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Part I: What is the Rapture?  By Stephen T. Hague 

Why do so many people perceive Christian faith as nothing but “pie in the sky” and the goal of 
Christian hope as in “heaven"? 
The common (Hallmark card) perceptions of life on earth and life in heaven is the popular perspective that the 
"blessed" hope of the Christian is in the heavenly clouds, or somewhere upwards, in the sky, or Far Away from earth 
and this cosmos. It is assumed in this peculiar view that it is totally different than life here, and that we may not 
necessarily even recognize one another, or have memories of this present life. Where do these concepts arise, that are 
so foreign to the tenor of Scripture? 
 
I suggest it is due, in large part, to the theology that flows out from the secret and sudden “rapture doctrine” 
popularized by a number of contemporary authors and their films. 
 

Why do so many believe that the Christian’s (“blessed”1) hope is in a sudden “rapture,” a radical 
departure from this world when Christ returns? 

1. Main ideas and text regarding the (sensational) Dispensational rapture idea 
 

The Primary Source of this interesting notion comes from a 
fairly recent interpretive approach now called 
Dispensationalism. This movement originated in England in 
the nineteenth century with the Plymouth Brethren, John 
Nelson Darby. His ideas migrated, as ideas do, across the big 
pond to the USA largely through the strenuous efforts of 
two notable Americans, C.I. Scofield (known for his Scofield 
Reference Bible) and Lewis Sperry Chafer (known for 
founding Dallas Theological Seminary and systematizing the 
teachings of Scofield). These two men we can also call 
“doctor,” since they both gave themselves that title, 
apparently since they lacked in any formal college or 
university credentials. 
 
(left) rapture illustration

)2  
 
These gentlemen, and those who share their rapture hope, teach that there are very different dispensations (six to 
eight, depending to what degree they “divide the word”) in history (Scofield understood that as “rightly dividing the 
word” from 2 Tim 2:15), and that only through this now-called Dispensational approach could anyone rightly 
understand the Bible. It is worth noting that many folks who came to read and treasure the Scofield study notes that 
he generously placed at the bottom of the KJV Bible text, seem to have grown in the impression that these notes were 
the product of many scholars, and that they were what the Bible teaches, even though they were the fruit of a small 
sect of the Plymouth Brethren. It appears, in fact, that the inspiration for these notes was mostly that of one man in 
particular, one of the Darbyite faction, about eighty years before Scofield published them. Scofield had met this 
inspiration, a James Brookes, pastor of Walnut Presbyterian Church, from whom he learned this dispensational 
scheme of biblical history. It is not happily noted that sometime during this period of his enlightening, that Scofield 
abandoned his wife and two daughters (in the 1870’s), and then divorced the former. Having other personal 
challenges, perhaps related to the aforementioned, and which we cannot explore in depth here, he was also jailed on 
forgery charges in 1879, perhaps enhancing dissatisfaction with this old world of woe. 
 

                                                           
1
 This expression is found in Titus where it describes the final return of Jesus Christ to the earth: 2:13 looking for the blessed hope 

and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus, 
2
 http://www.dailydevotionals.co/2011/02/thursdays-dose_09.html  
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In order to understand just how their rapture idea became so agreeable to so many, we must understand some of the 
basic tenets of this Dispensational “rightly dividing” of the Scripture. According to their schemata there are seven-
eight dispensations recognizable in our Bibles, and that God has a two-fold plan for two very different people of God: 
they are Israel and the Christian church. This led them to find that there are two kingdoms in the plan; they are the 
earthly Jewish kingdom (called the “Kingdom of God”) and the spiritual church (called the “kingdom of heaven”). This 
then leads them to the remarkable view that there are also two ways of redemption, or salvation: the one way is by 
obedience to the law (this is the earthly purpose in the material world for the Jewish people of Israel), and the other 
way is by grace (the heavenly purpose of grace for the Christian church). Legal obedience was required in the OT 
dispensation, but in the church age legal obedience is suspended and salvation is by grace (for the Christian church), 
but that in the “kingdom age” (after Christ returns) legal obedience is happily resumed again. This is especially 
relevant, for our purposes here, that legal obedience will be reinstated after the “rapture” of the Christian church 
when God returns to his most important covenant and work with genetic Israel. 
 
