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The Second Story of the Incarnation  

Central to a Christian philosophy of 
history is the claim that God entered time. Jesus 
Christ the Messiah, God’s only begotten Son, 
entered a human womb, was raised as an 
ordinary Jewish boy, rose to fame in Judea and 
Galilee, died a human death, and resurrected 
after three days. His life appeared ordinary 
enough, despite his many miracles; prophets 
before him had done the same. But His 
resurrection signaled his mission was part of a 

higher cosmic purpose that came to be 
understood by his followers who set about to 
transform the course of history.  
 What did it mean for God to come into 
time? This was the major question with which 
the early church wrestled for more than four 
centuries until Augustine of Hippo gave the 
definitive Patristic response.1 The story of the 
development of Christology through the first 
four ecumenical church councils is well known. 
The church gave a clear answer to the question: 
“who is Jesus Christ, and what is His 
relationship to the Old Testament Yahweh?”  
 However, less well known is a second 
story of how a robust Christology led to a 
radical rethinking of the nature of time and the 
purpose of history. The whole narrative of 
human history, which was situated in time, came 
to have cosmic significance through the 
incarnation of Christ. In the words of Ernst 
Breisach, “Time was the space provided by God 
for accomplishing the great work of the mission 
to mankind.”2   

It is the second story that is the concern 
of this work. The first section will attempt to 
define the terms “history” and “time.” It will 
also uncover the modern scientific idea of the 
“arrow of time.” The second section will 
investigate the Christian revolution in 
historiography brought about by the incarnation 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It will 
demonstrate that Christianity is not only 
compatible with, but actually was an impetus 
toward a modern conception of time and 
history. Finally, it will show that only a Christian 
conception of history, centered on the doctrine 
of the resurrection, can give history a 
teleological structure.  

Defining History and Time  
 To understand what it means for God 
to act in human history, one must begin with a 
clear definition of “history” as the space in 
which God acts. Further, to understand what 
history is, one needs to develop a coherent 
understanding of “time” as the space in which 
history occurs. Both terms are so commonplace 
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to human experience, they initially appear easy 
to define. But both (especially “time”) prove 
surprisingly difficult to define precisely.   

What is History?     
A rudimentary, but essentially useless 

definition of history, is “everything that 
happened before this moment.” History is a 
series of past incidents.3 Every day billions of 
incidents happen across the globe in the lives of 
billions of people. The vast majority, however, 
never find their way into the history books. 
History, therefore, in a more specific sense is 
information. The writing of history depends upon 
the collection of records, artifacts, oral 
testimonies, fossils—extant clues to the 
incidents of the past. History is also a process of 
induction whereby the historian gathers relevant 
information and attempts to organize it into a 
coherent scheme. And history also involves 
interpretation of these records. Every historian 
brings to the interpretive task his biases; 
consequently, no interpretation of the facts is 
guaranteed to fully capture the meaning of the 
incident. Finally, history is impartation. A 
historian engaged in impartation creates a 
narrative of the past situating incidents in time 
and space on the assumption that there is some 
“scheme of things,” some coherent order or 
purpose to the past.     
 Early Christian historiography, in 
contradistinction to classical historiography, 
operates on the assumption that history is 
teleological. God would not have acted in 
human history without some great purpose. 
Jesus Christ’s life, his birth, his obedience to the 
Father’s will, his death, his resurrection, and his 
ascension are not mere incidents whose information 
happened to be preserved by several gospel 
writers.4 Rather, an inductive study and 
interpretation of those gospel accounts 
immediately suggests the significance of Christ’s 
life ripples into the past and into the future.5 
Moreover, the New Testament epistles clarify 
that the Gospels should be interpreted and 
imparted not only in a local Jewish Palestinian 
context but as pivotal events within a grand 

narrative which involves the totality of human 
experience in time. Christopher Dawson has 
said that within “the Christian interpretation of 
history . . . the whole temporal process of the 
life of humanity finds its end and meaning.”6 
 When considering the discipline of 
history with the widest angled lens possible, 
historiography merges with theological 
considerations. History becomes more than a 
mere collection and interpretation of ancient 
documents. It leads to the question of whether 
there is a grand scheme to all the events of the 
past and even the future (which will one day be 
the past). If God has acted in the past with a 
purpose, presumably His actions in the future 
will be compatible with His actions in the past. 
History and eschatology, therefore, are both 
concerned to discover what God is doing in 
time.7   

