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Eschatological Christology: The Theology of Jürgen Moltmann 

 

Introduction 

 

Jürgen Moltmann’s theology looms large over the landscape of Christian thought in the latter half 

of the twentieth century. Initially a student of Karl Barth, he would later move beyond Barth and 

develop a radical new way of doing theology by looking at it eschatologically, but its significance 

lies in the question that Moltmann would ask of God at the roots of his theology. Every theology 

has its particular kairos, its particular context and its particular contemporaries whom it wishes to 

address
1
, and Moltmann’s theology is no exception. His theology (or rather, theodicy) begins during 

an air raid in 1943: 

 

“Der Freund, der neben mir am Kommandogerät stand, wurde von der Bombe zerissen, die mich 

verschonte. In der Nacht habe ich zum ersten Mal nach Gott geschrieen: Mein Gott, wo bist Du?”
2
 

 

 

First in Moltmann’s own wartime suffering, and then in his later theology, he sought to answer this 

question. Where is God in suffering? He received no answer that night in 1943, and taken prisoner 

after the war, he describes the despair of the godforsaken that he inhabited: 

 

 “I felt abandoned by God and by human beings, and the hopes of my youth died. I couldn’t see any 

future ahead of me.”
3
 

 

It was in the middle of this despair that he began to read the Gospels, and in Jesus’ last cry of ‘My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34), he recognised Christ as his companion 

in suffering, “the one who understands you and is beside you when everyone else abandons you”
4
. 

In his experience of suffering, abandonment and god-forsakenness on the cross, so Jesus “became 

the brother of the despised, abandoned and oppressed”
5
, and it is in this solidarity with those who 

are suffering that Christ identifies with humankind. This is by no means the extent of Moltmann’s 
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theology, but it is the seed from which his eschatology, Christology, pneumatology and 

ecclesiology will bloom. 

 

Theology as Eschatology 

 

If solidarity in suffering is found with Christ in his crucifixion, so hope is found with him in his 

resurrection. The Easter event embraces this contradiction, and a conflict of opposites takes place 

within the person of God: 

 

“The cross and resurrection of Jesus are taken to represent opposites: death and life, the absence of 

God and the presence of God. Yet the crucified and risen Jesus is the same Jesus in this total 

contradiction…God created continuity in radical discontinuity.”
6
 

 

The idea of God bringing continuity out of discontinuity in the resurrection is at the heart of 

Moltmann’s eschatology. If all theology begins at the cross in the discontinuity of Jesus’ suffering 

and death, then hope is found in Jesus’ resurrection and in his future coming. The cross is the test of 

everything that can be called Christian
7
, and the cross only makes sense in the light of the 

resurrection. It follows then that all Christian theology can only be understood in this eschatological 

light, but in the mean time we are inevitably caught in the contradiction between a sinful and 

suffering world and the eschatological hope of Christ, the tension “between that which is not yet 

and that which already is”
8
. 

 

Moltmann’s eschatological approach re-orientates Christian theology. Instead of focussing on the 

cross, he begins with the cross and looks ahead from it towards the resurrection and on to the future. 

He does not entertain extensive historical investigation into the resurrection, not for reasons of 

scepticism but rather because existing historical methods have been formed “on the basis of 

experiences of history other than the experience of the raising of Jesus from the dead”
9
, and so they 

cannot allow for an event that has no historical precedent. It could be argued that God likewise has 

no precedent in history, but rather than forming a historical method that involves God, Moltmann 

does not pursue the question of the historical Jesus. It is perhaps unfair to turn this into a criticism 

of Moltmann because the thrust of his work is eschatological, and the historicity of the cross and 

resurrection are presuppositions. 
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The reorientation of theology from the cross to the future removes eschatology from the realm of 

