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On January 26, 1899 James A. Harding published the first issue of The Way.  It was his first publishing venture of any significance since he co-founded the Nashville Bible School with David Lipscomb and began serving as President in 1891.  He had served as a regular contributor and editor of the Gospel Advocate from 1883 to 1890.  Even though he intended to establish a paper in 1889 but could not due to a lack of funds,
 eventually his presidential and teaching duties at the Nashville Bible School reduced his writing contributions.

However, in 1899 Harding began The Way.  He intended it to serve several functions.  He hoped the extra income from the paper would help support students at the Nashville Bible School.  But his primary purpose was to supply the public with a sense of what he taught in the Nashville Bible School.  He wanted to provide the public with the fruits of his study as well it about the content of the teaching at the Bible School.
  Harding was particularly qualified to do this since he was the main Bible teacher of the school (he taught 5-6 hourse per day
) as well as the one who conducted the daily chapel.  David Lipscomb, incidentally, only taught one Bible class per day while Harding taught three or four.  Given this teaching load since 1891, Harding believed he was better prepared to teach through the pen than he was before.  In the first issue of The Way he wrote:

In our work at the Bible School many lessons come before us that we would like to give to the public...I have studied the Bible more within the last eight years than in all my life beside, I believe, and under much more favorable circumstances; and I ought to be able to do much more good with the pen now than then.

I think it is fair to say, then, that Harding’s editorship of The Way (1899-1903), along with his co-editorship of its successor The Christian Leader and the Way (1904-1912), offers us the theological content and emphases of his twenty-one years of teaching at the Nashville (1891-1901) and Potter (1901-1912) Bible Schools.  While much of what he writes is occasional and reactive to the “issues” of the day, when he is reflective on biblical theological themes (such as the Holy Spirit, providence, eschatology) we see his special theological emphases.  His editorials, therefore, give us a window into the theology that shaped a generation of preachers who sat at the feet of James A. Harding.

In celebration of the 100th anniversary of the founding of The Way, we have several presentations about James A. Harding on this year’s Christian Scholar’s Conference.  Hans Rollmann will illuminate the historical and theological continuities between Harding and Robert H. Boll who was the leader of the premillennial Churches of Christ in the early to mid twentieth Century.  Boll was one of Harding’s students at the Nashville Bible School and a close associate during his editorial years, even serving as an editor of The Christian Leader and The Way for a period of time (1904-8).  Bobby Valentine, Don Kinder and myself will look at specific themes that reflect some of Harding’s emphases in his writing and teaching.  Valentine will look at the significance of the personal indwelling of the Spirit for Harding.  All of Harding’s students testify to the importance of this theme for Harding’s faith and theology.  Valentine will be particularly concerned with the discussion between Dr. Holloway and Harding that took place in 1905 The Christian Leader and the Way.  Kinder will look at Harding’s piety for which he was renown.  It might be said that his piety had a greater impact on his students than his teaching as he modeled the habits of Bible reading and prayer.  I will survey Harding’s eschatological vision for the world as well as his separatist ecclesiology.  The latter, I think, had much more of an impact than the former.  While Harding’s eschatological understanding faded from Churches of Christ in the mid-twentieth century, his separatist ecclesiology was widely embraced as it harmonized with what many others were saying in the South.

Before I proceed to unfold Harding’s eschatology in this session, permit me to introduce James Alexander Harding to you by means of a brief biographical sketch.

Brief Biography

James A. Harding was born in Winchester, Kentucky on April 16, 1848.  His father, J. W. Harding, was a merchant in the city of Winchester but also served as a regional evangelist and a local elder of the Court Street Church (until the instrument was brought in 1887 whereupon he helped plant the Fairfax Church).  He was also closely tied with Moses Lard, J. W. McGarvey and the Lexington churches.  James Harding himself was baptized at the age of thirteen under the preaching of Moses Lard.  J. W. Harding was also closely associated with Benjamin Franklin for whom he arranged meetings in the Winchester area.
  It is no surprise, then, that outside of his father the most important early influence on Harding was Benjamin Franklin, the editor of the American Christian Review.  He began reading the American Christian Review at the age of 10 when the paper began weekly publication (1858) and read it continuously until Franklin’s death in 1878.
  

