4

THE CASE FOR THE
POSTTRIBULATION
RAPTURE POSITION

Douglas J. Moo




Douglas J. Moo is Assistant Professor of New Testament at
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. He holds the M. Div.
degree from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School and the Ph.D.
from the University of St. Andrews. He has written The Old
Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives and contributed articles
to Trinity Journal, Westminster Theological Journal, Journal for the
Study of the New Testament, and Journal of the Evangelical Theo-
logical Society. He is a member of the Evangelical Theological
Socicty, the Institute for Biblical Research, the Chicago Society
for Biblical Research, and the Society of Biblical Literature.



PURPOSE, ASSUMPTIONS, AND APPROACH

It is my purpose to present an exegetical and theological
argument for the view that the church, or the saints of the
present dispensation, will be raptured after the Great Tribula-
tion. This argument makes several assumptions. First, the ar-
gument assumes, although it is not necessarily predicated upon,
the view that the return of Christ in glory will occur before
the Millennium (Rev. 20:4-6). A second assumption is that
the Scriptures predict a period of unparalleled distress, called
in Revelation 7:14 “the great tribulation,” which will im-
mediately precede the Second Advent. Third, it is accepted
that the seventieth week of Daniel (cf. Dan. 9:24-27) has not
yet found complete fulfillment and that it is related to the time
of unprecedented tribulation.?

In approaching the topic under consideration, it is espe-
cially important that the bearing of ecclesiology on the inves-
tigation be made clear. If a radical disjunction between Israel
and the church is assumed, a certain presumption against the
posttribulational position exists, since it would be inconsistent
for the church to be involved in a period of time that, ac-
cording to the Old Testament, has to do with Israel. However,
it is important at the outset to note that a posttribulational
Rapture is not necessarily excluded by a view that keeps Israel
and the church separate. Thus, if Scripture indicates that both
Israel and the church are to experience the Great Tribulation,
each could remain on earth during that time as separate enti-
tes. Even if it be concluded that the Great Tribulation is for
Israel only, is it not a priori impossible to think that the church
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will remain on earth during that period without undergoing
this climactic affliction.?

In other words, a total and consistent separation of Israel
and the church does not necessarily entail any specific view of
the time of the Rapture. Since this is the case, an approach to
the topic that assumes no particular view on this ecclesio-
logical question cannot be deemed illegitimate. Furthermore,
such an approach is to be preferred because it paves the way
for more objective exegesis of the relevant texts. To begin
with a particular view of the relationship of Israel and the
church can too easily lead to circular reasoning. One argues
that such and such a text cannot refer to the church because
it describes the Great Tribulation, which is only for Israel—
but one can know that it is exclusively for Israel only on the
basis of an exegetical treatment of every relevant passage in-
cluding the one under scrutiny! Certainly it is preferable to
draw tentative conclusions on the larger theological issue (Is-
rael and the church) only after the exegesis has been carried
out.

Inasmuch as the Rapture is clearly revealed only in the
New Testament, the decisive evidence for its timing with re-
spect to the Tribulation must come from the New Testament
also. Furthermore, it is sound hermeneutical procedure to es-
tablish a doctrine on the basis of the texts that speak most
directly to the issue. 'Thus, the major part of the paper will be
devoted to an exegesis of these texts. However, some foun-
dational issues must be addressed before this important task
1s begun.

THE TRIBULATION AND THE
SECOND ADVENT

The MNature of the Tribulation

While it is the message of both the Old and the New
Testaments that the saints experience tribulation throughout
history, both also clearly speak of a climactic time of tribu-
lation that will immediately precede the Second Advent. To
define the nature of this period, particularly with respect to
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God’s wrath, is the purpose of this section. When we turn to
the Old Testament, the sitvation is complicated by the fact
that it is often difficult to discern whether a particular descrip-
tion of “tribulation” relates to the Exile, the final judgment,
or the “Great Tribulation” as such. The distinction between
the latter two is not always recognized, but it would seem to
be an important one in discussing Old Testament prophetic
texts. For passages that describe the horror of the end itself
(e.g., what the New Testament describes as the Battle of Ar-
mageddon, etc.), which, according to all three views, follows
the Tribulation, cannot be used as evidence for the nature of
the Great Tribulation, which precedes the end. Since many of
the relevant prophetic texts involve descriptions of the “Day
of the Lord,” and do not indicate clearly whether the Tribu-
lation or the end itself is envisaged, the problem is a real one.
Caution is called for, then, in applying these descriptions to
the Tribulation.?

With this in mind, it must be concluded that only in
Daniel do we find passages that must refer to the Great Trib-
ulation (cf. especially 7:7-8, 23-25; 8:9-12, 23-25; 9:26--27;
11:36—12:1). Certainly others may describe the Tribulation—
Deuteronomy 4:29-30; Isaiah 26:20-21; Jeremiah 30:4-9; Joel
2:30-31; and Zephaniah 1-2, to name a few. But none of the
depictions of distress in these passages is clearly distinct from
the final outpouring of God’s judgmental wrath that occurs
only after the Tribulation. In the interests of accuracy, then,
it is important to use the texts in Daniel as primary evidence
in constructing the Old Testament concept of the Tribulation
and employ the other texts only as they corroborate the pic-
ture in Daniel.

Two points of relevance for our topic emerge from the
texts in Daniel. First, the sufferings of the saints during this
period are uniformly attributed to an ultimate opposer and
usurper of God (7:7-8, 20-25; 11:35-48). Itis “the little hom”
who “wages war against the saints and overpowers them”
(7:21; cf. 8:25).

Second, Daniel 11:36 and (probably) 8:19 attest to the
existence of divine wrath (0O¥I) during this period of intense
persecution. But nothing is said about the extent or duration
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