Sermon Text: Revelation 11:15-19 and 1 Corinthians 15:24-28

Title: Will God the Father or God the Son reign as King of God’s Kingdom Forever? (Part 2)
By Pastor Micah Adamson, August 26, 2012

Introduction:

Last week I shared a paradox that has been bothering me for over a year. It’s the question of whether God the Father or God the Son will reign as King of God’s Kingdom Forever. Last week I showed how several theological categories from my class at Prairie Bible Institute on Christ & Salvation have helped me come to peace that there is only an apparent contradiction which can be resolved between Revelation 11 and 1 Corinthians 15. This week I want to share how reading several different Bible commentaries by commentators who addressed both of these passages helped me to come to a resolution of this issue. I’d also like to take a more exegetical look at both of these passages to show how they actually teach not contradictory ideas but complimentary truths. But first, allow me to retell how this issue came to bother me in first place. 

A. How I was introduced to this issue 

In June of 2011, I had the privilege of attending the National Revival Network’s “National Conversation on Revival” at the Moody church in Chicago, Illinois with less than 100 attendees including many famous Christian leaders such as David Bryant, Erwin Lutzer, John Armstrong, Dale Schlafer and Bill Bright’s wife Bonnet.
 I was invited as the junior traveling companion of my mentor Pastor Dan Folden who already felt out of place as an unworthy guest only invited through a friendship with David Bryant. When I read the roster of attendees, I saw one leader who I especially wanted to meet and by God’s providence my assigned seat at the conference was to the right of my hero,
 at the same table, and in his small group!
The first talk of the conference was delivered by David Bryant, who drew our attention to the exalted position Jesus has occupied since His ascension. Bryant shared his Christocentric definition of revival as a “Christ Awakening”, where “God’s Spirit uses God’s word to reconvert God’s people to God’s Son for all of who He is” just as the Holy Spirit did at Pentecost.
 Bryant concluded by saying that all revivals are just an “approximation of the consummation” when Jesus will return and we will see Him as He truly is.
 Bryant’s thesis is that the Trinity is most exalted when we focus our attention now on the most visible member of the Trinity, Jesus, since that is how it will be at the end of time as it says in Revelation 11:15. As Bryant concluded, I didn’t just have a desire for revival; I was inspired to worship God in Christ!

After Bryant’s talk we had time to discuss our definitions of a revival in small groups. I received a blow during that conversation from which I am still reeling; my hero objected to Bryant’s definition of a revival on Trinitarian grounds, claiming that Bryant focused too much on the wrong member of the Trinity!
 He said that revivals shouldn’t be defined primarily by a focus on Jesus since at Christ’s second coming Jesus will focus our attention back to God the Father as 1 Corinthians 15:24 and 28 says. I was astonished! I couldn’t understand how someone who has been so powerfully used by God to bring about revival through preaching Christ could object so strongly to focusing too much on Jesus.
B. The issue is an apparent contradiction between Revelation 11 and 1 Corinthians 15

The cause of this paradox, or apparent contradiction, is that Revelation 11:15 seems to indicate that God the Son will retain His highly exalted place as the rightful King of God’s kingdom forever, “There were loud voices in heaven, which said: ‘The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever.’” But, 1 Corinthians 15:24 and 28 seem to indicate that God the Son will give this position back to God the Father who will take over His rightful place as the ultimate King of God’s kingdom in eternity, “Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power….When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all in all.” So, which is it, will Jesus reign forever or will He turn His reign over to God the Father?
C. Why this issue is important
The Trinitarian issues involved in this disagreement have become clearer to me through my class at Prairie Bible Institute on Christ & Salvation. The church has struggled for a long time over how to make sense of what it means that Jesus is described as being in submission to God the Father, both during His earthly ministry and apparently even into eternity. This paper will attempt to address how we should rightly honor God the Father and God the Son. This is important for us to understand to know if we in danger of honoring one member of the Trinity over the others. Which member of the Trinity should we focus our attention on now as well as into eternity? This issue is also important since it relates to the reliability of the Bible. Do 1 Corinthians 15:24-28 and Revelation 11:15-19 contradict each other about Jesus’ place as king forever or can this apparent contradiction be resolved and harmonized?
D. Recap of considerations from last week
The danger in attempting to resolve any apparent contradiction in the Bible is to just side with one passage and say that the other is wrong. Instead we have to find a way to affirm that both are true at the same time. We also have to find a way to show that the two passages are not contradictory. I have identified six options for attempting to resolve a paradox:
1. The passages do contradict each other, but they are both true.

