim. 3:1-6; Rev. 13.

I don't know about "just" before the coming of the Lord but what I found most striking was that, in my view, every one of the six passages he cites in defence of his objection to postmillennialism has reference to first century events.
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