A Christian historian will practice the 
same historiographical methods as his secular 
counterparts when researching the incidents of 
the past. But inevitably he will assume that 
when dealing with history at a macroscopic 
level, there is a teleological order to the past, 
present, and future—to history and time—
because of the incarnation of the Son of God. 
Gordon Clark argues,  

It could hardly be otherwise. If the 
second person of the Triune God 
actually became flesh and dwelt among 
us, and died on the cross for men, that 
event would naturally overshadow every 
other aspect of the world, scientific or 
historical. And such a descent of Deity 
into human affairs would not only 
involve a theory of history logically, but 
must psychologically provoke some 
general reflection on history. Both 
logically and actually therefore 
Christianity has a philosophy of history.8 

What is Time?   
 History is situated in time. The term 
“time” seems simple enough to define, but 
proves increasingly complex upon deeper 



Christus Cultura 

6 

investigation. Augustine said of the term time, “I 
know what it is if no one asks me, but if I want 
to explain it to an inquirer, I do not know.”9  
 Zeno, the ancient Pre-Socratic 
philosopher, was the first to raise paradoxical 
questions regarding time.10 If Achilles 
magnanimously grants to the tortoise a 
significant headstart in a race, then he 
guarantees his failure. The gap between the two 
racers can be subdivided into an infinite number 
of increments that must be traversed in time 
once the race begins. But how, given a limited 
allotment of time, can Achilles traverse 
infinity?11    

Another puzzle concerns the common 
three-fold division of time into past, present, 
and future. Conscious human observers 
invariably view themselves as situated in the 
present or the now of time. But what is now? The 
future is not now. The past is not now. Past and 
future are non-existent when contrasted with 
the present. A thousand past events over a 
thousand years could have transpired in the 
space occupied in the present by a person, but 
none of those events are presently real. 
Nevertheless, the past must be real in some 
sense, otherwise, the present would be 
incomprehensible. A person suddenly seized by 
amnesia can comprehend neither who nor 
where he is. Memory brings the past into the 
present. But memory is fallible, calling into 
question our understanding of past reality.  
 The future too must be real if the 
present is to find meaning. In fact, all human 
endeavor is motivated by the assumption of a 
future beyond the now. Humans eat, breathe, 
sleep, and work on the assumption there is 
more life to come. Without some future 
purpose, the present is meaningless.   
 What this discussion has shown is that 
the concept of the present is paradoxical. The 
past and future are non-existent with respect to 
the present. But the present is empty without 
the existence of the past and the future.  
 Yet another puzzling problem 
concerning time is whether it should be 
understood subjectively or objectively. The 
subjectivist approach sees time as a category 

imposed on nature by the human observer. The 
objectivist approach sees time as an 
independently existing phenomenon in the 
universe.12 The subjectivist approach argues that 
humans experience time in different ways. For 
instance, adults tend to view time as passing 
much more quickly than do children. A week 
seems interminable to a four-year old waiting 
for his birthday celebration; an elderly person 
wonders where the years have gone. But can it 
be that a week is a long period of time; whereas 
years constitute a short period of time? These 
differences in perspective suggest there is a 
psychological dimension to the human 
perception of time.    

Immanuel Kant argues for the 
subjectivist approach. Time is an a priori 
category that humans impose on the data of 
experience.  

Time is not something which exists of 
itself, or which inheres in things as an 
objective determination. . . . Time is 
nothing but the form of inner sense, that 
is, of the intuition of ourselves and of our 
inner state. It cannot be a determination 
of outer appearances; it has to do neither 
with shape nor position, but with the 
relation of representations of our inner 
state.13 

The subjective approach seems correct 
in its insistence that observers perceive the 
passage of time differently. However, this 
approach does not offer a completely 
satisfactory view of time for the simple reason 
that the effects of time can be experienced by 
persons who are not subjectively aware of its 
passing. A fetus ages in the womb as does a 
body in a coma; presumably, neither is 
subjectively aware of the passage of time. 
 The objective approach, which enjoys 
the support of modern physics since Newton, 
sees time as an independent ontological 
category. The celebrated British astronomer 
Arthur Eddington has said “[Time] permeates 
every corner of physics. It stands in no need of 
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logical defense. . .. It has been woven into the 
structure of the classical physical scheme.”14 
Einsteinian physics has only reinforced the view 
that time is an objective physical phenomenon 
that can be manipulated by gravity.15 Isaac 
Asimov comments on the possibilities 
Einstein’s theory of relativity opens up 
regarding time. 