2. The passages do contradict each other, and only the first one is true.

3. The passages do contradict each other, and only the second one is true.

4. The passages don’t contradict each other, and the second truth fits with the first.

5. The passages don’t contradict each other, and the first truth fits with the second.

6. The passages don’t contradict each other, but both are complimentary parts of a third truth.

Last week I shared the Trinitarian categories from Christ & Salvation which have helped also to clarify this issue. These categories show that:
A. The Economic Trinity & the Immanent Trinity


We can learn what God is really like from the way that He has acted on earth. 

B. The Oneness of God & the ‘Threeness’ of God


God is always both three and one.

C. The Eternal Generation of the Son, the Eternal Procession of the Spirit, and Auto-theos 


The members of the Trinity and the relationships within the Trinity have always existed the way they do now.

D. The Covenant of Redemption, the Covenant of Works, and the Covenant of Grace

The members of the Trinity have always had it as their expressed goal to honor and glorify each other and will continue to do so into eternity.

 So, we can conclude that Jesus’ submission and respect of God the Father shows service and love not inferiority. Revelation 11 and 1 Corinthians 15 are complimentary truths not contradictory ideas. Both God the Father and God the Son are reigning now and both will continue to reign in eternity. Now let me share how several commentaries have further helped resolve this issue.
Proposed Solutions:
To resolve the paradox between Revelation 11 and 1 Corinthians 15, commentators try to more precisely define the main three ideas in these passages. They focus on defining the time period in question, the scope of the kingdom, or the Trinity itself. The fact that commentators each rely on several of these categories to help resolve the issue shows how complex it is.
A. Time

Macleod shows that “the end” of something for Jesus doesn’t always mean that His activity completely stops.
 Jesus’ “public ministry” ended in John 17:1 when He said, “the hour has come”, but Jesus’ ministry continued.
 Jesus’ “work of sin bearing” ended in John 19:30 when He said “it is finished”, but Jesus’ position as savior continues.
 In 1 Corinthians 15 it is Jesus’ “activity as redeemer and conqueror” that will end but Jesus’ “work as both head of the church and the Last Adam” won’t end.

MacArthur says that Revelation 11 is not describing the final state, but just Jesus’ reign as king during the millennium.
 Grudem notes that there are “pre-millennial”, “a-millennial”, and “post-millennial” theologians who say that Jesus’ reign described in Revelation 11 refers to His reign during “the millennium” rather than His reign in eternity.
 They see Jesus’ reign as ending before God the Father takes over and reigns forever as king it says in 1 Corinthians 15. This solution is difficult since the phrase “for ever and ever” in Revelation 11 sounds permanent. It doesn’t seem like redefining the length of eternity is an option. We would do better to examine the meaning of Jesus’ reign and how the members of the Trinity work together.
B. Reign

Bryant says there will be both “continuity” and “discontinuity” between Jesus’ kingdom now and into eternity.
 Calvin agrees that the transition in 1 Corinthians 15 is meant to show that things will change in eternity, but not everything will change. The amount of continuity or discontinuity that commentators see between Jesus’ kingdom now and in the future helps determine their position on this issue. 
MacArthur argues for more discontinuity. He sees Jesus’ reign coming to an end in 1 Corinthians 15 as signifying that He has completed the task of conquering all of God’s enemies including death and the devil.
 MacArthur sees Jesus turning the kingdom over to God the Father not as Jesus stepping down by ceasing to reign, but as Jesus stepping back up into His normal place in the Trinity so that the whole Trinity can reign together as it was in the beginning.
 Macleod seems to agree that the statement that God becoming “all in all” in 1 Corinthians15 is Jesus being restored to His previous position so that Jesus’ statement “the Father is greater than I” in John 14:28 will no longer be true.
 Murray adds that Jesus turning everything, including “[glorified]” believers over to God the Father, is a Trinitarian act that will restore all of creation to its rightful state and display the whole Trinity, as “all in all”.

