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The subject of Christ’s second coming has arrested the attention of
Christians throughout the centuries, especially in times of interna-
tional crises and upheavals. In our own critical time, when the future
outlook for the human race seems darker than ever, interest in the
subject is intense in many quarters. Such interest is nothing remark-
able in view of the fact that many students of the Bible associate
Christ’s second coming with a world crisis of incomparable propor-
tions, a “great tribulation, such as hath not been from the beginning
of the world.” (Matt. 24: 21; Dan. 12: 1 ASV) Many Christians feel
that this “great tribulation” will overtake mankind very soon, per-
haps even before the end of the present century. A question closely
related to these expectations is: Will Christ’s coming take place be-
fore, during, or after this “great tribulation”?

This question has been heatedly debated and has caused severe di-
visions among Evangelical Christians for over a century. There are
many millions of Christians in the United States alone who believe
that Christ’s second coming will introduce his millennial reign.l -
These so-called premillenarians believe that Christ’s coming will not
only precede the millennium but also the “great tribulation” as well.
Consequently, they are called “pretribulationists,” and their concep-
tion of Christ’s second coming is called the “pretribulation theory.”
This theory is, however, also called the “secret-rapture theory” or,
sometimes and perhaps best, the “two-stage-coming concept.”
What, specifically, then, is meant by these different designations?

The basic idea behind the theory, regardless of its designation, is
that Christ’s second coming consists of two — or even more —
stages, the first being a secret, invisible coming “to the air” when all
Christian saints — those then alive together with the resurrected

1 Dwight Wilson, Armageddon Now! (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1977), p.
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dead — will secretly be caught up to meet and remain with Christ in
the air. This stage of the second coming, it is held, will fulfill the
Apostle Paul’s prophecy at I Thessalonians 4: 16, 17 ASV, which
reads: “For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven, with a
shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God:
and the dead in Christ shall rise first; then we that are alive, that are
left, shall together with them be caught up in the clouds, to meet the
Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord.” This coming
for the saints is supposed to occur before the “great tribulation,
whereby all true Christians, the saints, will escape that time of
trouble. The second stage of Christ’s coming is supposed to
commence when he comes to earth with all his saints to execute
judgment on the ungodly world of mankind as described at Jude 14
and 15 and to establish his millennial kingdom. Thus the first stage
of Christ’s coming is said to be a coming for his saints, while the
second stage is held to be a coming with his saints.

In the original Greek text of the New Testament, several different
words are used in the many references to Christ’s second coming.
Most of the defenders of the two-stage-coming doctrine hold that the
Greek word parousia refers to the first stage. This word, which is
usually translated “coming” may also be translated “presence.”
Hence, the first stage of Christ’s coming, or parousia, is therefore
often described as a period of the secret and invisible presence of the
Lord Jesus “in the air.” On the other hand, two other words
epiphaneia or “appearing’” and apokalypsis or “revelation” are usu-
ally applied to the second stage when Christ will “appear” and
“reveal” himself to the world of mankind. However, not all propo-
nents of the two-stage-coming theory agree on these applications of
the terms in question.

As to the duration of the interval between the two stages of
Christ’s second coming or advent, the adherents of the two-stage-
coming theory are not agreed among themselves either. Although the
second stage is usually held to be separated from the first by a pe-
riod of seven years, there are those who hold that it will be either a
shorter or a longer time span.

Disagreement on this point seems to have been greater during the
last century. James Grant, the editor of certain different religious
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journals in London, described the variety of opinions on the matter
in the 1860s in the following way: “As to the duration of the period
... those Millenarians who have embraced the notion are not agreed
among themselves. Some suppose it will be a period of great length,
even, it may be, extending over centuries; others that it will most
probably be a term of much more brief duration: but, somehow or
other, all of them seem to agree in the belief that years will intervene
between this secret and silent taking up of the living saints to meet
the Lord in the air, and their descending with him to the earth to
reign in our world for a thousand years.”2

A reader acquainted with the views of Jehovah’s Witnesses will
perhaps realize at this point that their conception of Christ’s second
coming is closely related to this “two-stage-coming” idea, being a
variant of the notion of a longer interval between the two stages. The
Witnesses now hold that the first stage - the beginning of Christ’s
parousia — started in 1914, while the last stage — his apokalypsis
or revelation to execute judgment on the ungodly — is yet future.3

THE MACPHERSON THESIS OF THE ORIGIN OF THE
TWO-STAGE COMING DOCTRINE

In recent years the issue of the origin of the “secret rapture” or
“two-stage coming” idea has been heatedly debated. A number of
books and articles on the subject have appeared. In particular, the
works published by Dave MacPherson have greatly contributed to
the renewed interest in the subject.4 All scholars seem to agree that

2 James Grant, The End of all Things; or, The Coming and Kingdom of Christ,
Second Edition (London, 1866), p. 316
3 The conception of the “rapture” has gone through a series of developments in
past Watch Tower Society interpretations. Presently the Society holds that the
“first resurrection” took place in 1918 and that “anointed Christians” among Je-
hovah’s Witnesses who have died since that date have been “changed” immediately
at the moment of death and united with Christ. It is also held that this process
will continue on through the great tribulation and for a period after it. Thus the
rapture is seen to be a very prolonged event.