If it turns out that motion will really 
slow down clocks and leave a 
permanent mark in the form of lost 
time, that could have an interesting 
effect on the possible adventures of 
future men in space. If a speed near that 
of light could be maintained, time would 
slow for the space voyagers. They might 
reach a distant destination and return in 
what seemed to them weeks, though on 
the earth many centuries would have 
passed. If time really slows in motion, a 
person might journey even to a distant 
star in his own lifetime. But of course he 
would have to say good-bye to his own 
generation and the world he knew. He 
would return to a world of the future.16  

If Einstein is correct, time is a real property of 
the universe and not merely a subjective 
construct.     
 But the objectivist approach is not 
entirely adequate either for two reasons. First, 
human observers do not perceive time as an 
independent objective phenomenon. Rather, 
they perceive themselves as being in time in 
such a way that there is a real now which can be 
experienced as categorically different than not 
now. An observer can view a mountain, a star, or 
an ant as entirely distinct from himself. But he 
cannot observe time in this way. Even an 
astronomer travelling at light speed would 
experience a now relative to his motion, even if it 
differed from the now experienced by humans 
on earth. Presumably he would live through an 
average human lifespan of seventy years relative 
to his motion through space, even while 
significantly more years elapsed on earth. This 

now is a “privileged temporal location”17 that is 
subjectively perceived.   
 From a Christian perspective, a second 
difficulty for the purely objective approach is 
that time affects the non-physical world that lies 
beyond the reach of either Newtonian or 
Einsteinian physics. Christians use time-laden 
terminology like spiritual growth and progressive 
sanctification and Christian maturity to describe 
developing conditions of the human soul.  
 A proper conception of time, then, must 
incorporate both subjective and objective 
definitions. Whether philosophers and scientists 
agree to this incorporation, human civilizations 
have always incorporated both concepts. On the 
one hand, civilizations have oriented their 
societies to objective, measurable astronomical 
phenomena. Lunar calendars track the waxing 
and waning of the moon. Solar calendars track 
the movement of the sun across the sky. On the 
other hand, civilizations have incorporated 
arbitrary units of time based on subjective 
human criteria that are detached from the 
movement of astronomical bodies. The seven-
day week is the obvious example.18   
 Such paradoxes regarding time do serve 
higher purposes than creating mental angst. 
One purpose is apologetic and is beyond the 
scope of this paper.19 Another purpose is to 
show that irrespective of how the philosopher 
defines time, every conception of time rests on 
an unavoidable assumption. Time has direction. 
Whether time is understood as a sequence of 
past, present, and future, or whether it moves 
swiftly or slowly, or whether time is understood 
subjectively or objectively, an underlying 
assumption is that time moves in one direction. 
The directionality of time is not only compatible 
with the Christian worldview, it was one of 
Christianity’s distinct contributions to an 
understanding of history (as will be shown 
below). 

The Arrow of Time   
 The truth of time’s directionality was 
definitively stated by Arthur Eddington, in a 
series of lectures he gave in 1927. He dubbed 
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the concept of directionality, “time’s arrow.”20 
Eddington was particularly concerned to show 
that the second law of thermodynamics 
assumed time moved in one direction.  

Let us draw an arrow arbitrarily. If as we 
follow the arrow we find more and 
more of the random element in the state 
of the world, then the arrow is pointing 
towards the future; if the random 
element decreases the arrow points 
towards the past. That is the only 
distinction known to physics. This 
follows at once if our fundamental 
contention is admitted that the 
introduction of randomness is the only 
thing which cannot be undone. I shall 
use the phrase ‘time’s arrow’ to express 
this one-way property of time which has 
no analogue in space.21 

Since Eddington first delivered these 
remarks, several arguments in support of time’s 
asymmetry have been developed under the 
concept of “the arrow of time”:  

(1) The thermodynamic arrow of time (as 
developed by Eddington) argues 
that the increase of disorder 
(entropy) moves in one direction.22  

(2) The psychological arrow of time argues 
that since humans can remember 
the past but not the future, time 
must move from past to future.  

(3) The volitional arrow of time argues that 
human volitional action aims at 
changing the future, but never the 
past.  

