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Certainly the Bible asserts unequivocally that there will 
be an end, that Jesus will come a second time. The church 
has faithfully made this doctrine a part of her creeds .... 
Restraint is maintained, however, when it comes to the cer­
tainty of the timing of this event. Nothing is said about 
intervening events leading up to Jesus' consummating 
return. 

Gary DeMar 

The problem with the evangelicals who turn the Bible into 
a kind of crystal ball is that they show very little historical 
awareness. They speak assuredly about the signs that are 
being fulfilled "right before your very eyes" and point to the 
impending end. Lindsay confidently refers to our own as 
"the terminal generation." However, these writers do not 
seem to be aware that there have been many believers in 
every generation-from the Montanists of the second cen­
tury through Joachin of Fiore (c. 1135-1202) and Martin 
Luther to those Russian Mennonites who undertook a 
"Great Trek" to Siberia in 1880-84 and the nineteenth-centu­
ry proponents of dispensationalism-who have believed 
that they were living in the days immediately preceding the 
second coming of Christ. So far they have all been mistak­
en. How many people have lost confidence in clear doc­
trines of Scripture affecting eternal life because misguided 
prophetic teaching is, unfortunately, not likely to be inves­
tigated. 

W. Ward Gasque 

Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20:1-6 
and the Question of the Millennium 

Donald Garlington 

A. A. Hoekema begins his masterful monograph on biblical 
eschatology with the observation: 

Properly to understand biblical eschatology, we must see it 

as an integral aspect of all of biblical revelation. Eschatology 

must not be thought of as something which is found only in, 

say, such Bible books as Daniel and Revelation, but as dom­
inating and permeating the entire message of the Bible.1 

Hoekema then approvingly quotes Jiirgen Moltmann: 

Christianity is eschatology, is hope, forward looking and 

forward moving .... The eschatological is not one element 

of Christianity, but it is the medium of the Christian faith as 

such, the key in which everything in it is set .... Hence 

eschatology cannot really be only a part of Christian doc­

trine. Rather, the eschatological outlook is characteristic of 

all Christian proclamation, and of every Christian existence 

and of the whole Church! 

G. E. Ladd has likewise affirmed: "To understand the sig­
nificance of the second coming of Christ in the New 
Testament, one needs an over-all view of the basic nature of 
biblical theology."3 

Although Hoekema and Ladd have arrived at different 
conclusions respecting the "Millennium" of Revelation 20, 
they are in accord- and rightly so-that one's convictions 
about future eschatology will depend on one's perception 
of eschatology as the present fulfillment of the Old 
Testament. In other words, it is the "Already" which defines 
and delineates the "Not Yet" of the eschatological 
timetable. Accordingly, a sketch of the Bible's outlook on 

II 
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things to come is imperative in order to understand the 
specific question of the reign of Christ and His saints as 
depicted in Revelation 20:1-6. It is especially important that 
we have a grasp of the whole before descending to particu­
lars, lest we incur the rightful criticism of R. H. Mounce: 

Judging from the amount of attention given by many writ­

ers to the first ten verses of chapter 20, one would judge it 

to be the single most important segment of the book of 

Revelation. The tendency of many interpreters at this point 

is to become apologists for a particular view of the millen­

nium: 

An Overview of Biblical Eschatology 
The Old Testament's hope for the future is epitomized by 

the anticipation that Yahweh, either in His own person or in 
the person of a representative, will one day intervene in 
human history for the purpose of saving His people and 
destroying their enemies.s This hope finds its initial expres­
sion in the prediction of Genesis 3:15 that the seed of the 
woman would crush the seed of the Serpent. Subsequently 
in salvation history, the seed of the woman becomes the 

seed of Abraham and thereafter the seed of David. It is par­
ticularly the Davidic/kingship model which becomes pre­
dominant in biblical thought. Passages such as Genesis 
49:10; Numbers 24:17-19; 2 Samuel 7:lOb-16 (1 Chron. 
17:1Ob-14); Psalms 2:7-8; 110:1; Isaiah 9:2-7; 11:1-9; Ezekiel 
34; Amos 9:11-15; Zechariah 14:9-21 (d. Dan. 7:13-14) artic­
ulate the idea that a coming Israelite monarch was expect­
ed to take charge of the kingdom of God on earth, with the 
twofold effect of extirpating Israel's foes and exalting the 