It is widely understood that this Dispensational system relies on basic dualisms to interpret Scripture, the world, and 
human history:3  

 
upper story  heavenly spiritual church  eternal   noumenal 
 
lower story  earthly  material Israel  millennial/eternal phenomenal 
 

To summarize these dualisms in what is often called Classic Dispensationalism, it is important to separate Israel and 
the church, the law (OT) and grace (NT), the domain of God (in heaven) and domain of Satan (on earth), since the 
physical cosmos is now evil). This is the likely the forge where their two kingdoms and two covenants and two ways of 
salvation have been hammered out: the kingdom of heaven is an earthly, messianic, future kingdom of Judaism of 
meritorious observance of the law and the kingdom of God is a purely spiritual kingdom ruling in the hearts of 
Christians in the church age which will be suddenly and secretly raptured (to meet Jesus) out of the earthly domain. 
This is held tenaciously by many folks, even though the New Testament scriptures tell us that there is no merit 
possible for salvation (Romans), ever, and that since Christ’s substitutionary death there can be no further offerings 
for sin, ever (Hebrews). It is also problematic for the dualism of the “two kingdoms” (i.e., Jewish “Kingdom of God,” 
and Christian “Kingdom of Heaven”) ideas that according to the apostle Paul, in regards to salvation, there is no 
(difference between) Jew or Gentile in Christ (Rom 10:12; Gal 3:28; Col 3:11), and that all who believe by faith are 
considered the children of Abraham (Rom 9:7-8; Gal 3:7).  

2. Evaluation of the Dispensational “rapture” idea 

a) Radical discontinuity  
I think it needless to say, but to be clear here of the serious nature of the error involved, the radical discontinuity that 
the dispensational method creates for biblical theology makes it, at best, hermeneutically misguided, in my estimation. 
It seriously fails to grasp the unified progression of revelation as the planned redemption of humanity, fragmenting 
the one Word of God into many “words” of God, also fragmenting the one way of salvation and the one people of 
God. It therefore fails to reckon with the overlap of significance for the covenants, the law, and the promises. Thus, it 
is quite wrongly inclined to treat the various genres in counter distinctive fashion that relegates their diverse 
significance to the divergent purposes of the discontinuous dispensations, rather than perceiving all genres serving the 
same ultimate purpose of revealing redemption through the covenant promise. The law, the promises, the wisdom, 
the prophets all have a singular purpose (with diverse applications) as revelation of the history of redemption. It is also 
true that some dispensationalists are naturally inconsistent on this point and thus tend towards seeing the profound 
continuity between the Testaments, as well as the inseparable relationship between the law and the gospel and that 
there is only one “people of God.” Nevertheless, the traditional dispensational presentation of the gospel as 
something new in the NT administration sadly fails to account for the revelation of the gospel in Genesis-Malachi.  
 

                                                           
3
 Chart from P. Fowler, Biblical Hermeneutics, unpublished class syllabus, NGTS, 2003. 
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In terms of the many biblical texts that have various motifs, symbols, metaphors, and images, Dispensationalism is 
typically constrained by a strictly literalist4 approach that does not allow for much figurative interpretation of biblical 
imagery (esp. in prophecy). On a much more serious note, that cannot be expanded here, and is treated by others, the 
Platonic, Marcionite, Gnostic, and dualistic aspects to this approach that make it biblically untenable.5  

b) God’s two plans and two people 
The rapture idea is central in the end-times system of Dispensationalism, and it relates to what Scofield and Chafer 
believed that the church was a parenthesis (a Plan B) in God’s plan for the Jews, and had no part in fulfilling OT 
prophecy. That is, the church is only a temporary parenthesis in God’s more vital work of the OT Jewish kingdom (Plan 
A) and the Jewish kingdom of the millennium, the church being but a parentheses between those two dispensations. 
The Christian church is “translated into the kingdom of heaven and thus us not a part of this world.”6 The church will 
have to be removed from the world when the Messiah returns so that he can continue his Jewish Kingdom for Israel. 
That will only happen when the full number have come into the church; then God will continue his work of the Jewish 
kingdom by rapturing the church out of the world. This is not at the second coming of Christ, as often supposed, but 
before his actual and final return, though he does “return” (not to the earth, only somewhere “in the air”) secretly to 
rapture the church out of the world to take it to its proper heavenly place. This view of the church as a strictly 
“heavenly” organism, and not an earthly one, is the reason it must be taken out of the way of the earthly Jewish one 
so God can complete his work with Israel, and the law-age will resume again.7 This view also poses a challenge to the 
NT presentation of the high calling of the church as God’s primary vehicle for the conveyance of the gospel in the 
present age until Christ’s return (1 Tim 3:15; Eph 1:23; 3:10). The church, as God’s people, represents the very 
fulfillment of the covenant promises, and testifies to the ends of the earth until his coming, making disciples for God’s 
kingdom from all the nations, Jews and Gentiles alike (Acts 1:8; Mtt 28:19). The church is salt and light in the world. 
The church is the beloved “bride” of Christ. The church fulfills the promise of a new people made for him, frequently 
expressed in the OT and NT in the phrase “I will be your God, and you will be my people.” 