(4) The causal arrow of time argues that 
causal events invariably precede 
effect events in a directional 
sequence.23 

(5) The cosmological arrow of time argues 
from the expansion of the universe 
to a necessary direction in time.  

These arguments introduced nothing 
new to human experience; rather, they served to 
put into argument form what has always been 
experienced by human observers relative to 
time. The concept of “irreversibility” in 
thermodynamics was formalized by the German 
physicist Rudolf Clausius in the 1850s.24 
Likewise, the twelfth-century Persian polymath 
Omar Khayyám, captured the idea succinctly in 
his world-famous poem, Rubáiyát: 

The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ, 
Moves on: nor all thy Piety nor Wit, 
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line, 
Nor all thy Tears wash out a Word of it.25 

The notion that time has direction, and 
consequently that history is teleological, seems 
so common place, it is difficult to comprehend 
that philosophers and historians ever believed 
otherwise. However, it was the Christian 
worldview, which was introduced and expanded 
in the first five centuries of church history, 
which brought about a revolution in how men 
thought about time. In fact, Christianity so 
thoroughly changed how people thought about 
history that modern secularists have implicitly 
borrowed Christianity’s linear philosophy of 
history. It was the incarnation of the second 
person of the Godhead, which brought about 
this revolution. 

The Incarnation and Historiographical 
Revolution     
 A superficial understanding of Christ’s 
incarnation suggests it was a rare other-worldly 
event that has little to do with the present 
course of human history. Christ was virgin-
born, lived a perfect life, died for human sins, 
resurrected and disappeared back into heaven. 
Sure, he’s coming back one day to reward those 
who believe on him. But in between his 
advents, he’s had no real effect on history. The 
seasons roll by; the great wheel of time churns 
out endless centuries marked by incessant wars, 
natural disasters, and the rise and fall of endless 
human civilizations. Jesus’ gospel is an 
otherworldly message for those who want to 
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escape the cycle and go off to live in heaven 
with him forever. Such inchoate views of the 
incarnation often combine with pessimistic 
eschatologies (especially in America during the 
last century) in which the goal of history is 
Christ’s return to put an end to the miserable 
cycles of human existence.  
 This pattern of thinking is not only 
foreign to the New Testament, it represents an 
ancient pagan philosophy of history that has not 
been fully discarded by Christians. Far from 
believing that history was an endless cycle of 
fatalistically determined events, the early church 
came to recognize that God came into human 
history to accomplish a great purpose, to drive 
history forward teleologically to a grand 
outcome. Early Christians discovered in the 
Jewish Old Testament a clear doctrine of 
creation ex nihilo, a beginning to history. They 
discovered in Christ’s advent, a central event in 
history. And they discovered both in the Old 
Testament sources and in the prophecies of 
Jesus Christ that history is moving toward a 
goal. Simply put, history is linear. This linear 
philosophy contrasted sharply with the classical 
view of history, which posited endless cyclical 
recurrence. Against the backdrop of this 
classical view, the Christian linear view stands 
out as revolutionary. 

The Classical View of Time and History 
 The formal discipline of history 
emerged in the same soil of ancient Greek 
culture that gave birth to philosophy. Early 
philosophical inquiry was cosmological in its 
orientation, concerned with the question of the 
source of the natural world. Likewise, early 
attempts at historical inquiry were imbued by 
naturalistic assumptions. The Greeks believed 
that cycles in nature were mirrored by cycles in 
history. The year moves cyclically through four 
seasons. There was a daily rhythm to nature of 
birth, growth, maturity, and death. Likewise, the 
whole course of human history moved 
repeatedly through an endless repetition of 
events.    

This cyclical view was not a marginal 
view, but was espoused by most ancient 
historians. Ronald Nash says, “Almost all of the 
great civilizations existing before the beginning 
of the Christian era ascribe to a cyclical pattern 
to history. This was true in most of the ancient 
cultures, including Babylonia, Persia, ancient 
Egypt, India, China, Greece and Rome.”26 
Likewise, J. B. Bury argues, “The theory of 
world-cycles was so widely current that it may 
almost be described as the orthodox theory of 
cosmic time among the Greeks, and it passed 
from them to the Romans.”27    
 These cycles did not merely 
demonstrate certain similarities between cycles; 
actual events repeated endlessly. John W. 
Montgomery argues, “For the philosophers and 
historians of Greece and Rome, history had no 
beginning and would have no end; and in the 
eternal cyclical pattern of the universe, Socrates 
would drink the hemlock again and again.”28 
Plato, perhaps the greatest among the ancient 
philosophers, referred to the great cycle of 
history as the “perfect year”29 at the end of 
which all the planets would align and the cycle 
of time would begin again. Likewise, Marcus 
Aurelius, representing ancient Stoic beliefs, 
spoke of the “the great cyclic renewals of 
creation.”30   