covenant people. 
It is especially the Prophets of Israel who give voice to 

the notion that a Jewish sovereign will exercise his rule 
over the whole of humanity. Set against the backdrop of the 
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apostasy of Israel and the impending dominance of her for­
eign enemies, the prophets foresee a time when the tension' 
between the kingdom of God and the kingdoms of the earth 
will be ended.6 In principle, Yahweh is Creator, Lord, and 
King of the nations. However, He is not yet king to all the 
nations in the sense that He is to Israel. (yVe discern here a 
sort of "Already" and "Not Yet" regarding the universal 
reign of God.) Therefore, by means of intervention-called 
by the Prophets the "day of the Lord"-Yahweh will come 
to earth to establish His eternal rule over a renewed Israel 
composed of both Jews and non-Jews (e.g., Isa. 2:2-4; Micah ~ 
4:1-3; Isa. 19:19-25; 51:4-5; 61:18-21; Rom. 15:9-12). IiiiI 

The New Testament presupposes the prophetic anticipa­
tion of the glorious future (and its development in Jewish 
Apocalyptic). From the Hebrew Scriptures the writings of 
the new covenant· inherit the fundamental notion of the 
kingship of Yahweh as realized in the person of His 
Anointed. They inherit as well the idea that the people of 
God, composed of believers in the Messiah-regardless of 
race-are to be delivered from their enemies (ultimately sin 
and Satan) and made to reign with the Lord's Anointed. 
Thus, the New Testament writers represent the events con­

nected with the appearance of Jesus Christ as the direct and 
immediate fulfillment of Israel's hope as expressed in the 
documents of the Old Testament (e.g., Rom. 1:1-7; 16:25-27). 

However, the New Testament introduces an important 
modification into the scheme of salvation as set forth by 
the Old Testament. Whereas the Old foretold one coming of 
Messiah and with Him the definitive establishment of the 
kingdom of God, the New informs us that God's purposes 
are, in fact, realized in two successive stages or phases; 
what. the Old Testament saw as one act of the consumma­
tion of redemption, the New Testament sees as two acts or 
phases of the one and same consummation. Another way to 
say it is that the New Testament presents a scheme of over-
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lapping ages: something new has begun in Christ, but the 
"present evil age" (Gal. 1:4) is still with us. In principle, all 
things have been created anew with the First Advent of the 
Son of God and the gift of His Spirit. However, it has not yet 
arrived in its consummate fullness and will not arrive until 
the second coming of Christ. Therefore, the time between 
His two comings is one of overlap of old and new aeons. 

The New Testament, then, purports that the coming of 
Jesus of Nazareth has inaugurated the beginning of the end. 
By distinguishing between "this age" and "the age to come" 
(e.g., Matt. 12:32; Eph. 1:21; d. 4 Ezra 7:50)/ it informs us 
that God has acted in His Son at the "end of these days" 
(Heb. 1 :2) to bring to fulfillment the promises made to the 
fathers.s However, this Son will come again to bring to con­
summation that which was inaugurated by His first coming, 
to "save forever" (Heb. 7:25) those who are eagerly waiting 
for Him (Heb. 9:28). Therefore, the saving plan of God, pro­
pounded by the Old Testament in terms of a simple once­
for-all event, has been elaborated and enriched by the New 
Testament: God has saved His people, but He will save them 
for all time. In the words of G. E. Ladd, there is in the New 
Testament fulfillment without consummation.9 

Hermeneutical Perspectives 
1) Christ and His People As the Central Content of the Old 

Testament. Fundamental to the exegesis herein presented is 
that the New Testament serves, as it were, as the "lexicon" 
of the Old Testament's eschatological expectation. In a nut­
shell, the Old Testament anticipates realities which are 
unpacked and explicated l;>y the apostolic writings from the 
vantage point of salvation-historical realization in Christ. 
This means that symbols, images, and prophetic language 
more broadly considered are to be understood as inter­
preted by those who were one with the sending of Christ by 
the Father (Matt. 10:40; Luke 10:16; John 13:20; 17:18; 
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20:21).10 Of particular importance is the principle that Christ 
and His (latter day) people are the sum and substance of the 
Old Testament. In arguing this, we turn first to Luke 24:25-27 
and thereafter to 1 Peter 1:10-12. 

