


you might feel as the time approaches for your pre-booked First
Class round-the-world holiday. Throughout the Bible, hope is our
eager expectation of God’s promised future. It’s the yearning, desiring,
pressing forward part of Christian life—the part that makes
everything here and now seem worthwhile.

Hope of this kind is at the core of biblical faith. In fact, the
simple point we want to make in this first chapter is that
Christianity has three dimensions and that without the third
dimension of hope, our Christian lives will be flat and unbalanced,
a mere shadow of the biblical reality. 

We should be clear: these three words were not just plucked out
of the air by Paul in a moment of poetic flair. Nor did he pull them
together for the particular benefit of the Corinthians alone. Faith,
hope and love appear everywhere in Paul’s writings. For example, a
few years earlier, the Apostle wrote to his beloved Thessalonians:

1 Thessalonians 1:2–3. We continually remember before
our God and Father your work produced by faith, your
labour prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by
hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.2

A decade later Paul would open his letter to the church at
Colossae in this way:

Colossians 1:4–5. We have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus
and of the love you have for all the saints—the faith and love
that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven.

Nor is this just a Paul thing. The Apostle Peter concludes one of
his great hope passages with the same three dimensions of the
Christian life:

1 Peter 1:21–22. Through him (Christ) you believe in God,
who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so
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your faith and hope are in God. Now that you have purified
yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love
for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart.

Faith, hope and love are what you might call the deep structure of
authentic Christianity. Pick up any chapter of the New Testament
and it will almost certainly be about faith, love or hope, and
sometimes it will be about all three together.3

The question that arises from all this is simple. Does hope
have its rightful place in our Christian lives—right up there
with faith and love? Most Christians are conscious of trying to
build up their faith in God’s incredible mercy in Jesus, and even
the newest believer knows that living as a Christian essentially
involves trying to love other people as God has loved us.

But what about hope? What part is played by this dimension
of the Christian life in our thoughts, words and actions? Would
others describe you not only as a person of faith and love, but as
a person of hope, someone who eagerly awaits the future God
has promised in his Word?

The four great hopes

So, what exactly do we hope for as Christians? What is the future we
are meant to be so eagerly expecting? We think it boils down to four
things, each of which we will tackle in detail in the rest of the book.
For now, we want to offer an overview of these great hopes so that
you can have a clear idea of the shape of God’s promised future.

Firstly, it is fairly obvious that one of the fundamental
things Christians eagerly expect is the so-called ‘second coming’
of Christ. Actually, the language of a ‘second’ coming is a little
misleading because, from the perspective of the New Testament,
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the return of Christ at the climax of history is his ultimate
coming. What occurred between 5bc—ad304 was not the full
feature at all but a preview of the glorious arrival of the Messiah.
The historical ministry of Jesus of Nazareth was, if you like, the
advance notice of who is the coming Messiah, what he really
stands for and how he is able to open up his kingdom even to
guilty people like us. But it is only when Jesus arrives in
universal glory that the Messiah’s mission foretold in the Old
Testament will be fully realised. (More about this in Chapter 5).

The second aspect of Christian hope has to do with the final
judgment or, perhaps more accurately, final justice. A central role
of the Messiah, according to both the Old and New Testaments,
is to overthrow all that is opposed to the Creator. The first
Christians longed for Judgment Day, not out of some macabre
fascination with vengeance but because they longed for the
wrongs of our world to be put to right. In this context, as weird
as it sounds, ‘Hell’ (which will be explored in Chapter 6) becomes
a cause of Christian praise.

Thirdly, the New Testament asks believers to look expectantly
beyond the grave. We suspect there is a lot of confusion here in
modern Christianity. Many suppose that the Bible’s promise of
‘eternal life’ has to do with our ‘souls’ (whatever they are) resting
evermore in God’s heavenly presence (wherever that is). But where
the New Testament does hint at such a thing—and it only hints at
it—it makes perfectly clear that soulish existence in a heavenly
bliss is only at most a temporary arrangement until all the dead are
resurrected for Judgment and those who belong to Jesus will enjoy
a transformed bodily existence modelled on Christ’s own
resurrection. Eternal life in the Bible, then, is the Resurrection Life
that follows what we often think of as life-after-death.5
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This relates to the fourth and climactic aspect of Christian
hope: God’s new creation. The Bible—both Old and New
Testaments—envisions the ‘Kingdom Come’ not as a soulish
eternity in a heavenly realm but as the reality of heaven come down
to earth. The biblical promise of the resurrection of the body finds
its counterpart in the pledge of a restored creation. We regard
this as one of the most awe-inspiring, if sometimes neglected or
misunderstood, teachings in the Bible.