Cyclical views of history serve to 
downplay the significance of historical events. 
There can be no fixed and permanent meaning 
to an event that ceaselessly recurs in a constant 
revolution of cycles. In fact, Mircea Eliade has 
shown that cyclicalism amounts to an outright 
denial of the importance of history because 
eternal truths cannot coexist with the cycle of 
time. He suggests that only a Platonic pursuit of 
the forms can deliver the philosopher beyond 
the ceaselessly recurring shadow world of time:  

The desire felt by the man of traditional 
societies to refuse history, and to confine 
himself to indefinite repetition of 
archetypes, testifies to his thirst for the 
real and his terror of ‘losing’ himself by 
letting himself be overwhelmed by the 
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meaninglessness of profane existence. . .. 
[His] behavior is governed by the belief 
in an absolute reality opposed to the 
profane world of ‘unrealities’; in the last 
analysis, the latter does not constitute a 
‘world,’ properly speaking; it is the 
‘unreal’ par excellence, the uncreated, the 
nonexistent: the void.”31 

Eliade emphasizes an important point: there can 
be no ultimate meaning inside a cyclical view of 
history. What has happened, will simply happen 
again and again. The ancients found a certain 
comfort in this fact. The view that history is 
“open” to unknown future possibilities brought 
with it a certain terror. But in closing the circle 
of history, they relinquished the hope that 
history had any ultimate meaning. Unless 
history is linear, there can never be an outcome 
to the story of man in time. But for most of the 
ancients, opening the circle was too terrifying a 
prospect.  

The Christian Revolution of Time and 
History    
 In the first century, a revolution began 
in historiography when the incarnation opened 
the circle of history. The ancient Hebrews, 
almost alone among the ancients, predicted the 
opening of the circle. The early Christians 
completed it, stretching history out along a 
continuous line with a definite beginning, a 
central event, and a culmination. Ernst Breisach 
writes,  

The pagan and Christian inhabitants of 
the Roman Empire lived in two radically 
different mental worlds. . .. A distinctly 
Christian view of history evolved in the 
discussions among the church 
fathers. . .. The Great Comic Cycle of 
Plato and other philosophers, which 
repeated itself after thousands of years, 
did indeed yield to a world created ex 
nihilo and running its course only 
once. . .. History showed a development 

with a unique beginning, central event, 
and ultimate goal, told by Scripture.32 

This view of a “unique beginning” to 
history was unquestionably contributed to the 
church by the Hebrew Old Testament. Among 
the Greek philosophers, there never emerged a 
clear doctrine of creation ex nihilo even among 
those such as Aristotle who posited belief in 
God as a Prime Mover. Pre-Socratic cosmology 
rested on a materialistic assumption; the 
universe was reducible to water, earth, air, fire, 
or even numbers as the Pythagoreans would 
have it. Plato’s demiurge exercised a creative 
function, but he worked with pre-existing 
materials from previous revolutions of the cycle. 
For the ancient Hebrews, however, there was 
no time, no history, and no material universe 
before the beginning found in the first book of 
the Law.  

The Hebrews also understood God to 
act in history in decisive ways. God’s actions 
were especially revealed in the exodus from 
Egypt in which God destroyed their captors and 
chose them to be His special people. There is 
no hint in the Old Testament that such an event 
would be repeated again and again through 
endless cycles of time. True, the Hebrews did 
experience cycles of sin, judgment and 
restoration, but there is no hint in the Old 
Testament that these cycles were driven by the 
irreversible wheel of fate. Rather, the cycles 
resulted from the nation’s corporate failures. 
These failures provoked the warnings of the 
prophets, who not only promised release from 
captivity, but pointed forward to a grand 
kingdom age in which the provisions of the 
Abrahamic and Davidic covenants would be 
fulfilled. There was no suggestion among the 
prophets that time itself would repeat. Mircea 
Eliade says of the Hebrew contribution, 