See, in particular, Dave MacPherson, The Incredible Cover-up (Plainfield, N. J.:
Logos International, 1975).
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the “secret rapture” idea is a comparatively recent one, and most of
them pinpoint the origin somewhere in the early 1830s when it ap-
peared in the circles around Edward Irving in London, England, and
John Nelson Darby in Plymouth, England. These circles were
originally in close contact with each other, and both of them devel-
oped into new denominations: Irving’s congregation into the
Catholic Apostolic Church and Darby’s movement into the Ply-
mouth Brethren. The former came into existence in the years 1832-
35 while the latter took their name in 1831 after Darby had settled in
Plymouth.

One important reason why the origin of the “secret rapture” idea is
discussed with such concern today is the accusation by its oppo-
nents that it originated in an ecstatic utterance of a “demon-inspired”
woman. As is well known, Irving’s Catholic Apostolic Church
came into being as the result of the manifestations of what seemed to
be supernatural utterances — speaking in tongues and prophesying
—in Irving’s church at Regeant Square, London, in 1831-1832. As
the “secret rapture” idea seems to have been impressed on the minds
of at least some of those bestowed with such “miraculous” powers,>
a number of the opponents of the idea later claimed that it had been
brought forth as an “utterance” in Irving’s church, indicating its
supposed demonic origin.6

5 This was conceded by Robert Baxter, a lawyer from Doncaster who joined Irv-
ing’s church in August 1831 but who left it in February 1832. He also stated that
it was a delusion. See his Narrative of Facts, Characterizing the Supernatural
Manifestations in Members of Mr. Irving's Congregation, and Other Individuals,
in England and Scotland, and Formerly in the Writer Himself (London, 1833), pp.
17, 18.

6 Often quoted is S. P. Tregelles’ statement on page 35 in The Hope of Christ’s
Second Coming which was published originally in London in 1864 and has been
reprinted by the Sovereign Grace Advent Testimony (London, 1964). That state-
ment reads: “I am not aware that there was any definite teaching that there would
be a secret rapture of the Church at a secret coming, until this was given forth as
an ‘utterance’ in Mr. Irving's Church, from what was there received as being the
voice of the Spirit.” Tregelles, who had been an early associate of J. N. Darby,
later opposed his views, including the secret rapture theory. Tregelles also states
on the same page from which he is quoted above that the secret rapture idea was
brought forth about 1832.



















































Jonsson: Russell and the Secret Rapture 57

extended to 1914, the concluding rapture of the saints being
expected in the autumn that year.29 When that date had past, and
Russell and his associates were still on earth, the rapture was
postponed till April, 1918.30 Russell, however, did not live to see
that date fail.

The last attempt to fix a date for the death and subsequent
“glorification” of the last church member was made by Joseph F.
Rutherford, the second president of the Watch Tower Society, who
focussed on 1925 as the year when this would be accomplished.31
When this prediction failed, too, no new date was set for the
completion of the rapture. To handle the failures of 1914 and 1918,
Rutherford, in 1927, moved the time for the first resurrection from
1878 to 1918,32 and in the early 1930s he changed the date for the
beginning of Christ’s invisible presence from 1874 to 1914.33

These interpretations are still fundamental to the message of
Jehovah’s Witnesses today. The explanation respecting the invisible
rapture is still based on that of Russell’s ingenious “solution” for the
1878 failure, although that date has now been largely forgotten.
Accordingly, those “anointed Christians”” who have died since 1918
are thought to have been immediately changed at the moment of
death and united with Christ. Such a “rapture” is, of course, more
secret than ever, as the bodies of these deceased ar left on earth to be
buried or cremated in the ordinary manner.

Perhaps some may feel that too much space has been devoted to
the discussion of the origin and history of the secret rapture theory
while nothing has been said to prove whether this idea is correct or
not. This may be quite true. But an understanding of the origin and
development of this idea is very helpful. As was demonstrated in an

29 Zion's Watch Tower, October 1884, p. 8. C. T. Russell, Studies in the
Scriptures, Vol. 2, 1889, p. 77

30 The Watch Tower, September 1, 1916, pp. 264-5

31 5. F. Rutherford, Millions Now Living Will Never Die! (Brooklyn, N. Y.:
International Bible Students Association, 1920), p. 88. The Watch Tower, October
1, 1921, p. 295.

32 From Paradise Lost to Paradise Regained (Brooklyn, N. Y.: Watchtower Bible
and Tract Society, 1958), p. 192

33 The Golden Age, 1934, pp. 379-80









	37
	38
	39
	40
	41
	42
	43
	44
	45
	46
	47
	48
	49
	50
	51
	52
	53
	54
	55
	56
	57
	58
	59