c) Christ’s “secret” return 
In further detail, the “rapture” idea also entails a secret return of Christ (though this is not really a “return,” just a 
visitation to remove the spiritual church) when he invisibly removes his church (every Christian disappears suddenly) 
before the “great tribulation” that lasts seven years (this is, of course, the common “pre-tribulation form of the idea).8 
Those left after this disappearance of the church (the kingdom of heaven) will have to face the Antichrist. At the end 
of the seven years of this tribulation, Christ will then really return, this time it will be visibly to deliver those who had 
become Christians during the tribulation period “of the second chance.”  

d) A literal 1000 years of Christ’ reigning over this fallen world and the reinstitution of 
Jewish sacrifice for sin 

The “rapture” idea also requires that it precedes a literal 1000 year period that follows the actual second9 coming of 
Christ, this millennium period of 1000 years establishes Christ’s reign from Jerusalem and the Jewish “kingdom of 
God” is then established on earth, and the Mosaic law and sacrifice are reinstituted as the means of Jewish salvation. 
This idea that sacrifice must be reinstated for Jewish salvation is certainly one of the more unwarranted viewpoints 
they propose, since it would have been outrageous to the NT authors that there could ever be any reinstitution of 
sacrifice for sin since Jesus’ complete and sufficient propitiatory atonement. 

 

                                                           
4
 Dispensational exegetes also sometimes stress in the “literal” approach that the grammatical and historical are also key elements 

of what is called the literal. 
5
 See Michael Williams, This World is not My Home: the origins and development of dispensationalism, Scotland: Mentor, 2003.  

6
 Williams, This World is not My Home, p. 61. 

7
 See Williams, This World is not My Home, pp. 108-110. 

8
 This is the way the story is presented in a number of movies of the Left Behind series: A Thief in the Night, Image of the Beast, 

Tribulation Force, The Omega Code, Megiddon. It may not be entirely relevant, but if you were wondering, the term “Rapture” is 
not in the Bible. Other forms include a mid-tribulation rapture and a post-tribulation rapture. 
9
 This could be called a third return only if we count the prior “secret” coming of Christ to take the church out of the world. 
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Heb 7:26-27 For it was fitting for us to have such a high priest,  holy,  innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners 
and exalted above the heavens; 27 who does not need daily, like those high priests, to  offer up sacrifices,  first for His own 
sins and then for the sins of the people, because this He did 

c
once for all when He 

d
offered up Himself.  

 
Heb 9:26-28  Otherwise, He would have needed to suffer often since 

a
the foundation of the world; but now 

b
once at 

c
the 

consummation of the ages He has been 
d
manifested to put away sin  by the sacrifice of Himself. 27 And inasmuch as it 

is appointed for men to die once and after this 
b
comes judgment,  28 so Christ also, having been offered once to 

b
bear the 

sins of many, will appear a second time for salvation 
e
without reference to sin, to those who eagerly await Him. 

 
Heb 10:14  For by one offering He has 

a
perfected 

b
for all time those who are sanctified. 