For the first time, we find affirmed, and 
increasingly accepted, the idea that 
historical events have a value in 
themselves, insofar as they are 
determined by the will of God. This 
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God of the Jewish people is no longer 
an Oriental divinity, creator of 
archetypal gestures, but a personality 
who ceaselessly intervenes in history. . .. 
Historical facts thus become ‘situations’ 
of man in respect to God, and as such 
they acquire a religious value that 
nothing has previously been able to 
confer on them. It may, then, be said 
with truth that the Hebrews were the 
first to discover the meaning of history 
as the epiphany of God, and this 
conception, as we should expect, was 
taken up and amplified by 
Christianity.”33 

 If the Old Testament implicitly assumes 
a linear philosophy of history, the New 
Testament boldly asserts it from beginning to 
end. The New Testament begins with the 
incarnation and culminates with the end of 
history and the beginning of a permanent new 
world. The New Testament does not view the 
incarnation as a mere incident of passing 
historical interest. The New Testament does not 
assert that Christ came into human history 
merely to disappear again and let the endless 
cycles resume. Rather, the New Testament 
presents the incarnation as the climactic event 
of the first creation and the inaugural event of 
the new creation toward which all history 
moves.    

The incarnation is of such supreme 
importance, the first four books of the New 
Testament return to the theme from various 
angles. The fifth book of the New Testament 
argues that the message of Christ’s incarnation 
is so compelling and novel a truth in human 
history, it began to radically transform the 
Roman Empire from the first sermon at 
Pentecost. A series of epistles follow in which 
various facets of the gospel are explained and 
applications made to the followers of Jesus 
Christ. The final book of the New Testament 
Canon, regardless of what hermeneutic is 
applied to it, demonstrates decisively that 
history is moving forward to a consummation 

of the ages and the inauguration of a permanent 
new world.      

The climactic event in history is the 
incarnation of Christ which throws open the 
circle of history for time and eternity is the 
resurrection. When God acted in human 
history, He not only changed the course of 
history, He changed Himself through the 
permanent addition of humanity to the Second 
Person of His Godhead. God, in the person of 
Jesus Christ, not only took a human body, he 
kept it, forever. Jesus never loses His humanity. 
He will not be endlessly reincarnated in a future 
revolution of the wheel of time. He was 
resurrected in a human body, and that 
resurrection was merely the first-fruits of the 
resurrection of the new world.   
 The bodily resurrection of Christ means 
that whatever cycles there may be of human 
disobedience, misery, and death, these are 
brought decisively to an end by the Christian’s 
resurrection with him. It means that whatever 
endless attempts were made at appeasing God 
through ceremonial cleansing and animal 
sacrifices, these are now brought eternally to an 
end through Christ.    

The author of Hebrews seems to be 
aware that many of his contemporaries failed to 
apply the significance of Christ’s coming to an 
evaluation of a cyclical view of history. In the 
first chapter, he presents Christ as superior to 
all those who have come before. For someone 
committed to a cyclical view, these judgments 
of superiority are meaningless.34 Further, the 
author of Hebrews points to the unique 
character of Christ’s actions. They are non-
repeatable. “He has no need, like those high 
priests, to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own 
sins and then for those of the people, since he 
did this once for all when he offered up 
himself.”35 Again, the author says,  

Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, 
as the high priest enters the holy places 
every year with blood not his own, for 
then he would have had to suffer 
repeatedly since the foundation of the 
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world. But as it is, he has appeared once 
for all at the end of the ages to put away 
sin by the sacrifice of himself. . .. Christ, 
having been offered once to bear the 
sins of many, will appear a second time, 
not to deal with sin but to save those 
who are eagerly waiting for him.36 

And again,  

And by that will we have been sanctified 
through the offering of the body of 
Jesus Christ once for all. And every 
priest stands daily at his service, offering 
repeatedly the same sacrifices, which can 
never take away sins. But when Christ 
had offered for all time a single sacrifice 
for sins, he sat down at the right hand 
of God, waiting from that time until his 
enemies should be made a footstool for 
his feet. For by a single offering he has 
perfected for all time those who are 
being sanctified.37 

These “once-for-all” passages in Hebrews argue 
not only that history cannot be cyclical, but that 
there is some great goal in history. Gordon 
Clark argues, 

This goal cannot be merely the end of a 
cycle that is to be repeated again…. A 
true goal is final, ultimate, and permanent. 
Accordingly, if history is to be granted 
significance, something must happen 
once for all. The end is a unique event, 
and the whole historical process that 
leads up to the end consist in a series of 
unique events.38 