This, in a nutshell, is the basic shape of biblical hope. These
are the four things that constitute God’s promised future. And, as
we describe each of these in detail in the following pages, we will
also be taking on some of the misconceptions and wild-goose-
chases that have been associated with Christian thinking about the
future. We’ll be looking at what the Bible assures us is and is not
going to happen.

But, first, we need to say something about the basis of our
future hope.

The historical basis of our future hope

We have already said that in biblical usage ‘hope’ is not a pie-in-
the-sky-when-you-die feeling; nor is it a wishful thinking born of
the human longing for survival beyond the grave. Biblical hope is
grounded in God’s previous activity in the world. The events of the
past are intimately connected with the promises about the future.
To put it more precisely, our hope for Christ’s return, the
judgment of the world, the resurrection of the body and the
renewal of creation is grounded in the prior activity of Jesus, in his
teaching, miracles, death and rising to life. Jesus’ earthly life was
not only the ‘preview’ of his identity and character as the Messiah;
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it was also the foretaste and guarantee of the Messiah’s kingdom
itself. We can see this in a number of ways. 

Firstly, the miracles of Jesus—his healings, exorcisms and
control over nature—were deliberate signs of the restoration of all
things in God’s future kingdom. Jesus states this explicitly in the
words, “If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the
Kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt 12:28). In other
words, Jesus’ divine powers were glimpses of the coming kingdom.
In God’s future kingdom, evil will be overthrown, frail bodies will
be restored and nature itself will be renewed. Jesus pre-empted all
of these things in his ministry of casting out evil spirits, healing the
lame and blind and bringing order and blessing to the physical
world itself (think of him calming a storm, multiplying food and
turning water into wine). What will one day be fully realised in
God’s kingdom has been demonstrated in miniature in the deeds
of Jesus. Our future hope is thus intimately connected with
Christ’s historical activity. The very fact that Jesus has shown us the
Kingdom assures us that it exists, and is on its way.

Secondly, the raising of Jesus from the dead was another future
reality brought into the present. Jesus’ resurrection was not simply
the proof of his status as Messiah; it was the demonstration of one
of the Bible’s fundamental promises about the future. The Old
Testament insists that at the end of history God will raise the dead
and revive creation (more about this when we discuss Isa 65:17–25
and Dan 12:1–4). This promise finds its divine guarantee—a down
payment, you could say—within history in the resurrection of the
Messiah. Jesus’ rising to life is the first act of God’s new creation or,
as Paul puts it, the risen Jesus is the ‘firstfruits’ indicating that the
full harvest is on the way (1 Cor 15:20–23).

Jesus’ death was also a future event brought forward. What
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Jesus endured on the cross on our behalf was the wrath due to us
on the Day of Judgment (Rom 5:9). For those who have
embraced the mercy secured by his death, the Judgment Day has,
in a very real sense, already occurred. We have received advance
notice of our divine acquittal because our sins were dealt with on
a hill outside Jerusalem in ad 30. (We will say more about what
the judgment will be like for Christians in Chapter 14.)

There is one last way in which our hopes about the future
kingdom are grounded in God’s past action. The gift of the
Holy Spirit given to every believer is itself a down payment of a
coming reality. This is a beautiful theme of Scripture but it
requires a little explanation. 

In the Old Testament God’s future kingdom is described as
a world fully possessed of God’s Spirit. All of life will be revived
and empowered by the breath or spirit—same word in Hebrew
(ruah)—of the eternal God. So we read in the prophet Ezekiel:

Ezekiel 37:11–14. Then he said to me: “Son of man, these
bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are
dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.’ Therefore
prophesy and say to them: ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord
says: O my people, I am going to open your graves and bring
you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel.
Then you, my people, will know that I am the Lord, when I
open your graves and bring you up from them. I will put my
Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your
own land. Then you will know that I the Lord have spoken,
and I have done it, declares the Lord.’”6

The New Testament teaches that this future age of the Spirit is
glimpsed in the gift of the Holy Spirit now. For instance, the
Apostle Paul says that in advance of the Spirit-possessed life of the
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Kingdom Come, God has given his children a ‘deposit’ on the
future payment:

Ephesians 1:13–14. Having believed, you were marked in
him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit
guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those
who are God’s possession.