 
Prior to this 1000 year period, it is said that Christ reigns only in heaven, but after this final return also on earth. It also, 
remarkably, must mean that Christ physically will be present in Jerusalem to reign over this sin-cursed world and the 
rebellious men, women, children, and devils on the earth for this lengthy time period following this return called the 
Millennium.  

e) Is the blessed hope rapture not resurrection? 
Since the “rapture” idea takes the church out of the world, it really does reorient the church’s present mission in the 
world. If we understand this rightly, the rapture idea intrinsically means that the ultimate goal of the Christian church 
is to escape this evil world, not to advance the gospel and the kingdom on the earth until Christ returns and the 
judgment comes; it is to prepare to be received into the spiritual “kingdom of heaven.” As Williams states it, “The 
blessed hope of the Christian, then is not the parousia, the second coming, but the rapture, the catching away of the 
church into heaven . . .”10 As noted already, that kingdom is comprised only of Christians, not Jews. Yet, we are also 
now left to wonder about the Christian Jews converted before the rapture? What about these Jewish Christians? Do 
they remain on the earth with the other Jews during the Millennium, since technically they belong to the kingdom of 
God, not the kingdom of heaven? Have they been saved by grace through Christ’s gospel, and not through obedience 
to the law? Or, are they also raptured as part of the spiritual “kingdom of God”? 
 
In summary, the key elements of this view are that God’s Christian church will disappear from the earth without a 
trace, while the rest of the people on the earth will continue on living here along with the Jewish people and through a 
Great Tribulation. This rapture will be sudden and mysterious as God’s people will vanish from their places at home, 
and in planes and cars, and worldwide mayhem and disasters will result, naturally. As you may have seen, the bumper-
stickers such as “In case of Rapture, this vehicle will be unmanned,” express this colorful sentiment.  

f) Some practical, otherworldly implications of the “rapture” idea 
Some practical, otherworldly implications of the “rapture” idea on theology, as described by Williams: 
 

The biblical insistence that physical reality is the good creation of God played virtually no part in the theology of classical 
dispensationalism. . . . we will notice an otherworldliness in the thought of both men [Chafer and Scofield] that de-
emphasizes and even demonizes the physical world. Chafer and Scofield’s understanding of the biblical teaching on the 

                                                           
c 
Heb 9:12, 28; 10:10 

d 
Eph 5:2; Heb 9:14, 28; 10:10, 12 

a 
Matt 25:34; Heb 4:3 

b 
Heb 7:27; 9:12 

c 
Matt 13:39; Heb 1:2 

d 
1 John 3:5, 8 

b 
2 Cor 5:10; 1 John 4:17 

b 
Is 53:12; 1 Pet 2:24 

e 
Heb 4:15 

a 
Heb 10:1 

b 
Heb 10:12 

10
 Williams, This World is not My Home, p. 110. He has more to say to this, “Belief in the rapture distanced the believer from any 

notion of the church as being in the world for any other purpose than calling the elect out of the world. The rapture doctrine 
effectively withdrew the church from a position where it might exercise any impact upon the world” (ibid, p. 112). 
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nature of being human and their doctrine of the new earth demonstrates the classical dispensational neglect of the 
created order as the divinely ordained theater of human existence and the environment in which redemption takes 
place.”

11
 

 
Williams further details these rather negative conclusions, as according to Scofield and Chafer, “The culture of fallen 
humanity, its arts, science, politics, economics, education, and the rest, will not only be judged, but will be completely 
destroyed in the day of the Lord.”12 Is it not fair to say that this thinking has led to widespread cultural separation and 
has made it problematic for the church to apply the whole gospel to the whole world. Nevertheless, there is nothing in 
this world to which the gospel does not speak. This is especially so, considering the frequent biblical theme that there 
is no realm where Christ is not Lord and King.  For example,  

 
Deut 10:14 To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it.  
 
1 Chron 29:11 Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power  

and the glory and the majesty and the splendor,  
for everything in heaven and earth is yours.  

          Yours, O LORD, is the kingdom;  
you are exalted as head over all.  
 

Ps 24:1 (see also 1 Cor 10:26) The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it,  
the world, and all who live in it;  

 
Eph 1:19-22 (NIV) his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, 
20 which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 
21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but 
also in the one to come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for 
the church. 
 
Rev 11:4 

 
These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth.  

