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Lawrence Moore Chapter & verse

hat is your theology of 
nuclear holocaust? By which 
I mean: do you think God is 
going to “use” nukes to end 

human history by destroying the world?
In 1976, I won the school Speech Cup 

with a speech based on the book, The 
Late, Great Planet Earth by Hal Lindsey. 
Lindsey was a US postman, whose 
theology of the end times (the technical 
term is “eschatology”) became hugely 
influential among a certain strand of the 
Church. Lindsey wrote a detailed account 
of the coming Soviet invasion of Israel 
– apparently prophesied in the book of 
Revelation – which would then usher in 
the rest of the “prophetic calendar of the 
end times”. This would culminate in the 
nuclear destruction of the world in which 
all but those who had committed their lives 
to Christ would be engulfed.

I’ve heard that sort of “theology of the 
end” time and again. It varies in detail, but 
at its heart are two things: this world will 
pass its use by date and be destroyed, and 
a number of us human beings (quite what 
proportion of the human race varies quite 
widely and wildly) will find our ultimate 
destination in heaven.  

Lindsey didn’t know what sort of 
literature he was dealing with. Revelation 
isn’t prophecy: it’s underground political 
literature which is wrapped in a “code” 
known only to the persecuted Church 
community in which it circulated. Because 
the members know that 666 is code for 
the Emperor, they can read and preach 
Revelation to encourage their members to 
hang in there under the threat of torture 
and death, telling them that the Empire is 
already defeated and the Emperor is a non-
God – a pretender to Jesus’ title.

Not only was Lindsey wrong about there 
being a “prophetic timetable” in Revelation, 
but he also glaringly managed to ignore 
this crucial opening to chapter 21. Unlike 
the bowls, trumpets, a lake of fire and other 
symbol-saturated passages in Revelation, 
this passage is both straightforward and 
soaked in grace. Because grace is getting 
what we need from God, rather than what 
we deserve, it is packed full of surprises.

If we read this as the grand finale to 
God’s dealings with us and our world, 
perhaps the most surprising thing is 
the direction of travel. God comes to us. 
Heaven comes down to earth. We don’t “die 
and go to heaven” or somehow get “beamed 
up”. Salvation isn’t the great escape from 
earth: it’s the re-creation of earth into all 
that God has always intended for creation. 
The old order that has characterised the 

story of earth under human domination 
has gone completely because God has 
made everything new in Christ.

This isn’t poetry to make you feel dewy-
eyed and give you warm fuzzies; this is a 
promise to people whose life is currently 
hell on earth. Think Sky News and imagine 
what it would take to turn it into a Good 
News programme. That is what Jesus 
taught us to pray: “Your Kingdom come; 
your will be done on earth as in heaven.”  

It follows, therefore, that heaven isn’t 
“ultimate reality”, because God is not yet 
Lord of the world. But here, heaven and 
earth are reunited as they were in the first 
creation story – not by heaven being our 
ultimate destination, but by earth being 
God’s ultimate destination! John the Seer 
tells us that God comes to “pitch tent” with 
us forever.

We (the Church) lost this particular plot 
when we stopped being a Jesus-shaped 
alternative to Empire – a “preview of 
the coming Kingdom” – and became the 
official religion of Empire in 313. That’s 
when we stopped praying for the coming 
of God’s kingdom and became preoccupied 
with ensuring our place in heaven.  

If God plans to nuke the world, then 
anything goes on earth… because it will 
apparently all be all right in heaven! When 
the Church becomes something other than 
the community of the poor and oppressed, 
it stops praying with passionate urgency 
for the transformation of all things and 
prays instead for its own thriving and 
survival. And, if God is going to nuke the 
world, it lets us off the hook of having to 
love it and care for it. Your eschatology 
matters!

Lawrence Moore is Director of the 
Windermere Centre in Cumbria

Small group discussion questions to 
accompany this article are available 
from www.reform-magazine.co.uk/
study-materials

‘God comes to us. We 
don’t get “beamed up”’

“Revelation isn’t prophecy: it’s underground 
politics wrapped in code”
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“... I heard a loud voice from the throne saying: ‘See, the home of God is among mortals.... ’”

Revelation 21: 1-5
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Small group discussion questions 
March 2016 

Chapter & verse – Lawrence Moore (page 18) 
Read Revelation 21:1-5 followed by Lawrence Moore’s article. 

1. Is the end of the world or the fall of our civilisation something you think about? What do 
you see when you picture those futures? 

2. In paragraph two, Lawrence describes The Late, Great Planet Earth. From his description of 
the book, why do you think it was so popular?

3. Lawrence says in paragraph four: “Revelation isn’t prophecy: it’s underground political 
literature”. What difference does this make to how you read Revelation? 

4. Lawrence says in paragraph five that this passage from Revelation is “soaked in grace”. 
How do you understand that phrase, and what examples can you find in the passage?

5. “Salvation isn’t the great escape from earth,” says Lawrence in paragraph six: “it’s the re-
creation of earth.” If this is the case, how should it shape the mission of the Church?

6. “This is a promise to people whose life is currently hell on earth,” says Lawrence in 
paragraph seven. What does it promise to such people? 

7. How does the vision that John describes in this passage from Revelation make you feel? 
What effect do you think that it ought to have on our lives?

For further reflection: “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that 
the mountains would quake at your presence – as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire 
causes water to boil – to make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations 
might tremble at your presence!” (Isaiah 64:1-2)
 
Prayer: Immanuel, God who comes to join us in the place where we are, be with us we pray. 
Help us to be not escapists but people who change things. Put us to work, and be at work in 
us, so that your holy city might be seen on earth. Amen.