Franklin, as Earl West titles Franklin biography, was in the “eye of the storm.”
  In the regions of Kentucky, Indiana and Ohio, Franklin led the opposition to instrumental music and, after 1866, to missionary societies.  Those controversies filled the pages of the American Christian Review.  No doubt this greatly shaped Harding’s early thinking since his father also shared Franklin’s convictions.  Harding recalls that since the age of thirteen (1860) he had opposed the missionary society which we even predate Franklin’s opposition.  Indeed, Harding’s first published article, which appeared in the American Christian Review, was a critical review of a pro-missionary society speech by Dr. W. H. Hopson.

After graduating from Bethany College in 1869, Harding taught school till 1875 when he began travelling as an itinerant evangelist.  But it was during his teaching years, around 1870 Harding remembers, that he began to read the Gospel Advocate.
  Together with the 1858-1878 American Christian Review (the years of Franklin’s editorship), the Gospel Advocate shaped the thinking of a young James Harding.  In 1906 he stated that the “influence of those papers upon me for good has been very great.”
  Harding had especially high praise for David Lipscomb.  His “editorials,” he commented, “have furnished me the best reading I have found but of the Bible.”
  And in another place, he wrote concerning Lipscomb:  “In my judgment, since Campbell died, no man among us has been so powerful with the pen.”
  I think it is fair to say, then, that the two major formative influences on Harding during his early years were Benjamin Franklin and David Lipscomb.

If the first stage of Harding’s life was given to his education and teaching (1848-1875), the second stage of his life was as an itinerant evangelist (1875-1891).  During these seventeen years, Harding preached over three hundred protracted meetings ranging from ten days to ten weeks in twenty-two states and two Canadian provinces.  His meetings took him from Canada to Florida, and from New York to New Mexico.  He averaged ten sermons per week and conducted fifty debates.
  He loved his evangelistic work and turned down invitations to locate at larger churches in Louisville (Fourth Street), Nashville (Church Street), and Atlanta (“First Church”).
  It was during this ministry that Harding determined that he would conduct his evangelist work on the contract that Jesus provided in Matthew 6:33.
  Harding began the practice of his “trust theory” in 1878 at the age of thirty.
  Throughout the rest of his life Harding recommended the Lord’s plan over against the missionary society plan and the local church plan of a stipulated salary (“the pastor system”).  In addition, during these evangelistic efforts, Harding served as a contributor and editor of the Gospel Advocate from 1882 to 1990.

The third period of his life is dedicated to the Bible School movement.  In 1891 he co-founded the Nashville Bible School with David Lipscomb, and he served as its President from 1891-1901.  Due to his opposition to incorporating the Nashville Bible School under a board
 and also because he wanted to expand the opportunities of the kingdom (the Nashville Bible School was full),
 he founded Potter Bible School in Bowling Green, Kentucky in 1901.  He served as its President till 1912.  Indeed, J. N. Armstrong called him “one of the fathers of the Bible School work.”
  Numerous Bible Schools (ten by the end of 1909) grew out of the Nashville and Potter schools,
 and these, we might surmise, through their ministerial training solidified the identity of Churches of Christ in the early twentieth century, especially in the deep South.  Harding’s presiding over, teaching in, defending, and promoting new Bible Schools is probably the most influential dimension of his life.  It was through the schools that Harding made his mark on the character of the Churches of Christ.

The final years of his life were, in many ways, tragic.  After he resigned from the Presidency of Potter Bible School, he traveled as an itinerant evangelist once again.  But his health was poor and his memory was fading.  He suffered from increasing blackouts and senility due to poor circulation.  While he served as an editor of the Gospel Herald (1912-1915) for several years, most of his contributions were reprints.  After 1916, Harding was particularly restricted in his travels.  He and his wife lived with his daughter and their doctor son-in-law in Atlanta until his death on May 28, 1922.