According to Luke 24:25-27, 44-47, Christ is in all the 
Scriptures. As the author of Hebrews (1:1) later wrote, 
Jesus speaks of the pre-Christian revelation as one which 
came through "the prophets," implying that the whole of 
the Old Testament is prophetic (d. Rom. 1:2; 16:26). The 
problem with the disciples, however, was that they were 
slow to believe everything the Prophets had said, because, • 
as they interpreted the Prophets, it was incomprehensible 
that the Messiah should hang on a tree (Deut. 21:23), reject-
ed as a reprobate by His own people. Jesus responds to 
their sluggishness by reducing the whole of the prophetic 
Scriptures to the suffering and consequent glory of the 
Christ Cvv. 26, 46), the two indispensable elements of their 
proclamation, to which everything else is subordinate. ll 

This, in short, is the message of the Old Testament. 
Henceforth repentance and forgiveness of sins are to be 
preached to the nations in His name (v. 47). 

Especially noteworthy is the fact that in verse 27 Jesus 
assumes the role of the interpreter of the Old Testament, 
and, in so doing, sets the standard for all subsequent inter­
preters. He, in other words; provides the model for the way 
in which we are to approach the Old Testament text. 12 Luke 
singles out several matters of importance in Jesus' treat­
ment of the Scriptures. 

a) He began at the beginning, i.e., "from Moses." To begin 
with Moses means that He commenced His exposition with 
those books composed by Moses, the Pentateuch or the 
first division of the Hebrew Bible. In principle, then, Jesus 
acknowledges that the earliest stages of revelation contain 
in a nutshell everything to be elaborated by subsequent 
revelation. In particular, it is arguable that Genesis 1-3 is the 



Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20: 1..:6 

fountainhead of the remainder of the Bible and that the pro­
tevangelium of Genesis 3:15 is the seed which the whole of 
the Old Testament nourishes and waters in preparation for 
the appearance of the Son of God in the flesh.13 

b) He carried on through the rest of the "prophetic 
Scriptures." What was stated more or less in seminal form 
in the· books of Moses is developed in the later stages of 
revelation; the initial announcements of the salvific plan are 
expounded, clarified and expanded,. thereby preparing the 
way for the Christ Himself. Consequently, there is to the 
Old Testament a sensus plenior, an ultimate salvation-his­
torical purpose of God which is fulfilled in the advent of 
Jesus the Christ.14 In fact, I submit that the New Testament 
characteristically uses the Old Testament in such a salva­
tion~historical (typological) manner and rarely, if ever, 
employs "historical-grammatical exegesis" as such. 

c) He made Himself the terminal point of the entirety of 
the Old Testament revelation: "He explained to them the 
things concerning Himself in all the Scriptures" (Luke 
24:27). 

Information concerning Him is to be found "in all the 
Scriptures." Every division of the Hebrew Bible contains 
information about Him, and there is no portion which does 
not: either by prophecy or prefigurement, He is the subject 
matter of the whole Torah. All the promises of God were 
meant to find their yes in Him (2 Cor. 1:20).15 

"The things concerning himself" receive in this context 
an important qualification, because verse 27 cannot be 
detached from verse 26 (46), according to which the Christ 
had to suffer and then enter into His glory. In other words, 
when "He explained to them the things concerning Himself 
in all the Scriptures," He set before them what we now call 
"salvation history." Of crucial significance for us is that "the 
things concerning Himself" can never be abstracted from 
God's purpose to save a people and place His name upon 
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them (d. Rev. 3: 12). 16 Any conception of Israel which fails to 
do justice to the Old Testament's Christological focus is ille­
gitimate by definition. 

First Peter 1:10-12 complements the picture sketched by 
Luke 24:25-27 by informing us that the terminal point of 
prophecy is Christ and His church. The opening portion of 
Peter's first letter, 1:1-9, relates that perseverance in trials 
eventuates in the (eschatological) salvation of the soul. 
Peter then adds the further encouragement that this salva­
tion was a matter of investigation on the part of the 
Prophets, who, according to verses 1O-11a, searched and 
inquired into the particulars of the messianic work. 
However, of more importance to us is Peter's focus on two 
issues. 

First, there is the suffering and glory of the Messiah, 
verse 11. The point here is the same as Luke 24:26, 46: the 
entirety of the Old Testament can be reduced to the testi­
mony of "the Spirit of Christ" that He should suffer and then 
be glorified. Second, the people of Christ are central in the 
prophetic preaching. According to verse 10, the Prophets 
prophesied concerning "the grace that would come to you" 
or "which had you in view. "17 Peter stresses, consequently, 
that to the Prophets it was revealed that they were not 
serving themselves in these things but "you"; such things 
have been proclaimed to "you" through those who 
preached the Gospel to "you" (v. 12). This is where verses 
10-12 link up with verses 1-9: the church itself, as it bears 
the image of Christ, must pass through the pattern of suf­
fering followed by glory, and it was the Prophets who fore­
told this. 