What is this ‘inheritance’ of which the Holy Spirit is a guarantee
or deposit? It is the Spirit-filled life of God’s future kingdom.
There will come a day when God will breathe on his people
(as Ezek 37 above promised) and they will come to new life in a
new land. Until then, we have a down payment of that
breath/Spirit which transforms our minds, enables us to serve one
another and fits us out for the coming kingdom.7 The gift of the
Spirit now is a foretaste within history of the ultimate, Spirit-
possessed life we will enjoy in God’s coming kingdom. 

History and future hope are intertwined. What God has
done already guarantees what he has said he will do in the future.
Hope, then, is not merely wishful thinking; it is a reasoned trust
in what God has promised and foreshadowed in the ministry of
Jesus and in the gift of the Holy Spirit.

More than a down payment?

One mistake Christians can make is to forget that hope is (of
course) about the future. Some people, eager to claim the victory
that Jesus has won over sin and death and suffering, expect all of
God’s good kingdom to come right here and now. The technical
phrase for this is to have an ‘over-realised eschatology’, that is, to
think that the future we long for is the reality we can have right
now, if only we see it and act on it.
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Sadly, this over-realisation has led to some great hardships
for believers. For example, some Christians have thought that,
since they receive the Holy Spirit by having faith in Jesus, they
have in themselves now the power never to sin again (a view
known as ‘sinless perfectionism’). Emphasising verses such as
Matthew 5:48 (“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father
is perfect.”) they claim not to sin and believe that if they do sin,
their salvation is in jeopardy. They have taken the down payment
of our future perfection to be the whole amount. But the Bible
contains plenty of discussion of sin in the life of believers, (e.g.
Gal 5:16–26; 1 John 2:1). Many Christians have abandoned
their faith because they were taught that unless they are sinless
now, they have no place in God’s kingdom. What a tragedy!8

Another mistaken form of over-realised eschatology is more
political in nature. Some theologians, excited by the prospect of
God’s justice arriving, have concluded that we can bring about
God’s kingdom by correcting injustice here on earth ourselves.
This is sometimes called ‘liberation theology’. Although the term
is a bit dated now, it serves well to describe the emphasis on Jesus
as a liberator of the oppressed. It often gains favour in areas of the
world where large-scale social injustice is obvious and where
many people are enduring terrible suffering while others feather
their nests.

Such thinking moves away from a biblical view when it
overstates the power of Christians to overthrow earthly rulers and
bring about justice by revolution and social change.

However, we must say at this point that a proper biblical
understanding that God’s justice remains in the future is not an
excuse for sticking our heads in the sand and doing nothing in
the present! In fact, the opposite is true. Since we know that God
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will bring justice for all when he appears as our Judge, we should
now be striving to be like him, to act justly, to care for the people
that our Judge cares for, to make sure we are loving our
neighbour as he commands. Knowing that God will bring
ultimate justice means that our efforts now are worthwhile in the
end. No despot or army can derail the coming kingdom of God.
The ethos of liberation theology is surely correct—a society
should be judged by how it treats its weakest members. But
when this becomes an expectation that fairness and freedom for
all can be brought about by the church’s endeavours, then the
Bible’s view of Christian hope has been overridden. 

A final version of over-realised eschatology is found in the
‘healthy and wealthy’ gospel of prosperity taught by some
churches. In brief, these churches often emphasise Old Testament
promises of God made to Israel and apply them to Christians
today. For instance, in Joshua 1:8 the Lord teaches Joshua: 

Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth;
meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to
do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous
and successful.

A prosperity gospel preacher might expound the passage using
logic such as this: if we learn and obey God’s word, we will prosper
and succeed; to prosper means to be wealthy, and to succeed
means to do well in life; therefore, God is promising that his
obedient servants will be rewarded with riches and great stature.