Macleod goes on to argue for more continuity than MacArthur by saying that “kingdom”, “city”, “bride”, and “flock” are all different ways of referring to what God will be over eternally, with different metaphors connected to different members of the Trinity.
 While 1 Corinthians 15 teaches that Jesus permanently turns the kingdom over to God the Father, other passages teach that the Father permanently gives the church to Jesus as a “bride” or “wife” as Ephesians 5:25 and Revelation 21:9 say. The church is described as a “city” when it is given to God the Father and as a “bride” or a “flock” when it is given to God the Son.
 But, both the Father and the Son remain permanently over the kingdom in different ways.
Carson also argues for a position of more continuity. He says that 1 Corinthians 15 is just clarifying what “everything” includes that Jesus will reign over from Psalm 8:6.
 In case anyone was confused, Paul clarifies that God the Father is not one of the things that Jesus will conquer. Jesus is now and will continue to be in submission to God the Father. Jesus will not stop being king, but He will stop conquering as king since the job will be done. Carson says that Revelation 11 is describing God the Father and God the Son’s rule as a joint rule just as Psalm 2:2 does when it says, “The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the LORD and against his Anointed One.”
 Carson says that both 1 Corinthians 15 and Revelation 11 are describing how the Father and the Son will rule together for eternity, emphasizing the same oneness of God taught in John 10:30 when it says “I and the Father are one.”
 
Grudem argues for continuity when he points out that roles and subordination in the Trinity like roles and subordination in marriage don’t mean “inequality”.
 Grudem describes the transaction in 1 Corinthians 15 as evidence of God the Son’s “equality” to God the Father within the Trinity.
 Grudem’s summary of 1 Corinthians 15 is, “Jesus will return and his kingdom reign will extend over all creation”.
 
Bryant emphatically states that Jesus’ rule will not end. He summarizes 1 Corinthians 15 as “Christ’s Supremacy Displayed in [the] Resurrection and Consummation”
 and Revelation 11 as “The World’s Kingdom Becomes Christ’s Kingdom Forever”
. According to Bryant, “the answer”, to the riddle of 1 Corinthians 15 and Revelation 11, “is not complicated”.
 Jesus “will subordinate Himself and His Kingdom to the Father just like a devoted Son would be expected to do”.
 But, Jesus will always be “our Mediator-Monarch”, “the New Adam of our race” and “the Husband to the Bride”.
 1 Corinthians 15 teaches that when Jesus turns the kingdom over to the Father “the Triune God will appear to be even more ‘all in all’ to His redeemed people”.
 Bryant quotes Macleod saying that this issue is not over Jesus’ “inherent superiority as God”.
 Jesus’ disciples weren’t polytheists, but for them what Jesus did, God did; when Jesus reigns, the whole Trinity reigns. Macleod agrees that God’s kingdom is already under the one “monarchy of the Father and the Son”. Macleod quotes Calvin saying that God the Father will continue to mediate His rule through Jesus as the “Last Adam” forever since it was always God’s plan to rule the world through a man.
 Calvin goes on to say that in a sense the final judgment is the “last act of [Jesus’] reign” as it is now, but Jesus reign now is only the prelude to Jesus’ winning in the future where He will reign more fully.

