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F. Pauline Eschatology 
 1. Sources and Problems. Seven of the corpus of 13 Pauline letters are widely regarded as authentic (Rom, 
1–2 Cor, Gal, Phil, 1 Thess, Phlm). The other six letters, however, including the Pastoral Epistles (1–2 Tim; Titus), as 
well as Eph, Col, and 2 Thess (all written during the last quarter of the 1st century C.E. or later), are in all probability 
pseudonymous and reflect the later thought of various individuals and groups of Christians sympathetic to Paul. 
Though these six letters are valuable sources for the transmission and development of Pauline traditions, they cannot 
serve as primary sources for Paul’s own thought. Acts, though emphasizing the travels, teaching, and preaching of 
Paul, is of uneven and uncertain historical reliability and can be used as evidence for Pauline thought only when 
supported by the authentic letters. 
 There are several problems involved in evaluating the role which eschatology plays in the Pauline letters. 
First, since it is difficult to place the seven authentic Pauline letters in relative chronological order, the varying 
eschatological emphasis in them (e.g., the Parousia is not mentioned in Galatians) has led to various hypotheses of 
the development of Pauline eschatology (Hurd 1967; Longenecker 1985). Second, there is the problem of deciding 
on the center of Paul’s thought and of determining whether apocalypticism is that center (Beker 1980: 15–18; 1982: 
10), or what the relationship is between apocalypticism and that center. 
 2. Transformations of Apocalypticism. Whether or not apocalypticism is the center of Pauline thought, the 
apocalyptic world view certainly provides a framework for his thought (Käsemann 1967a: 82–107; Beker 1980: 143–
52); and it is from this perspective that the gospel, the central theological emphasis in his letters, must be understood. 
The eschatological framework of Paul’s gospel is clearly reflected in 1 Thess 1:9f., where he relates how the 
Thessalonians “turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom 
he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come.” Here the themes of Parousia, resurrection, 
and judgment are interwoven. This apocalyptic orientation has several significant features: (1) eschatological dualism, 
i.e., a distinction between “this age” and “the coming age”; (2) cosmic eschatology, i.e., the anticipated victory of God 
over the created world; and (3) a belief in the imminence of the end (Beker 1980: 135–38). 
 a. The Two Ages. In continuity with the two ages characteristic of Jewish apocalyptic thought (Bousset and 
Gressman 1966: 243–49), Paul maintains a dualistic contrast between the present and future age or aeon (Gal 1:4; 
Rom 8:18; 1 Cor 7:26; cf. Eph 5:16). Paul frequently uses the expression “this age” (Rom 12:2; 1 Cor 1:20; 2:6, 8; 
3:18f.; 2 Cor 4:4; cf. Eph 2:2) and speaks of the evil supernatural powers which dominate it (1 Cor 2:6; 2 Cor 4:4). 
This temporal dualism (the age to come as future) coincides with a spatial dualism (the age to come as a heavenly 
reality); i.e., in Judaism the age to come had two aspects, it was an unseen, heavenly reality, but one which would 
succeed this age in the future (cf. Davies 1970: 308–20). Paul can also say that “the things that are seen are 
transient, but the things that are not seen are eternal” (2 Cor 4:18; cf. Phil 3:20; 2 Cor 5:1–5). Paul expected the age 
to come, which would be introduced by the Parousia of Jesus, to arrive in the near future (Phil 4:4f.; 1 Cor 7:29), 
though he considered the possibility that he might die before its arrival (Phil 1:23). 
 However, Paul’s conviction that Jesus was the Lord who had already died and risen again meant that he 
could not simply retain the Jewish apocalyptic conception of the two ages unchanged. The resurrection of Jesus 
convinced Paul that the age to come had already begun. He did not view the resurrection of Jesus as an isolated 
event, however, but rather as the first stage in the future resurrection of all the righteous dead (1 Cor 15:20–23). The 
sharp distinction between the present and future characteristic of much of Jewish apocalypticism has therefore been 
softened or blurred in his thought, since Christians can experience the future age in the present time (1 Cor 2:6; 
7:29–31; 10:11). He regarded the period between Christ’s resurrection and the Parousia as an interim period in which 
the powers of the age to come were present in a hidden way for the community of Christian believers (Beker 1980: 
135–81; 1982: 40). Deliverance from “the present evil age” has been made possible by the sacrifice of Christ (Gal 
1:4). Thus Christian existence can be called a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15); for the Christian participates in 
salvation by being “in Christ,” by “putting on Christ” in baptism whereby he dies to sin and shares the promise of 
resurrection (Rom 6:1–11; Gal 2:20). Even though Christians are in process of transformation (2 Cor 3:18; 4:16), the 
full transformation will not occur until the Parousia of Jesus (1 Thess 4; 1 Cor 15:51–56; Phil 3:20f.). When Paul 
speaks of the believer’s rising with Christ, he uses what E. Käsemann prefers to call Paul’s “eschatological 
reservation” (Käsemann 1967b: 132–37), in that Paul does not speak of participation in Christ’s resurrection as a past 
experience (a view expressed in Deutero-Pauline letters, cf. Col 3:1–3; Eph 2:1–10) but as one which lies in the 
future (cf. Rom 6:4–5). 