 
That is, simply put, there is not even a single atom that exists in a “secular” realm outside of God’s presence and reign. 
Williams also describes the strikingly stark Dispensational perspective on Satan, God, and the world as follows: 
 

God entirely ignores worldly organization and achievement, and in its place substitutes his own power. Satan works for 
the reformation of society through the historical process of human learning, humanitarian good will, and inventiveness. 
God, however, works for the dissolution of human culture since he promises that the second advent of Christ will bring 
about his cataclysmic judgment upon the world-system. Biblical salvation is fully at odds with human schemes of 

reformation and social progress.
13

 

 
Though it cannot denied that redemption is so much greater than the social reforms of the so-called “social gospel,” 
the suggestion that Satan is the one seeking to bring “good” to the world through reformation of its structures and 
expressions is simply put, preposterous. This conception of the world, Satan, and the role of the church, is in complete 
antithesis to the biblical theology of the restoration of creation, as well as the necessity of salty believers to work for 
justice and righteousness in this world. It would especially see as evil any emphasis on the “redemption” of culture 
through the sanctifying impact of the gospel on world systems and cultures. Even though we may not agree with the 
notion of “redeeming” culture (humans are redeemed), I hope we could agree that Christians have a redeeming and 
reforming influence on their world, being the “salt of the earth,” and the light set upon a hill. Our understanding of 
this redeeming salt and light can include the proclamation of the gospel that leads redeemed humans to exercise 
obedience to Christ in relation to all of human, animal, and natural life lived under the sovereign dominion and 
lordship of Christ (which orients the Church towards the eventual restoration of creation through Christ). Since Christ 
perfectly fulfilled the Edenic covenant roles for Adam in the garden, all who are in Christ also carry on the Edenic 

                                                           
11

 Williams, This World, p. 46. 
12

 Williams, This World, p. 43. 
13

 Williams, This World, p. 49. 
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covenant of works of “co-regency” (though not equal, and not anything related to salvific aspects), as we fulfill our 
Adamic dominion and creation-care through Christ (and as perfectly in the eventually restored creation).14 Most 
importantly, our relations with our neighbors and the universal family of Christ are to be characterized by 
redemption/sanctification. In contrast to such a view, the rapture escape is a negative view of human life in the world, 
and removes from it the significance of defending the innocent, rescuing those being led away onto captivity, the 
orphans, the widows, fighting for justice and deliverance for the preborn and innocent being led to slaughter (Deut 
26:13; Prov 24:11; Jer 21:12; 22:3; Mal 3:5; Zech 7:10; James 1:27). On the other hand, a pessimistic and dualistic 
perspective dramatically reduces to naught the eternal and practical significance of the incarnation of Christ in this 
world as a human in the flesh who came because “God so loved the world (cosmos), that he gave his only begotten 
Son . . .” (Jn 3:16). 
 
Classical Dispensationalism’s “blessed” hope for the rapture leaves the believer with no other present “escape” 
(except death) from this evil world, though it often generates such a pessimistic desire in believers. Yet, it also gives 
little hope for any biblical vision, or mandate for the church, for this lost world or its cultures. Therefore, historical and 
cultural pessimism are intrinsic to the dispensational scheme of life and biblical interpretation, and thus there is no 
present, practical continuity with the Edenic (creational) and covenantal (redemptional) design of embodied humans 
made in the image of God15 to creatively exercise dominion in this good earth and to love and enjoy this wondrous gift 
of life.  
 

“The Christians task is none other than to be a witness, and thereby to prepare men and women for a heavenly existence. 
The believer is not to be concerned with the life of the people in this world as such, for the gospel addresses man only in 
his inner life. While such a reductionist notion of the gospel is sadly unbiblical, one must also say that it is consistent with 
the Platonized anthropology of classical dispensationalism and the way its sets a dichotomy between the natural and the 
supernatural, the bodily, and the life of the soul.”

16
 

 

This kind of pessimism about our human life, is dualistic and unfounded. Worse, it leads to a kind of Christian nihilism 
that is life-denying not life affirming. In contrast to this dualistic viewpoint, a good case can be made from scripture 
that God created us in this world, to live in this world, in his image.  

g) Created in God’s image and redeemed in Christ’s image 
God also has redeemed us in this world, to live in this world, in his image. To be made in his image, in both the pre-fall 
creational covenant and the post-fall new covenant of redemption, involves the very profoundly positive aspects of 
the following: 

 the aesthetic of the creation-order, since we are made in the image of the Creator. The Edenic “cultural 
commission” was to creatively build God’s kingdom on earth. Mankind’s creative abilities and knowledge were to 
be applied to having dominion over the created world. In some sense humans are co-creators with God (not ex 
nihilo, but out of what is there in creation). The dignity of work is thus affirmed. Jesus himself fulfills the Edenic 
mandate of work and creativity (Jn 5:17). Believing the colossal lies of Satan, Adam and Eve introduced destruction 
and decay, ugliness and grotesque perversions. Despite this, the aesthetic aspects of the image are fully intact and 
can still be expressed rightly and truly through the renewing power of God’s Spirit. 