Harding was the father of the Bible School movement among Churches of Christ and its theological mentor.  Oriented toward grace, a dynamic understanding of special divine providence, and the personal indwelling and enabling work of the Spirit, his theology had an eschatological (historic premillennialist) and pietistic (Bible reading, prayer, attendance at the Lord’s Table and tithing) impulse.  The Kingdom of God is advanced through evangelism rather than through political (including voting) and military (pacifism) action.  Ecclesiologically, however, he was a separatist who regarded immersion, instrumental music, and missionary societies as decisive lines of communion.

Theological Structure:  Kingdom of Christ Versus Kingdom of Satan

In an interview given to Kenneth Green, R. C. Bell, who was a student at the Nashville Bible School and a faculty member at Potter Bible School before he was Dean at Harding College and later on the faculty of Abilene Christian College, perceptively noted that Harding's understanding of Christianity was "built upon an eschatological framework--that is, that Christ's bodily return to earth to help wind up earthly affairs is an integral part of Christianity."
  The millennial reign of Christ was not simply an end-time addendum but was the culmination of the work of God throughout redemptive history.  It was the climax of God's intent in creation.  Consequently, eschatology was not an afterthought in Harding's theology but its very structure.

The broad structure of Harding's thought is rooted in the spiritual war which pervades human existence.  There is a fundamental struggle between the kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of Satan; between the Christian and the world; between the church and earthly governments; between righteousness and sin.  This dualism dominates Harding's theology and it is the fundamental ground for his separatist approach to the struggle between the church and the fallen world.

God created the cosmos for the "purpose of enlarging the family of God."  God, as a triune divine community, graciously decided to create others who would share the divine reality.  "There must be added to it [Trinity, JMH] a great host of 'sons of God,' of beings made in the image of God, after the likeness of God, being educated, trained and fitted to reign with Christ as members of the royal family, as children of the King."
  God created humanity "to rule his universe.  So he made man in his own image, and began at once to train him in ruling."
  God created the world and put it into the hands of his vice-regent "while he was yet in his pristine purity."

However, God's vice-regent quickly turned "it over to Satan."  The Fall introduced the struggle between good and evil in the creation.  But God soon destroyed the wicked and renewed his creation.  "God swept Satan's servants from the face of the earth, and again gave it to the righteous men" in the days of Noah, but "they turned it over to Satan again."
  The struggle continues.  "The war is raging, the war of righteousness against wickedness, of Christ against Satan, of the kingdom of heaven, under the leadership of Jesus, against the kingdoms of this world, under the leadership of Satan."

Just as the original cosmos was intended as a pedagogical tool for the sons of the King, so the war itself becomes a tool in God's hand for the maturing of his children.  The earth is "God's nursery" for the purpose of "education, development and training" until the royal family reaches "maturity, until the end of the Messianic age has come."

The Messianic age is the time in which God has revealed his kingdom in Jesus Christ.  "The beginning of Christ's reign was announced on earth on the first Pentecost after his resurrection."  It now continues through the church as the kingdom is advanced through its ministry, and it will culminate in Christ's return to the earth where he will reign for a thousand years.  "From all this it is evident that the last thousand years of Christ's reign will be a period of perfect rest from sin."
  Eden will return and fulfill God's original purpose in creation.

What God had created as righteous and pure, humanity turned over to Satan through their sin.  God, however, is active in his world to condemn and destroy the work of Satan as well as to train and discipline his children.  God is preparing his people for the future.  God will allow "no purpose of his to be thwarted."  He is preparing them to reign with Christ in the millennium.  Humanity was "created to reign for ever and ever"--first with Christ in the millennium and then with God in the New Heaven and New Earth.