It goes almost without saying ~hat such teaching places 
the church of Jesus Christ-Gentile as well as Jew-in a posi­
tion of unprecedented privilege. The people· of God have 
always been His special possession (e.g., Ex. 19:5); but this 
text explicitly states that the people of the new age occupy 
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a place of unparalleled importance: they are the subject of 
biblical prophecy, and their future is inseparable from that 
of Christ Himself.ls Hence, the Christological principle of 
hermeneutics is inconceivable apart from the ecclesiologi­
cal principle: where Christ is found, His people are found 
also. Accordingly, the history of Israel is to be viewed as the 
preparation for that people "upon whom the end of the 
ages has come" (1 Cor. 10:11), the "one new man" in Christ 
(Eph. 2:15).19 

In sum, Luke 24:25-27, 44-47 and 1 Peter 1:10-12 provide 
the paradigm for our approach to the prophetic Scriptures by: 
(1) establishing a time line of salvation history, which is ini­
tiated in the earliest stages of the Old Testament and 
achieves its climax with the advent of Christ; (2) specifying 
the suffering and glory of the Christ as the sum and sub­
stance of Old Testament proclamation; (3) marking out 
Christ and His church as the subject matter of the whole of 
revelation; (4) suggesting that God's prior dealings with His 
chosen people were anticipatory of the time when, in 
Christ, He would bring to consummation His plan of salva­
tion. 

2)The Prophetic Expectation of the Future Salvation. With 
these perspectives in mind, we turn a retrospective glance 
to the Prophets and their message of the coming salvation. 
Among the most relevant principles of prophetic interpre­
tation are the following. 

a) In the prophetic vision, there is a placement of events 
within close proximity of one another which, in actuality 
(as history has shown), are separated by great intervals of 
time. The technical term for this characteristic of prophecy 
is "prophetic foreshortening." The classic illustration is 
that of the advent of Messiah. The Prophets saw only one 
coming, with no distinction made between two phases of 
that coming. Thus, what is represented by the Prophets as 
transpiring once-for-all in "the latter days" is realized over 
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an expanse of time which is already virtually two millennia 
in length. Therefore, it is in light of the New Testament we 
discern that Messiah's coming is in two stages, corre­
sponding to the inauguration and consummation of God's 
eschatological purposes. 

b) Prophecy is characteristically cast in terms of the lim­
ited understanding of the person to whom it was given. 
That is to say, the language of prophecy is conditioned by 
the historical and cultural setting in which the prophet and 
the people found themselves. Ridderbos explains: 

~The prophet· paints the future in the colors and with the III 
lines that he borrows from the world known to him, i.e., 

from his own environment .... We see the prophets paint 

the future with the palette of their experience and project 

the picture within their own geographical horizon. This 

appears in the Old Testament in all kinds of ways!O 

The mode of prophecy, then, is affected by the limits of 
old covenant life and the peculiar relations of that age. 
From this general consideration certain corollaries emerge. 

For one thing, the future kingdom is beheld as an exten­
sion and glorification of the theocracy, the most common 
representation of which is its condition in the reigns of 
David and Solomon. The prospect for the· future, accord­
ingly, is portrayed in terms of the ideal past, in terms both 
familiar and pleasing to the contemporaries of the prophet. 
This phenomenon has been termed "recapitulation escha­
tology," i.e., the future is depicted as a recapitulation or rep­
etition of the past glory of the kingdom.21 

In the second place, this peculiar mode of prophetic 
speech, which represents the future by means of things 
familiar to prophet and people, can be deSignated as the 
symbolic outer covering or "wrapping paper" of prophecy. 
It is the fulfillment which strips away, so to speak, this 
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wrapping paper and shows us just how far the symbolism 
was actually meant to extend.22 There are several examples. 

One is the land of Palestine. In almost every prophecy of 
the future salvation, the land features prominently. 
However, when we turn to the New Testament, the land all 
but disappears, and even when it is mentioned (e.g., Matt. 
5:5; Eph. 6:3) it stands for the "new earth" (Isa. 65:17), inter­
preted by the New Testament as a transcendent/eschato­
logical entity (2 Peter 3:13; Rev. 21:1). 