 the familial and communal (social) aspects of the creation-order: we were made for home and community. Home 
is the place for love, community, learning, and is the foundation of the church and society. Fathering/mothering of 
children in the home reflects God’s creation of Adam and Eve. The home and the church community are the place 
for the relay of truth and the gospel through language communication and demonstration. Also, neighborly love in 
the home and community has tremendous significance for our life purposes. Believing the colossal lies of Satan led 

                                                           
14

 This will be explored below in the discussion of the image of God. 
15

 The image of God in humans enables them all to be living beings in relationship, to have real personality, will (choice, 
determination), communication (love, truth), emotion (affections of the heart), spirituality (worship of and communion with God), 
rationality (logos, mind, knowledge, logic, hermeneutics), morality (conscience), creativity (aesthetics, work, beauty), dignity 
(personality), goodness (though and deed), value (intrinsic due to image of God), dominion (vice regents, ambassadors, 
representatives) and authority (derived). As we live for God through Jesus Christ, we come to experience the fullness of our 
humanity. 
16

 Williams, This World, p. 56. 
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to division, alienation, death, and murder. Despite this, the familial and community aspects of the image are fully 
intact and can still be expressed rightly and truly through the renewing power of God’s Spirit. 

 the prophetic and priestly aspects we were given at creation: when sinless humankind bowed before and 
worshipped God, Adam and Eve were given the beautiful task of guarding and treasuring the sanctuary-garden of 
the Lord’s presence (Gen 2:15). The imperative to work ()is conjoined with the imperative to guard, watch 

over, stand watch ().  In sum, to mediate God’s truth to God’s creation, properly interpreting and applying that 
truth to the created world. Believing the colossal lies of Satan, they failed in this role of conveying God’s truth. 
Despite this, the prophetic aspects of the image are fully intact and can still be expressed rightly and truly through 
the renewing power of God’s Spirit. 

 the dominion/work/labor/leisure aspects given at creation. All creation was under Adam’s care. The heaven’s and 
the earth are the Lord’s, and the earth is the dominion of human hands. Work before the fall was intensive and 
extensive: they were keepers of the Garden. Before their fall, they were free within certain bounds, but outside 
those boundaries they were forbidden to go. What we usually call the exercise of mankind’s “free will” was really 
the exercise of mankind’s rebellious will in bondage to sin. The act of rebellion (eating of the tree) followed the 
volition of rebellion. Being free and enabled to work () and guard () the garden (2:15) involved being 

fruitful (three verbs involved: [1:28]). This involved having dominion by ruling and governing in the 

garden over all creation ([1:28]). No indolence. As the Lord tends to his creation his co-regents were to do 
likewise, “fathering” and nurturing the creation. The imitation of God: love God and hate the evil one. Glorify God 
and enjoy him forever. Thus they were to glorify God in all they did. Believing the colossal lies of Satan, joyous 
work became toil and sorrow. Despite this, the dominion aspects of work and labor are fully intact and can still be 
expressed rightly and truly through the renewing power of God’s Spirit. 

3. Biblical and textual conclusions about Jesus return 
In sum, Dispensational hermeneutics has often sacrificed the unity of scripture and God’s plan of creation and 
salvation and has obscured the one people of God with one singular destiny, which the scripture often teaches.  
Dispensationalism rejects both the unity of God’s revelation and the fact that God’s purpose is “held forth with more 
fullness”17 in the New Testament than it is in the Old. Dispensationalism holds that large portions even of the New 
Testament are for the Jewish nation, not for the Church. In speaking of the scriptures for the Church, L.Chafer says, 
“The Scriptures addressed specifically to this company are the Gospel by John—especially the upper room 
discourse,—the Acts and the Epistles.”18 Dispensationalism declares that the Sermon on the Mount is for the Jews of 
the Kingdom period, and is “law not grace.”19 The Lord’s Prayer and the Great Commission are assigned by some to 
the Jews of the “tribulation” period, and not to the Church.20 

 
These are some of the proposed reasons that, in the popular imagination, many people today believe that the hope of 
the Christian is rapture to the heavenly clouds, or somewhere upwards, in the sky, or Far Away from earth and this 
cosmos. They are also some of the reasons that many people believe that Christ came to die for us so that we (our 
soul) can go to heaven when we die, and since humans are essentially spiritual beings whose embodiment is only 
temporary, and that this world will be totally destroyed (because it is presumed evil).21 That is, for many people the 
end-goal of salvation is to be taken away from the earth, but I suspect this is based mostly on a text that does not 
support such a view. Indeed, all of the texts of Christ’s return are about his return to the earth and renewed creation 
following!  