Relationship to Earthly Governments

This eschatological structure shapes Harding's understanding of the relationship between the church and earthly governments.  Just as the church is the manifestation of the kingdom of Christ in the present, so earthly governments are a manifestation of the kingdom of Satan in the world.  "Every government on this earth is in the hands of wicked men.  The government of Christ is at war with every one of them."  They are the "governments of Satan"
 and "Christ came into this world to establish a kingdom which is antagonistic to all human authority, to all the governments of the earth.  Its mission is to break down and destroy them."
  Harding holds Lipscomb's classic position on civil government and endorses his book.
  Jesse P. Sewell, one of Harding's students, commented that "James Harding and David Lipscomb believed the same thing concerning a Christian's participating in governmental activities."

Consequently, "we ought not to have any kind of partnership with" earthly governments.  This means we should not participate in the political processes of human governments.  This includes holding office, voting and military service.
  "We should have nothing to do with appointing or electing officers for the governments of Satan."
  Harding's opposition to both is two-fold.  First, it involves one in the government of Satan.  It is a participation in the works of Satan.  Harding "opine[s that] it is easier for an elephant to go through a needle's eye than for a modern politician to be a sincere, faithful, humble Christian."
  Second, it distracts the church from its proper mission.  The church must "overcome" the world "by gentleness, by meekness, by teaching the doctrine of Christ and by living according to it."  It must not use the sword of Satan or take up the reigns of Satan's governments.  It is the mission of the kingdom of heaven to destroy these governments.  Consequently, "you must worship Satan, or you will have no part nor lot in his governments."

Our relationship to earthly governments as citizens of the kingdom of Christ is that of a "foreigner."  We are aliens in this world because the kingdom of Christ has not yet been fully realized.  As aliens, however, we have the same responsibilities as any other "foreigner" in a strange country.  We "pay taxes," "submit to the civil authorities," and "pray for rulers."
  These three particulars are required of Christians as aliens because God specifically commanded them in Scripture.  "The New Testament is a perfect guide to the Christian; therefore all that it requires of us is due to civil governments we must give to them; beyond that we had better let them run their own affairs."
  As Bell noted in an unpublished manuscript, Harding "felt that more than these three was inimical to God's fundamental, eternal interests, and worse than useless as a means to help the poor world to get out of its condemned state."

Harding will even pray for the success of certain governments and the failure of others, but the principle upon which prays is oriented toward the kingdom of God.  When a nation, such as Great Britain or Germany, provides peace, security and freedom for gospel preaching, then he will pray for their success.  But when the earthly government opposes the preaching of the gospel or persecutes the people of God, such as Russia or the Turks, then he will pray for their "downfall."

The responsibility of the Christian is to submit, pay taxes and pray.  "I am sure," Harding writes, "it is not pleasing to him for his servants to be holding office in Satan's governments, or to be trying to run them."  That would be a fundamental compromise of the eschatological structure of God's purpose.  To side with Satanic governments is to oppose the kingdom of God.  Consequently, we must abstain from all such participation in earthly governments.  Harding exhorts that we "attend strictly to our business of serving Christ, and God will overrule all evil deeds, as well as good ones for our good" (Romans 8:28).

The Millennial Reign of Christ

Whether Harding was a premillennialist or not has been the subject of some debate in the second and third generations after Harding.  However, the evidence is quite clear.  Harding was a premillennialist.  Though Jesse P. Sewell "never heard Harding teach premillennialism,"
 R. C. Bell claims it was foundational to his theology and that he taught it "with both tongue and pen."
  E. L. Jorgenson, one of the first generation leaders of the premillennial movement among Churches of Christ in the early twentieth century, claims that the first sermon he ever heard Harding preach was entitled "The Millennium" and it "sank deep into my heart and mind."
  Bell and Jorgenson are right and Harding's own writings clearly demonstrate this.  While Harding never writes an article explicitly on the millennial reign of Christ, his theological interests are evident when he discusses issues that touch on eschatology.  Bell explains why this might be the case:  "Brother Harding was too spiritually discerning and well balanced to make a hobby of these things, or to make them a test of fellowship, but as a free Christian he taught them when he thought there was an occasion to do so."