It is true that God’s faithful and obedient servants will be
rewarded—but the New Testament tells us that this reward
remains in the future kingdom. The preacher has taken a specific
promise to Joshua, as God commissions him to lead Israel into
the promised land of Canaan, and ‘materialised’ that promise

666 AND ALL THAT20

APA091-666 and all that-txt-ART  7/6/07  4:37 PM  Page 20



into twenty-first century life. This is an abuse of the Bible and a
misunderstanding of the hope that we are given in Christ.

Then there’s the health part of this ‘healthy and wealthy’
gospel. John was recently in an overseas church where a
preacher asked people with illnesses to come to the front for
prayer and healing. No problem there, of course; the Scriptures
encourage congregational prayer for healing (Jas 5:14–16). But
then the minister asked if anyone in the church was feeling the
effects of a creation ‘groaning as in the pains of childbirth’. The
reference was to Romans 8:19–22 where Paul says that the
creation itself groans as it waits for liberation from its bondage
to decay. Astonishingly, as people began to stand up with their
various stresses, aches and pains, the preacher started ‘rebuking’
these evidences of creation’s decay and claiming in Christ’s
name ‘liberation’ and ‘new creation’ right here and now. If only
people had turned to Romans 8 they would have discovered
that Paul says the liberation of creation is entirely future. Until
then we can expect suffering before glory: “I consider that our
present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that
will be revealed in us” (Rom 8:18).

Such over-realisation of Christian hope does nothing to help
a Christian live in this time before the return of Jesus. On the
contrary, it belittles Jesus’ coming reign because it turns human
beings once again into their own source of hope—as political
liberators, or self-perfecting saints, or Top 100 earners or health
gurus. The New Testament teaches an even greater hope to come,
but it must be ushered in by the source of the hope himself, the
risen Lord Jesus.
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Living now for the future

In summary, Christianity is three-dimensional: it is about faith in
Jesus Christ, love of God and our neighbour and hope in God’s
promised future. And, while many contemporary Christians are
good at ‘faith’ and ‘love’, too many of us are ‘no-hopers’. We are
two-dimensional. We ignore the third dimension of the Christian
life, and miss out on the excitement and assurance of hoping for
what has been made certain by Jesus.

For so many of us, God’s promised future features little in our
thoughts and prayers and ministry. Our youthful longing for
Christ’s return and for God’s eternal kingdom have dwindled
over the years. 

Why?
Is it because we have matured and acquired a more measured

understanding of biblical faith? Is it because we are embarrassed
about being associated with those ‘fanatics’ who try to predict
the hour of Jesus’ return? Is it because we find the whole thing
difficult to believe now after centuries have passed? Is it because
we have so many friends who refuse God and about whose fate
we deeply worry? 

Perhaps all of these have contributed. But the main reason
for this dulling of hope, we believe, is that over time we have
grown unhealthily attached to now. We like where we live! We
love our friends, good food and wine, television, music and
travel. And even though we know there is untold poverty,
tyranny and godlessness in the world, and that Christ’s kingdom
will make all things new—we still find ourselves comfortable
with the way things are for us.

There is, of course, a healthy love of life born out of
appropriately revelling in God’s creation. But there is also an
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unhealthy love of the world, one that selfishly prefers our
private moments to God’s promised future. When life is good,
our eyes seem to drop from our future hope and rest upon our
current contentment.

One German theologian describes the healthy Christian life as
similar to a child’s experience of Advent, the four weeks leading up
to Christmas. The expectation of Christmas Day, with its parties,
presents and celebrations, fills the whole of December with
Christmas meaning. We wrap gifts, put up decorations, write
cards and invitations, and so on. These Christmas activities are
not only born out of expectation; they also serve to increase our
expectation. They inspire us—the kids, anyway—and make the
whole Christmas experience more tangible and exciting. 

The New Testament says much the same thing about the
Christian life. We live in the ‘Advent’ of the great arrival of Jesus
and his kingdom. And our lives are to be decked out with the
signs of that expectation—with praise for the coming Lord, with
perspective on life’s momentary troubles, in generosity with our
transitory wealth, in joy that there is more to life than the
present and in prayer that pleads “your Kingdom come”.

23THE THREE DIMENSIONS OF THE CHRISTIAN LIFE

APA091-666 and all that-txt-ART  7/6/07  4:37 PM  Page 23