 

For example,  
Acts 1:9-10 After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 10 They were 
looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. 11 “Men of 

                                                           
17

 Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. VII, Sec. 6. 
18

 Chafer, Dispensationalism, pp. 406-07. 
19

 Scofield Reference Bible, pp. 989, 1230; Dispensationalism, p. 443. 
20

 Scofield, Grace, pp. 174, 176, 179, 181. 
21

 See Williams, “Rapture or Resurrection.” “Rapture or Resurrection,” p. 28. 
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Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into 
heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” 

22
 

 

 Jesus did not secretly vanish. He did not “disappear” (as some compare this to their idea of a rapture). 

 The angels even explain that his visible departure was like his future visible return. Indeed, they seem to chide 
them for “looking into the sky.” 
 

1 Thess 4:14-17 We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have 
fallen asleep in him. 

15 
According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming 

of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. 
16 

For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, 
with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 
17 

After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together (ἁρπάζω) with them in the clouds (νεφέλαις) to 

meet (ἀπάντησιν) the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. 

18Therefore comfort one another with these words. 
 
1 Thess 5:1-11 Now as to the times and the epochs, brethren, you have no need of anything to be written to you. 2 For you 
yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night. 3While they are saying, “Peace and 
safety!” then destruction will come upon them suddenly like labor pains upon a woman with child, and they will not escape. 
4 But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day would overtake you like a thief; 5 for you are all sons of light and sons 
of day. We are not of night nor of darkness; 6 so then let us not sleep as others do, but let us be alert and sober. 7For those 
who sleep do their sleeping at night, and those who get drunk get drunk at night. 8 But since we are of the day, let us be 
sober, having put on the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet, the hope of salvation. 9 For God has not destined us 
for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 10 who died for us, so that whether we are awake or 
asleep, we will live together with Him. 11 Therefore encourage one another and build up one another, just as you also are 

doing.
23

  

 
In these texts, the body and soul are raised up here, not for escape from the world (“rapture”), but redemption and 
resurrection in the world:  

 Christ returns very visibly and audibly from heaven with a loud command and with the voice of the archangel 

and the trumpet of God. This is his parousia, his final return to the earth. 

 The previously dead in Christ will return with him to the earth and the dead in Christ will be raised up 

 Those in Christ who are living on the earth will be raised up (taken up) to meet him visibly. This is a 

resurrection, not a rapture.24 It is very public welcome of the King at his new city of the New Jerusalem on the 

earth. This is the kind of welcome given to returning kings at the city gates common in the Ancient Near East. 

 “Caught up” does not mean “disappear”; it means to be resurrected to meet him. Our bodies will be changed 

in a “twinkling of an eye” (2 Cor 15:52).  

 Paul’s recipients did not even need to be told what he was saying, since it was plain to them (no hidden 

meanings here); this event would be a surprise only to the nonelect: that is, the Day of the Lord will come 

suddenly – means unexpectedly -- upon them (not unexpectedly for believers), and it will be the same day 

that the trumpet sounds when Christ returns to the earth. 

                                                           
22

 οὐρανόν (Act 1:11 BGT) the heavens? Heaven? Sky? 
23

 Low and Nida Lexicon of Semantic Domains: 18.4  ἁρπάζω: to grab or seize by force, with the purpose of removing and/or 

controlling - 'to seize, to snatch away, to take away.' ἐκέλευσεν τὸ στράτευμα καταβὰν ἁρπάσαι αὐτὸν ἐκ μέσου αὐτῶν 'he ordered 

soldiers to go down (into the group) and snatch him away from them' Ac 23.10; ἔρχεται ὁ πονηρὸς καὶ ἁρπάζει τὸ ἐσπαρμένον ἐν τῇ 