“obscure irrelevancies”
10
 and reinvigorates the Christian faith with “the future hope by which it is 

upheld”
11
. This hope is crucial for faith, because it is what sustains and directs God’s people as they 

are caught in the tension between Christ’s accomplishment on the cross and its realisation in a 

redeemed creation. With this present evil age as our location in history, caught in the tension of the 

now and the not yet, our entire Christian faith  and mission must be eschatological if it is to makes 

sense: 

 

“From first to last, and not merely the epilogue, Christianity is Eschatology, is hope, forward 

looking and forward moving, and therefore also revolutionizing and transforming the present.”
12
 

 

Traditional theology had indeed often negated or overlooked eschatology, and had spoken of 

eschatology as though it was a series events like judgment, heaven and hell, and the millennial reign 

of Christ which would descend vertically into history at the end of time. Moltmann moves beyond 

this traditional view and rather sees eschatology not only as the end of “all evil, suffering and 

death”
13
, but also the beginning of new things, a new continuity, with the “divine presence 

indwelling all things”
14
.  

 

Christians are to live in the hope of God’s final redemption and indwelling of creation. But what is 

this hope? It is a  

 

“hope for the future based on the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As such it is a realistic hope 

grounded in history and experience.”
15
 

 

This eschatological hope of faith is more than a divine promise however; it is hope inseparable from 

God himself. Paul wrote of “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27 NRSV), and 

Moltmann takes this to its logical conclusion by insisting that the future hope for creation is not 

merely a heavenly utopia, but the literal indwelling of God in his creation, and the creation in him. 

The future of creation is then inexorably bound up with the future of God himself, and vice-versa. It 

follows then that Christian eschatology speaks not just of the future of the world, but of Jesus Christ 

and his future
16
. He is a contradiction to the present worldly reality in which we find ourselves, and 
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so as the God of hope, he has the future as his essential nature
17
, not merely with us, or above us, 

but calling to us from his own eschatological future. 

 

The danger of following this line of argument is that can end in process theology. That is to say, 

God’s person is not fixed and is progression and changing. If God is redeeming creation by 

gradually taking it into himself, then as he encounters new experiences in creation, so he 

experiences something new in himself. God’s identity is not yet fully realised, God is becoming the 

God of the eschaton. Moltmann develops this idea further. Jesus’ personhood  

 

“does not exist in isolation, per se; nor is it determined and fixed from eternity. It acquires its form 

in living relationships and reciprocities, and becomes an open identity in the course Jesus’ 

history.”
18
 

 

God’s identity is not static, but it is realised and developed in reciprocal relationships with 

humanity, and open to the impact of historical events. It follows from this that God is also not yet 

what he will be, he is rather ‘on his way to becoming’. This represents a major break with historical 

dogma by denying both the impassibility and immutability of God, and leads Moltmann into a 

potential theological minefield. If God is becoming what he will be, then can any of his actions in 

history past be decisive? God acted with his authority in the past, but can the Now God then 

override or change these decisions, and who will God be in the future? God himself is of course the 

biggest problem in any theological system, and Moltmann’s eschatological approach is not without 

its problems. Before concluding anything about his doctrine of God however, it will first be 

necessary to ask Moltmann precisely who God is.  

 

The Crucified God 

 

As I outlined at the start of the essay, Moltmann’s theological beginnings lay in the problem of 

suffering, and in his major work The Crucified God, he dismantles historical presuppositions about 

the inability of God to suffer whilst maintaining his nature of love. The first area that he tackles is 

the historical theological cycle of theism and atheism. Traditional theism emphasises the 

sovereignty, impassibility and immutability of God, but then there can be no theistic answer to the 

question of suffering and injustice
19
, and in God’s apparent absence in the midst of suffering either 

means that he does not love his creation, or that he simply does not exist. When this theism fails, 

protest atheism seizes on God and suffering and pits them against each other, with resultant 
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widespread atheism. For the protest atheists, the theistic God cannot co-exist with evil and 

suffering, and the replacement of theism with atheism is the logical result. In atheistic socio-

political systems like communism, the state then assumes the characteristics previously attributed to 

God and politics becomes religion. Human failures and continual suffering then expose the 

inadequacies of an atheistic solution to the problem of evil, and impassibility, omnipotence and 

immovability are one again projected onto God. History is then locked into a cycle of theism and 

protest atheism. Moltmann’s crucified God demolishes both of these traditional standpoints by 

pointing both theist and atheist alike to Jesus’ cry of dereliction: 

 

“A radical theology of the cross cannot give any theistic answer to the question of the dying Christ. 