Kistemaker also argues for a Trinitarian continuity, pointing out that Jesus’ reign in Revelation 11 is based on Psalm 110:1, which says “The LORD says to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet’” and Psalm 2:7, which says, “I will proclaim the decree of the LORD: He said to me, “You are my Son; today I have become your Father”; both of these teach a joint reign and the “eternal sonship” of Christ.
 Kistemaker says that 1 Corinthians 15 “should not be interpreted to stress the work of either God or Christ” since “both God and Christ function alternatively as subjects of the verbs in verses”.
 1 Corinthians 15 isn’t really anything new, God made everything through Jesus in the beginning (as John 1:3, Colossians 1:16, and Hebrews 1:2 say). Even Jesus’ submission has always been true; Jesus has always only done “whatever the Father does” as John 5:19 says. Jesus work as “redeemer” and “mediator” has always been under God’s direction even as His work as “creator” was.
 Likewise, God has always and will always rule through His Son (as Daniel 2:44, 7:14, 7:27 and Psalm 10:16 say). Kistemaker points to Revelation 11:17 as the solution to this riddle since it clarifies that God the Father is reigning as Jesus reigns, “We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, the One who is and who was, because you have taken your great power and have begun to reign.” Kistmaker concludes that Revelation 11 and 1 Corinthians 15 both describe the same time period at the very end when the Trinity will have “unrestricted reign”.

It appears that 1 Corinthians 15 does not depict a change in who will reign but merely a change in how they will reign and what they will reign over. Jesus rules death and the devil today, since He already conquered them at the cross. But, once Jesus returns He will execute final judgment on death and the devil and will no longer need to actively keep them in their place. Death and the Devil will be destroyed, not just defeated as they are today. Once this is completed, Jesus won’t cease to reign in the Trinity, but His reign will change.

C. Trinity


A picture of the interpersonal relationships of the members of Trinity has already emerged in the commentaries on Christ’s reign and the Trinitarian categories provided by my class on Christ & Salvation. Only a few more thoughts need to be added. David Bryant, my other hero, and almost all of the other commentators I read on this topic appear to have been greatly influence by John Calvin’s writings on 1 Corinthians 15:24-28 from the following passages in the Institutes of the Christian Religion, which I will briefly summarize.

In the section on God as three in one
, Calvin says that 1 Corinthians 15 doesn’t mean that Jesus will be any less God in eternity. Jesus was God in the beginning, was God while He was on earth, and will continue to be God in eternity. The Father and the Son have the same “essence” and are both equally God. Paul is not teaching a “subordinate rank of divinity” for Jesus. To say that Jesus is God but not as divine as the Father, either now or in eternity, is to make Jesus into a false God and to worship Him would be idolatry.

In the section on Jesus’ office as king
, Calvin says Ephesians 1:20-22 shows that Jesus rules from the Father’s right hand now and forever, which is the place of a “vice-regent” when it says, 

“[God] seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 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. And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church.” 

Likewise, Philippians 2:8-11 will continue to be true in eternity since it already shows that Jesus’ highly exalted place is for God the Father’s glory when it says,

         “[Jesus] humbled himself 

         and became obedient to death— 

         even death on a cross! 

         Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

         and gave him the name that is above every name, 

         that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

         in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

         and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

         to the glory of God the Father.” 

In the section on Jesus’ two natures in one person
, Calvin says that Philippians 2 shows that God the Father gave honors to Jesus for His service and 1 Corinthians 15 shows that Jesus will return these honors to God at the end as a sign of equality and unity within the Godhead. When Jesus turns the kingdom over to God the Father he will cease to be “vicegerent” and just be God. Calvin concludes:

“[Jesus’] giving up of the kingdom to the Father, so far from impairing his majesty, will give a brighter manifestation of it. God will then cease to be the head of Christ, and Christ’s own Godhead will then shine forth of itself, whereas it is now in a manner veiled.”

Conclusion: 
A. How the commentators helped resolve the issue by clarifying the variables in question
Both the Father and the Son can rightly be said to reign forever in eternity. That’s the paradoxical answer to this paradoxical question. That conclusion is based on two exegetical clarifications that emerged from the commentaries. First, Revelation 11:15 shows a joint reign between the Father and the Son by calling it “the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ”. Second, 1 Corinthians 15:28 shows that the way that the Son submits to the Father is what displays the reign of God, the whole Trinity, as “all in all”. Let’s re-read the passages in question with the Trinitarian information from the commentators in mind to see how the passages fit together:
Revelation 11:15-17 (NIV84)

15 The seventh angel sounded his trumpet, and there were loud voices in heaven, which said: 
“The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, 

and he will reign for ever and ever.” 