 
 b. Judgment and the Parousia. The prophetic conception of the Day of the Lord (Amos 5:18–20; Zeph 
1:14–16; Joel 2:2; cf. Rowley 1956: 177–201) became the basis for Paul’s conception of the impending 
eschatological judgment of the world (1 Thess 5:2; Rom 2:16). Phrases such as “the Day of Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 1:8; 
Phil 1:6), however, indicate that for Paul the center of eschatological hope had shifted from God to Christ (Kreitzer 



1987: 99–102). Yet the very fact that Paul can refer to the judgment seat of Christ in one place (2 Cor 5:10) and the 
judgment seat of God in another (Rom 14:10) suggests fluidity and ambiguity in his thought (Kreitzer 1987: 107–12), 
a phenomenon explicable in part by the application of the term “Lord” to Christ. The expectation of the Parousia, 
which focuses on the return of Christ as savior and judge rather than on the visitation of God, is a major way of 
understanding the Day of the Lord. Paul refers to the Parousia frequently in his letters (1 Cor 15:23; 1 Thess 2:19; 
3:13; 4:15; 5:23; cf. 2 Thess 2:1, 8). In passages such as 2 Cor 4:4 it is clear that Paul understood that the 
resurrection of Christ implied the resurrection of believers. In  [Vol. 2, p. 603] 1 Thess 4:13–18 he depicts the 
Parousia primarily as a saving event signaled by the Lord’s cry of command, the archangel’s call, and the sounding of 
God’s trumpet (apocalyptic visitation and judgment imagery), at which deceased Christians will rise from the dead 
and, together with living Christians, will be taken up to the Lord in the clouds. This passage should be understood in 
light of early Jewish apocalyptic imagery of accounts of translations or assumptions of living people into heaven (for 
other Christianized accounts, cf. Luke 17:34–35 = Matt 24:40–41; Luke 24; Acts 1; Rev 11:3–13; 12:5); assumption of 
living people means that they do not have to taste death, while those who are really dead cannot be assumed 
(Plevnik 1984: 280). If Paul had taught the Thessalonians that at Christ’s Parousia they would all experience 
assumption to the risen Lord, they would have believed that only the living could be assumed. Paul’s insistence that 
the dead in Christ will rise first (probably in a transformed state rather than a restoration of earthly life) means that all 
will qualify for assumption (Plevnik 1984: 280–83). In 1 Cor 15:51–57 the same event is dealt with in a different way 
(the Parousia itself is not mentioned), though the focus is on eschatological salvation. At the sound of the 
eschatological trumpet, the dead will be raised and will, with the living, experience a transformed state of existence. 
 3. Did Paul Expect a Temporary Messianic Kingdom? The conception of an intermediate messianic 
kingdom which serves as a transition between a temporary age and an eternal age is found in three Jewish 
apocalypses: (1) Apocalypse of Weeks (1 En. 91:1–10; 93:12–17; between 175 and 167 B.C.E.), (2) 4 Ezra 7:26–44; 
12:31–34 (ca. 90 C.E.), and (3) 2 Bar. 29:3–30:1; 40:1–4; 72:2–74:3 (ca. 110 C.E.). Schweitzer proposed that Paul 
(particularly in 1 Cor 15:20–28), like John the Seer in Rev 20:1–15, anticipated a temporary messianic kingdom which 
would be introduced by one resurrection and concluded by a second resurrection (Schweitzer 1931: 65–68, 90–100; 
cf. Schoeps 1961: 97–110). Schweitzer proposed that Paul anticipated the following sequence of eschatological 
events: (1) the sudden and unexpected Parousia (1 Thess 5:1–4); (2) the resurrection of deceased believers and the 
transformation of living believers (1 Thess 4:16f.); (3) the messianic judgment presided over by Christ (2 Cor 5:10), or 
God (Rom 14:10); (4) the dawn of the messianic kingdom (not described but presupposed by Paul); (5) 
transformation of all nature (Rom 8:19f.) and a struggle with angelic powers (Rom 16:20) until death itself is 
conquered; (6) the messianic kingdom ends (Paul does not mention its length); (7) a general resurrection (1 Cor 6:3), 
followed by judgment upon all people and defeated angels. Schweitzer’s reconstruction has been widely criticized 
(Wilke 1967; Davies 1970: 285–98). First, there is no evidence that Paul expected an intermediate messianic 
kingdom, and second, there is no evidence that Paul expected a general resurrection. In Pauline thought there is an 
unforeseen interval only between the resurrection and Parousia of Christ. 
 4. Eschatology and Ethics. Paul often uses eschatological language as a means of sanctioning certain types 
of behavior (Gager 1970: 327–37; Meeks 1983b: 687–703). In Rom 8:18–25 Paul argues that the experience of 
suffering and tribulation is an indispensable condition for glorification (cf. 2 Cor 4:7–12; Rom 5:3–5; 6:5–11). Thus his 
eschatological perspective provides meaning for negative aspects of present experience. In Gal 5:21, at the 
conclusion of a list of vices, he claims that “those who do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God” (cf. 1 Cor 
6:9–10, where the warning precedes a list of types of sinners). Here eschatology provides a direct sanction for 
discouraging certain unacceptable types of behavior. The relationship between eschatological language and moral 
exhortation is often more subtle. The social function of such language has been explored in several recent studies 
(Meeks 1983a: 171–80; 1983b; Jewett 1986). In 1 Thessalonians, for example, apocalyptic language tends to 
reinforce notions of community uniqueness and solidarity, disposing Christians to act in a manner beneficial to the 
entire Christian community (Meeks 1983b: 694). 
	