Harding's eschatological scenario included these elements.  At present the kingdom of Christ and the kingdom of Satan are engaged in a war for the hearts of people.  Satan "dwells on the earth" to deceive the nations and devour Christians.
  However, Christ will come again to destroy the works of Satan and fully establish his kingdom.  He will come, raise the dead and rapture the saints with their immortal bodies.  "When the saints are caught up to meet him, Christ comes on with them to the earth."
  The kings of the earth will gather to do battle under the leadership of the beast, false prophet and Satan, and Christ will destroy them.  While the false prophet and beast, along with the rest of the wicked on the earth are destroyed, Satan is chained and thrown into the abyss.  During the time that Satan is bound, "Christ and his saints reign; but the rest of the dead live not again till the thousand years have expired."
  During this "last thousand years of time, Christ and his saints shall reign unimpeded in the earth.  Then the meek shall inherit the earth, the knowledge of God shall fill the earth as the waters fill the seas, and the will of God shall be done on earth as it is in heaven."

This millennial reign "will be on the earth" and it is the "Sabbath rest" for all the people of God and the earth.
  According to Harding, the "seventh day was typical of the Sabbath rest that awaits the people of God when for a thousand years they shall rest from sin, temptation, pain and sorrow."
  Since the earth labored and groaned for six thousand years under the burden of fallenness, the millennial reign is a rest for the earth as well as for God's people.  Consequently, Harding is not above looking for signs of Christ's coming in the present.  While he rejects any kind of dating for the second coming, he still notes "that for the last fifty or sixty years many godly men have believed that the time of his coming is near," and he points to recent earthquakes and volcanoes as possible signs of that nearness.

The millennial reign of Christ on earth will near its end when Satan is released from the abyss.  Satan is loosed to "deceive the nations that are in the four corners of the earth.  These must be, it seems to me, the disembodied spirits of the wicked, who inhabit the regions of the air."
  These spirits gather to do battle with Christ and his saints and they are defeated.  This conflict and the Judgment Day to follow will involve a purging of the earth by fire where the wicked join Satan in the Gehnna into which he is cast.  It is on the purified earth, then, that the righteous will reign with God on the "new earth".

The new heaven and the new earth appear after the millennial reign of Christ and the final Judgment.  In this reign "time...ends; a new heaven and earth appear; Christ retires from the throne and God the Father reigns."
  Thus, when the new heaven and the new earth appear, "Christ shall have delivered up the kingdom to God the Father."
  The millennial reign of Christ is not the end of the story but it itself anticipates the next "great epoch in the history of God's dealing with man."
  While the Sabbath typifies the millennial reign of Christ, the "first day of the week foreshadows the glories beginning a new life in the everlasting kingdom of God."
  But this new heaven and new earth with its new Jerusalem is not some celestial city, but it is itself a kingdom on the purified earth.  In this way God's intent in creation to have children reign with him over the earth is accomplished.  It is there that we will "reign for ever and ever" with God.

Theological Implications Illustrated

The significance of Harding’s eschatological perspective is illustrated by his understanding of the role of the Holy Spirit in redemptive history.  In a key article, which he reprinted several times with various changes, Harding lays out a redemptive-historical understanding of the presence of God among his people.
  In this article Harding unfolds the progressive nature of God's presence.  Israel experienced God's presence through the tabernacle and temple where God's angel was "God's representative on earth" (see Exodus 23:20-23; 32:34).  Then God himself dwelt among us in Jesus Christ.  The incarnate Son of God was the presence of God among his people.  Jesus, in that sense, represented the Father through his incarnational presence.  In this sense, God was "with" his people and, as John 14:17 states, the Spirit was "with" them in the ministry of Jesus.