This is the great second-story of the 
incarnation. The incarnation, especially as it 
climaxes with the resurrection, gives the whole 
course of human history meaning and direction. 
History is moving forward, ceaselessly pressing 
toward the end for which God brought time 
into existence. Jesus spoke of this end to his 
disciples. “And this gospel of the kingdom will 

be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a 
testimony to all nations, and then the end will 
come.”39 The apostle Paul also spoke of this end 
in his great chapter on the resurrection in which 
he links Christ’s resurrection to the future 
resurrection of all believers. “Then comes the 
end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the 
Father after destroying every rule and every 
authority and power. For he must reign until he 
has put all his enemies under his feet. The last 
enemy to be destroyed is death.”40 

The Augustinian Application 
 At the time of Constantine the Great, 
professional Christian scholars began to 
compile the history of the church. Eusebius is 
best known among them. But others, including 
Socrates, Sozomen, Evagrius and Orosius told 
the story of the first three centuries of the 
church. Although they assumed a linear 
philosophy of history, these authors were not 
primarily interested in articulating a Christian 
philosophy of history. Their work was to bring 
the record up-to-date from the first-century 
records of Acts.41    

It was Augustine, who although not 
himself a historian, should be credited with 
giving the linear view of history its final Patristic 
form.42 In his Confessions Augustine relates his 
passage through a variety of ancient schools of 
thought, which often included cyclical 
interpretations of history. But upon his 
acceptance of Christianity and his reading of the 
book of Hebrews, Augustine came to adopt a 
linear philosophy of history. A cyclical view, he 
determined, was incompatible with Christianity.  

[Philosophers] have therefore asserted 
that these cycles will ceaselessly recur, 
one passing away and another 
coming. . .. They exempt not even the 
immortal soul that has attained wisdom, 
consigning it to a ceaseless 
transmigration between delusive 
blessedness and real misery. . .. 
According to those philosophers, the 
same periods and events of time are 
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repeated; as if, for example, the 
philosopher Plato, having taught in the 
school at Athens which is called the 
Academy, so, numberless ages before, at 
long but uncertain intervals, this same 
Plato and the same school, and the same 
disciples existed, and so also are to be 
repeated during the countless cycles that 
are yet to be,—far be it, I say, from us 
to believe this. For once Christ died for 
our sins; and, rising from the dead, He 
dieth no more . . . and we ourselves 
after the resurrection shall be ‘ever with 
the Lord.’43 

The event that settled the issue for Augustine 
was the once-for-all character of the death of 
Christ. In fact, the birth of Christ ushered in the 
sixth and final age in the drama of redemption.44 
 Augustine's magnum opus, the City of 
God postulates that throughout history there are 
two parallel kingdoms, the kingdom of man and 
the kingdom of God. When the temporal 
kingdom of man—the Pax Romana—crumbled 
around the fifth-century Roman citizen, the 
Christian need not despair; his life was part of a 
larger historical narrative. The fortunes of 
God’s kingdom were not tied to the fate of any 
one human civilization. God’s great kingdom 
would march on over the wreck of nations and 
empires.    

At the heart of Augustine’s City of God is 
not only the notion that history has direction, but 
that history has progress. In the kingdom 
parables, Christ had predicted the growth of the 
kingdom using the analogy of a mustard seed. 
Augustine believed that history was the story of 
the growth of that seed.  
 Augustine’s teleological conception of 
history passed decisively into the thought 
stream of western culture for the millennium 
following his death. But even today, historians 
still work on the assumption that history has 
direction. J. W. Montgomery says, “All our 
modern conceptions of historical progress—
whether religious or materialistic, Christian or 
Marxist—take their origin ultimately from the 

Biblical idea of history.”45 Similarly, George 
Grant writes, “What must be insisted is that the 
very spirit of progress takes its form and 
depends for its origin on the Judeo-Christian 
idea of history.”46   
 During the Enlightenment, 
philosophers and historians rejected the notion 
that history is moving toward its God-intended 
climax. Nevertheless, they preserved the view 
that history is directional, progressive, and 
purposeful. Very few have willingly returned to 
the cyclical view of the ancients.47 Roy 
Swanstrom argues, “The majority of those who 
think seriously about history think in terms of a 
beginning and a linear movement through the 
centuries to the present and on into the future. 
They attach some meaning to the entire flow of 
time.”48  