Were it to do so it would evacuate the cross. Nor can it give an atheistic answer. Were it to do it 

would no longer be taking Jesus’ dying cry to God seriously. The God of theism cannot have 

abandoned him, and in his forsakenness he cannot have cried out to a non-existent God.”
20
 

 

 

God himself suffers and dies on the cross, and so theism and protest atheism can have nothing to 

say to God, because he himself undergoes the suffering that both models use to refute him. 

 

Herein lies Moltmann’s second objection to traditional theological models. The idea that God 

cannot suffer and die because of his omnipotence makes him an incomplete being because he 

“cannot experience helplessness and powerlessness”
21
. Moltmann objects: 

 

“What kind of a poor being is a God who cannot suffer and cannot even die? [He is] inferior to man 

if man grasps this suffering and death as his own possibilities and chooses them himself.”
22
 

 

The reason why God’s actual death on the cross poses a theological problem stems from historical 

understandings of the nature of God. The cross has complicated the traditional understanding of the 

human-divine nature of Christ since the time of Arius and Athanasius. Athanasius approached the 

issue of how God can be one and the Son be God not as a problem to be solved, but as a mystery to 

be discerned
23
, but Moltmann is not content to behold the mystery, he rather seeks to argue that 

Jesus’ abandonment on the cross is absolutely real, but if it is understood in terms of the oneness of 

God and the two natures of Christ, the end result will be docetism, where Jesus only appeared to be 

abandoned by God.  
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The doctrine of the two natures of Christ began from the distinctions between the theistic version of 

God, according to which God’s being is incorruptible, unchangeable, indivisible, incapable of 

suffering and immortal,
24
 whereas humankind is then God’s opposite, and is transitory, changeable, 

divisible, capable of suffering and mortal.
25
 For God to become man in this model, Jesus becomes a 

walking contradiction and a person of tensions. On the cross then, it can only be the human ‘side’ of 

Jesus that dies, whereas the divine person of Christ lives on, and so at the moment of dereliction, 

Jesus cannot be both human and divine. To avoid Docetism, the unity of the person of Christ must 

be maintained. Moltmann prefers to speak not of two natures in Christ but rather of one person, 

where Christ’s eternal divine personhood is engaged in a reciprocal relationship with his assumed 

humanity, and this unity is maintained even in the moment of dereliction. How then can God 

forsake God? How can God die and yet be raised to life? 

 

The answer is not found in a two-nature approach to the cross, but rather it must be understood and 

interpreted as a Trinitarian event that takes place within God himself. The question of God 

forsaking God seems paradoxical if we view God from the outside, but the internal nature of God, 

who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit nullifies the paradox. At the moment of Jesus’ death, the Son 

suffers and dies, whilst at the same time the Father suffers grief at the loss of the son. In love, Jesus 

surrenders himself, and the Father willingly surrenders Jesus. United in love for the world, the event 

is thus salvific
26
, because the loving bond of the Holy Spirit between Father and Son is greater than 

death and so Jesus, and all the godforsaken that are now identified with him, are raised to life in 

God and so the Spirit “fills the forsaken with love”
27
. This Trinitarian approach ensures that God 

really was forsaken on the cross, and that God himself did experience death in a real way. God was 

present in his own contradiction. 