καρδίᾳ αὐτοῦ 'the Evil One comes and snatches away the seed that was sown in his heart' Mt 13.19. In Mt 13.19 the context as a 
whole is figurative, but a more or less literal rendering of 'snatches' or 'seizes' is probably satisfactory. εἰς ἀπάντησιν apántēsis 
[meeting] In 1 Th. 4:17 there will be, at the Lord’s return, a rapture of his people to meet him. The word apántēsis was used for 
the public welcome accorded to important visitors. Similarly, Christians will welcome Christ, acclaiming him as Lord. [E. PETERSON]. 
Kittel, G., Friedrich, G., & Bromiley, G. W. (1995, c1985). Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Translation of: 
Theologisches Worterbuch zum Neuen Testament. (64). Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans. 
24

 Also see, 1 Thess 5:23, “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and 

body (πνεῦμα καὶ ἡ ψυχὴ καὶ τὸ σῶμα) be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  

http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/4-18.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-1.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-2.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-3.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-4.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-5.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-6.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-7.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-8.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-9.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-10.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/5-11.htm
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 Destruction of unbelievers follows his return, not a seven year period during which unbelievers have a chance 

to repent and be saved during the Tribulation.  

 He says plainly “they will not escape” v. 3, so there is no seven year second chance. 
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More texts to consider in evaluating the “rapture” viewpoint: 
Mtt 24:5 Jesus answered and said to them, “See to it that no one misleads you. 5 “For many will come in My name, 
saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will mislead many . . .” 
 
Mtt 24:21-31 For then there will be great distress, unequaled from the beginning of the world until now—and never to be 
equaled again. 

22 
If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will 

be shortened. 
23 

At that time if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or, ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. 
24 

For false 
Christs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and miracles to deceive even the elect—if that were 
possible. 

25 
See, I have told you ahead of time. 

26 
“So if anyone tells you, ‘There he is, out in the desert,’ do not go out; or, 

‘Here he is, in the inner (“secret”?) rooms,’ do not believe it. 
27 

For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in 
the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 

28 
Wherever there is a carcass, there the vultures will gather. 

29 

“Immediately after the distress of those days” ‘the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will 
fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken. 

30 
“At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the 

sky, and all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power 
and great glory. 

31 
And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, 

from one end of the heavens to the other. 32“Now learn the parable from the fig tree: when its branch has already 
become tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near; 33so, you too, when you see all these things, 
recognize that He is near, right at the door. 34“Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things 
take place. 35“Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away. 36 But of that day and hour no one 
knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone. 37“For the coming of the Son of Man will be just 
like the days of Noah. 38“For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in 
marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, 39 and they did not understand until the flood came and took them all 
away; so will the coming of the Son of Man be. 

 
Jesus says here that his return will be preceded by false ideas about it: 

 Therefore he warns them that they should not be deceived (24:4, 5, 11, 24) about reports of his secret/unseen 
return. This indicates the need to be vigilant in light of the many false delusions about his return. It also 
indicates that indeed it will not be a secret. That this idea that his return would be hidden/secret itself will be 
a deception.  

 That deception will also include the idea that many will claim that he is here (has returned already) and that 
we need to be told where he is, and also that we should go out and look for him, as though he returned 
secretly. 
 

Jesus says in this passage concerning his return: 

 That it would follow great distress and calamity in the world that will be cut short for the elect (not “pre-
tribulational”) 

 That the elect would be in the world during this time.  

 That he would return as suddenly and visibly as lightning: no secret, hidden invisible, quiet event. 

 That all the nations will see the sign of the Son of Man in the sky (no invisible return) 

 That the nations will mourn because of it (final judgment has come, no more hope of salvation). 

 That the Son of Man will return visibly with great power and glory.  

 That the Son of Man will send out his angel to sound a loud trumpet (no quiet, secret, invisible event, even 
though the unbelievers are surprised). 

 That all of the elect will be gathered from all the earth.  

 That the unsuspecting and unprepared lost will have no second chance during a seven year period or later 
1000 period, only they will be swept away in the judgment (as in the Flood) 

 In Jesus’ discourse here, there is no rapture into heaven, no Jewish kingdom re-established, and no re-
institution of the law and sacrifice (see discussion of sacrifice above, p. 3).  
 

 
Also see Mtt 24:40, 

                                                           
 c
 Isaiah 13:10; 34:4 

http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-32.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-33.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-34.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-35.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-37.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-38.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-39.htm
http://biblehub.com/matthew/24-40.htm
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