However, something decisive happened at Pentecost that broke open a new era.  It is the "peculiarity of the new covenant" that God now dwells "in" his people through his Spirit.  This was the promise of John 7:37-39 and it was fulfilled on Pentecost when God poured out his Spirit and made his dwelling in his people through the Spirit.  God the Father, then, still has a representative on earth.  But unlike his angelic presence with Israel, or the Son's incarnational presence, now God dwells “in” his people.  God's representative on earth is now the Holy Spirit.  He abides in the hearts of saints.  God and Christ dwell representatively through the personal presence of the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 2:22).  Thus, "as in former dispensations God dwelt among his people, so does he now; then, in the presence of an angel, now, in the presence of the Holy Spirit;" then "with" his people, now, "in" his people.
  "We are nearer to God than they were."


Yet, even this is not the final story in the history of God's redemption.  Just as "a greater age, a greater people and a greater temple required a greater representative from the Celestial City"
 -- and we now have that by the presence of the Spirit in the church, God's temple -- so we anticipate a fuller presence of God in the new heaven and the new earth.  This fuller presence is the presence of the Triune God among us in the everlasting kingdom.  Though, "as far as we know," the baptism of the Spirit has only been "granted in the two cases referred to [apostles and Cornelius]," there, in the new heaven and new earth, all the saints will receive the full measure of the baptism of the Spirit just as the baptism of fire will be administered to all the wicked.


Harding's theology of the Spirit, then, is partly a function of his eschatological structure.  God dwelt with his people in Eden, but sin destroyed that communion.  God could no longer dwell with a sinful people.  Nevertheless, by his grace, God revealed himself and represented his presence among his people by an angel, and then God came among them through the incarnate One, the Christ.  Now the Holy Spirit dwells within the church in the present stage of redemptive history.  But the millennial reign is the time when Christ will return to dwell among his people, and in the next age, on the new heaven and new earth, God himself returns to Eden.  The history of redemption is the history of God's progressive presence among his people to restore them to Eden and thus fulfill his original intent.  God restores Eden and Eden means that the fullness of God again dwells with his people.

The denial of the personal presence of the Spirit in the Christian, then, undermines the eschatological structure of Harding's theology.  It is no wonder, then, that he regarded the denial of that personal presence as perverted and tantamount to a denial of the reign of Christ in the world because the present reign of Christ under the new covenant is focused in the presence of the Spirit in the people of God.  If we deny the present reign of Christ through the Spirit, we might as well deny the personal millennial reign of Christ to come.  Redemptive history is a progressive unity and to deny one link is to upset the applecart and misunderstand the grand drama of God’s salvation for his people.

Conclusion

Richard Hughes has called Harding’s outlook, which he shared with David Lipscomb and others, an "apocalyptic" tradition.
 Whatever we call it, it is correct to understand the Lipscomb-Harding tradition as a particular theological frame which shaped a generation of preachers at the Nashville and Potter Bible schools.  This theological paradigm included an appreciation of the gospel of grace, a preference for the poor, a strong view of providence and prayer, opposition to rebaptism, millennial eschatology, an insistence on the personal work of the Holy Spirit in the sanctification of the believer, pacifism, non-participation in human governments, sociological sectarianism in distinction from both denominations and the world, and an inclusive approach to racial concerns

Whatever we might say about the Lipscomb-Harding theological paradigm, it is clear that eschatology provided the structure of its thought and shaped all its components.  Put into the context of redemptive history it is legitimate to believe that since the fall from Eden the goal of God has been the progressive introduction of his kingdom in order to restore Eden.  This progression moves from angelic presence, to incarnate presence, to indwelling presence, to the millennial reign of Christ and culminates in the reign of God the Father in a restored Eden on a new heaven and new earth.  

James A. Harding had an eschatological orientation and an eschatological vision for the present world.  He lived in the future because he knew the present does not fully represent the reign of God.  Perhaps because we are comfortable, middle-class and satisfied, we live in the present rather than the future.  Perhaps we need to regain an apocalyptic, eschatological outlook so we can live in the world without being of the world.  James A. Harding taught a generation to do that, and perhaps we should let him teach our generation the same lesson.
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