 

Moltmann’s crucified God is not detached from suffering, but is indeed now familiar with it. God 

walks the kenotic journey of self-emptying of Philippians 2:6-7 because he himself is in Christ and 

suffers with them. This developed Moltmann’s idea of solidarity Christology: 

 

“Christ entered into this humiliation and this forsakenness so that he could become a brother for the 

humiliated and the forsaken, and bring them God’s kingdom.”
28
 

  

                                      
24
 Moltmann, J The Crucified God p228 

25
 Ibid. p228 

26
 Bauckham, Jürgen Moltmann, p217 

27
 Moltmann, The Crucified God, p244 

28
 Moltmann, Jesus Christ For Today’s World, p40 



 7

God now identifies with his suffering creation and shares companionship with them. The 

implications for mission are obvious in the light of this, though I shall not discuss that until the next 

section of the essay. 

If God now identifies with us in suffering, what then is salvation and redemption? If the form of the 

crucified Christ is the trinity
29
, then all the suffering and godforsakenness experienced by humanity 

was taken on by Christ and so taken into the Trinitarian Godhead. Suffering then constitutes who 

God is, and the passion has redefined him. Salvation is then not just a relationship with God but  

 

“it is participation in the eternal inner-trinitarian life in God as well. The inner-trinitarian relations 

of the Father to the Son, and the Son to the Father, and of the Spirit to the Father and the Son are so 

‘open’, that all created being can find its eternal home in them.”
30
 

 

Now that in Christ, God has taken the world and human history into himself, redemption and 

salvation are found by participating in the trinitarian relationships of God himself. Moltmann 

appeals to Jesus’ prayer in John 17:21 as evidence, where the Son asks the Father “that they may be 

in us”, and so the perichoresis “is not just something existing between like and like in the divine 

Trinity; it exists too between the unlike natures of God and human beings.”
31
 The history of the 

world is taken up into God for its redemption, but as we move towards the eschaton, creation and 

God will be consummated, and God will be ‘all in all’. 

 

Problems with this approach are immediately obvious, because the logical progression of 

Moltmann’s argument here is process theology on one hand and panentheism on the other. I have 

already highlighted the problem of process theology and will not do so again, but panentheism 

merits further discussion. If God will finally be ‘all in all’ and creation and history are taken into 

himself, then the end result must be panentheism, and Moltmann openly states this
32
 though 

apparently without stating the consequences. If God shares in our sufferings and takes them into 

himself, then at the conclusion of this process “God must share in the same ontological order as 

everything else”
33
, and there is no longer any distinction between Creator and created. Neither is the 

problem of evil resolved in a panentheistic system, it simply remains in creation, only now as a 

component of God, and we have reverted to ancient religious and philosophical dualisms. 
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The suffering God also poses problems precisely because he is a suffering God. Karl Rahner said in 

response to Moltmann’s solidarity Christology:  

 

“To put it crudely, it does not help me to escape my own mess and mix-up and despair if God were 

in the same predicament.”
34
 

 

A God who suffers is a useful spiritual comfort in times of distress and anguish, but if he does not 

somehow transcend the suffering in his love, what comfort can his companionship give if he 

himself is in the same boat as the afflicted? Moltmann claimed that a God who cannot suffer is 

incapable of love
35
, but that is with the presupposition that suffering is constitutive of love. 

Weinandy argues that “the Trinity perfectly possess all goods as fully actualized [and so] they are 

incapable of suffering within their divine nature.”
36
 They are already perfect in love and so cannot 

agonise over each other’s fate as Moltmann proposes with the Father grieving over the Son. 

Trinitarian love is pure and simply altruistic
37
, and so God the Father would be acting selfishly by 

raising Jesus from the dead purely to assuage his own grief. God’s love need not involve suffering. 

His love is multi-faceted however (see 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 for example), and embraces many 

different areas such as justice, anger, admonition, correction, rebuke and even condemnation
38
, but 

because he is love (1 John 4:8) in a living and dynamic way, he is able to respond in love to any 

situation in a variety of different ways without undergoing a change in himself. 