Conclusion: Resurrection and the Meaning 
of History     

This work has demonstrated that 
history, conceived broadly, is the impartation of 
a narrative concerning man’s experiences in 
time. Time, regardless of how it is defined by 
philosophers, has directionality. Thus, most 
modern historians operate from the assumption 
that the narrative of man’s experience in time 
must move toward some great end. The arrow 
of time moves progressively forward and does 
not cycle back endlessly through successive 
revolutions as many ancient historians believed. 
 This paper has also shown that it was 
neither modern science nor modern philosophy 
that introduced the concept of linear history; it 
was introduced by a Christian theology centered 
on the doctrine of Christ’s incarnation. If God 
acted in human history, He must have had some 
great end in mind for doing so. The incarnation 
climaxed with the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
in which his incarnation became a permanent 
condition. Christians can hardly conceive of 
time cycling back to a pre-incarnate period in 
time. God, in the person of Jesus Christ, took a 
human body, and he keeps it, forever. Christ’s 
resurrection points to a future resurrection that 
stands at the end of history and as the gateway 
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to the new world, the resurrection unto eternal 
life in which all the labors, sorrows, joys, and 
triumphs of this life will merge with their eternal 
purposes in the next life.    
 It is the resurrection, then, that gives 
meaning and purpose to history. To see this, 
one need only examine those philosophies in 
western culture that have borrowed from 
Christianity the view that Christianity is linear 
and directional, but have failed to acknowledge 
that God came into human history and acted 
with a purpose. Karl Marx viewed history as 
progressing linearly through a series of 
revolutions spawned by class conflicts. George 
Hegel viewed history as progressing linearly 
through a conflict and synthesizing of ideologies 
in which the spirit of the absolute became self-
aware in human consciousness. Charles Darwin 
viewed history as progressing linearly through 
competition and the survival of the fittest. 
Enlightenment philosophers viewed history as 
progressing linearly toward an inevitable 
utopian society. In every case, the philosopher 
borrowed from Christianity the notion of linear 
progress, but it was a progress denuded of any 
lasting significance because it could not solve a 
single problem. Death.   
 Bertrand Russell was brutally honest on 
this point.  His materialism could offer history 
no ultimate purpose in the face of the inevitable 
onslaught of death:  

That Man is the product of causes which 
had no prevision of the end they were 
achieving; that his origin, his growth, his 
hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, 
are but the outcome of accidental 
collocations of atoms; that no fire, no 
heroism, no intensity of thought and 
feeling, can preserve an individual life 
beyond the grave; that all the labours of 
the ages, all the devotion, all the 
inspiration, all the noonday brightness of 
human genius, are destined to extinction 
in the vast death of the solar system, and 
that the whole temple of Man’s 
achievement must inevitably be buried 

beneath the debris of a universe in 
ruins—all these things, if not quite 
beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain, 
that no philosophy which rejects them 
can hope to stand. Only within the 
scaffolding of these truths, only on the 
firm foundation of unyielding despair 
can the soul’s habitation be safely built.49 

 When Paul visited Athens in the first 
century, his message of the resurrection was met 
with derision from both the Epicurean and 
Stoic philosophers who had adopted a cyclical 
view of history. Two thousand years later, 
despite the enormous influence of Christianity 
in human civilization, despite the fact that 
history splits in half—historians date events 
before Christ by counting backwards from His 
incarnation and events after Christ by counting 
forward from his incarnation—the Christian 
view of history, centered on the incarnation and 
resurrection is still a difficult sell. Christopher 
Dawson has said it well, 

Hence it is very difficult, perhaps even 
impossible, to explain the Christian view 
of history to a non-Christian, since it is 
necessary to accept the Christian faith in 
order to understand the Christian view of 
history, and those who reject the idea of 
a divine revelation are necessarily obliged 
to reject the Christian view of history as 
well. . . . That God should have chosen 
an obscure Palestinian tribe—not a 
particularly civilized or attractive tribe 
either—to be the vehicle of his universal 
purpose for humanity, is difficulty to 
believe. But that this purpose should 
have been finally realized in the person of 
a Galilean peasant executed under 
Tiberius, and that this event was the 
turning point in the life of mankind and 
the key to the meaning of history—all 
this is so hard for the human mind to 
accept that even the Jews themselves 
were scandalized, while to the Greek 
philosophers and the secular historians it 
seemed sheer folly.50
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