16 And the twenty-four elders, who were seated on their thrones before God, fell on their faces and worshiped God, 17 saying: 

“We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, 

the One who is and who was, 

because you have taken your great power 

and have begun to reign.

1 Corinthians 15:24-28 (NIV84)

4 Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. 25 For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 26 The last enemy to be destroyed is death. 27 For he “has put everything under his feet.” Now when it says that “everything” has been put under him, it is clear that this does not include God himself, who put everything under Christ. 28 When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all in all.


A correct understanding of time, the kingdom, and the Trinity have also helped to clarify this paradox. In regards to time, the end of Jesus’ reign spoken of in 1 Corinthians 15 is not the complete end of Jesus’ reign, but the end of an era in Jesus’ reign. Jesus’ reign in eternity will be consistent with how the Trinity is already reigning now, but will not be identical. In regards to the kingdom, Jesus can turn the kingdom over to God the Father in one sense and He can continue to reign as king in another sense since that is how Jesus has always behaved. The current form of Jesus’ reign will end once He does away with death and the Devil.
C. How understanding the eternal reign of the Trinity in the future affects our life today


With this information about the Trinity, we can better understand Isaiah 6:1 and 9-10 from our worship text, “In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple.” 

“He said, “Go and tell this people:

“‘Be ever hearing, but never understanding;

    be ever seeing, but never perceiving.’

Make the heart of this people calloused;

    make their ears dull

    and close their eyes.

Otherwise they might see with their eyes,

    hear with their ears,

    understand with their hearts,

and turn and be healed.”

At first glance we would be tempted to say that this is God the Father seated on the throne and speaking to Isaiah. But, in John 12, John quotes Isaiah 6:10 and then says in John 12:41, “Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him.” According to the John in the New Testament, Isaiah saw God the Son seated on the throne in the Old Testament! And, in Acts 28 Paul also quotes Isaiah 6:9-10 and says in Acts 28:25, “The Holy Spirit spoke the truth to your forefathers when he said [this] through Isaiah the prophet.” According to Paul in the New Testament, Isaiah heard God the Holy Spirit speak to him in the Old Testament! God’s Trinitarian rule in Revelation 11 and 1 Corinthians 15 is nothing new. 
David Byrant’s comments about the supremacy of Christ in revivals sounded to my other hero like the ‘Jesus only’ theology of oneness Pentecostals, whose solution would be to embrace only the Revelation 11 side of this paradox. My other hero’s comments sounded to my untrained ear like he was willing to become and Arian or a subordinationist in eternity, by embracing only the 1 Corinthians 15 side of this paradox. Upon further examination I see that both Revelation 11 and 1 Corinthians 15 teach a thoroughly Trinitarian reign both now and in the future. And I think that both Bryant and my other hero would agree. The Father and the Son are already reigning as king now and they will both reign in a more full way in the future. There will be a change in the future; it won’t be a change in the Trinity; but only in their activity.
Bryant’s claim was not that Jesus would be the only member of the Trinity who will reign forever, but that Jesus is already king now and will reign forever as a member of the Trinity. Bryant’s original point was that seeing Jesus for all of who He is now is not just the key to revival; it is the definition of a true revival. When we see the glory of the Trinity as revealed in Christ, we get a sneak peek of heaven now. Jesus reveals the whole Trinity to us, even now before the end, since all members of the Trinity are involved in everything that the others do.
 God the Father and God the Spirit are honored when we focus our attention on God the Son as a means of knowing the whole Trinity. When we understand that this is true now and will continue to be true in eternity, we can cry with John in Revelation 22:20: “Come, Lord Jesus!”
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