 

The three Ps – process, panentheism and passibility are the three significant problems in 

Moltmann’s Christology, and even his eschatological approach is weakened when he fails to 

distinguish the future of creation from the future of God. God’s eschatological redemption of 

creation and being ‘all in all’ inevitably also leads to Universalism. Moltmann is dismissive of 

traditional notions of hell either as a place of fiery torment or a state of final annihilation
39
, and as 

God takes history and creation into himself, so nothing in the created order can be exempt from 

God’s making of all things new (Rev 21:5), and from this process “no one is excepted”
40
 which 

inevitably means unconditional Universalism which goes beyond biblical evidence and highlights a 

further problem in his theology. 
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Spirit Christology, Church and Mission 

 

This essay is intended to examine the Christology of Jürgen Moltmann, but it would be an injustice 

to him to ignore some of the positive aspects that have arisen from his Christology. Moltmann does 

not separate theology from theopraxis; we must practice what we preach. Needless to say, 

Moltmann’s solidarity Christology expressed in God’s identification with the poor and godforsaken 

and his desire to liberate them as part of his eschatological ‘coming’ gives the Liberation theology 

movement its theological foundations. “Theology’s task is not merely to interpret but to change the 

world”
41
, and having started with the cross and now looking forward to the eschaton, Moltmann 

sees the Spirit of God working in history as the empowering being behind creation, the immaculate 

conception, the public ministry of Jesus, the resurrection and now the Church. 

 

He would later use the term ‘Spirit Christology’ to discuss God’s ongoing work in Creation
42
, 

because this work of the Spirit is inseparable from the work of Christ: 

 

“Mit einem ersten Blick erfassen wir die Geschichte Christi und des Heiligen Geistes ineinander 

verschränkt und untrennbar verworben.”
43
 

 

The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Life, the creative breath of God
44
, and as such brings “health and 

liberty for enslaved men and women into this sick world”
45
. This is at the same time the messianic 

mission of Jesus. We cannot separate the work of Jesus and the work of the Spirit, but neither can 

we separate Christology mean except Messianology. Indeed, what does Christology mean except 

Messianology?
46
 The mission of the Church then is to be a messianic community

47
 in the power of 

the Spirit, and in so doing we are continuing the work of Christ. This is the very reason that we have 

the Spirit: 

 

“Christus sendet den Geist auf seine Gemeinde und ist im Geist gegenwartig: Das ist die 

Christusgeschichte des Geistes.”
48
 

 

 

Christ is present with us by his Spirit, and so we continue his messianic work and continue to 

develop his history. His history and our mission are also eschatologically oriented, and so not only 
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must the church become the companion of the despised, abandoned and oppressed, but also helping 

to liberate them and the Creation which is bonded to decay. I have already mentioned how this 

helped to establish Liberation Theology, but the emphasis on the Spirit as the Quelle des Lebens, 

has also led to Christian mission in ecological and environmental areas in order to impact Creation 

in a holistic manner. 

 

Critics of Moltmann have labelled his liberation approach as reducing eschatology to purely human 

achievement
49
, whilst not defining any political proposals by which this liberation may take place, 

which at the same time isolates eschatology from political life. Regardless of whether or not one is a 

critic or supporter of Moltmann, his impact on Christology and thus ecclesiology and mission is 

undeniable, although the social outworking of his theology has been realised far more in the Third 

World than in the West. His Christological model in The Crucified God has similarly not always 

met with approval and for all its faults it still challenges our thinking about God and suffering. 

Whilst Moltmann’s eschatological and panentheistic conclusions are both unorthodox and perhaps 

unconvincing, they are nevertheless rooted in the real questions that people ask of God in the midst 

of their often painful lives, and after laying out a theological answer, the progression to a real and 

practical outworking of the love of God and his Creation is to be commended. 
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