Another is the way in which the temple, so important in 
the prophetic outlook, is treated by the New Testament. 
Ezekiel 40-44 and Haggai 2:6-9, for example, lay great stress 
on the place of the temple in the restoration of Israel to the 
land. The New Testament, however, uniformly redefines the 
temple as both the (new covenant) people of God (e.g., 1 
Cor. 3:9, 16-17; Eph. 2:20-22; Rev. 3:12) and God Himself 
dwelling in the midst of His people (John 1:14; Rev. 21:22).23 
We may add that the zeal for the glory of the (actual) 
Jerusalem temple was a characteristic trait of intertesta­
mental Jewish literature (e.g., 2 Macc. 5:15 (passim); Sir. 
49:12; Jub. 1:27-28; Sib. Or. 3:773-75).24 

A third illustration is that of the warfare between Israel 
and the nations. Prophecies such as Ezekiel 38; Daniel 7; 
Joel 3; Zechariah 14; and Obadiah speak of a great and final 
conflict between the kingdom of God and its rival powers. 
The New Testament, however, says nothing about actual 
combat involving Israel and the surrounding nations. 
Rather, it takes, e.g., Psalm 2:1 and interprets it as the col­
lusion of the Romans and the Jews (!) in the crucifixion of 
Christ (Acts 4:25-28). In another instance, Gog and Magog, 
in Ezekiel 38; are brought into connection with Satan's last 
attempt to deceive the nations (Rev. 20:7-8). The fight is not 
between Israel and non-Jewish peoples; instead, the forces 
of evil surround the "saints" (v. 9), who are the earthly 
counterparts of those already reigning with Christ (vv. 4-

Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20: 1-6 

6).25 Accordingly, the detailed descriptions of these wars in 
the Prophets (and Revelation) are to be understood "ideo­
logically," not geographically. 

However, at least two qualification are in order. One is 
that not every form of expression is a symbol to be divest­
ed at the time of fulfillment. Particularly in the life of Jesus, 
there are some "literal" fulfillments of the prophetic word.26 

We think, for instance, of His birth at Bethlehem (Micah 5:2 
= Matt. 2:6), His triumphal entrance into Jeru-salem CZech. 
9:9 = Matt. 21:4-9; Mark 11:7-10; Luke 19:35-38; John 12:12-
15), His sufferings on the cross (ps. 22; Isa. 52:13-53:12), 
including such details as the casting of lots for His clothing 
(ps. 22:18; d. Ex. 28:32 = John 19:24), and His resurrection 
from the dead (ps. 16:8-11 = Acts 2:25-28; 13:35). 

A second is that in some cases a prophecy is capable of 
both a symbolic and literal meaning, depending on the dif­
ferent phases of fulfillment. For example, the age of Messiah 
is depicted as a time of world peace when even the non­
image-bearing creation will be at harmony with itself (Isa. 
9:6-9; 65:25). At the First Coming of Christ to inaugurate the 
kingdom of God, this program of peace is explicated as the 
reconciliation of men to God and to one another in Him 
(Rom. 5:1; 12:18; Eph. 2:14-18; 4:3). However, in the con­
summation of that same salvation, the prophetic language 
of "natural enemies" dwelling together will have very much 
a "literal" realization: the new creation will restore the 
peace of the original creation. 

Another example is Joel's prophecy of the outpouring of 
the Spirit (Joel 2:28-32). As inaugurated fulfillment, Joel's 
oracle comes to pass on Pentecost, because Peter quotes 
the entire passage as finding its accomplishment on that 
day. Yet it is equally obvious that the language of cosmic 
catastrophe did not find an actual implementation at that 
time. Therefore, at the point of inaugurated salvation (on 
Pentecost), certain aspects of Joel's prophecy are to be 
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understood as apocalyptic dress for the enormity of the 
event which has just taken place with the outpouring of the 
Spirit. In keeping with the Old Testament imagery of the 
passing of the old creation and the coming of the new, the 
turning of the ages has been achieved.27 Nevertheless, a 
comparison of Acts 2:16-21 with the Olivet Discourse 
(Matthew 24 and parallels) and 2 Peter 3:12 gives us reason 
to believe that the consummate phase of the new creation 
will be attended with an actual dissolution of the elements, 
and that Joel's vision is to receive a kind of material fulfill­
ment which it did not at Pentecost. 

All this leads me to make a hermeneutical observation: 
prophecy can receive both a metaphorical and a literal ful­
fillment, as it relates to the inaugurated and consummated 
stages of salvation respectively. In other words, the First 
Coming of Christ brings in principle what is to be complet­
ed at His Second Advent. With the Christ-event of the 
Incarnation, Crucifixion, and Resurrection, "the old things 
passed away; behold, new things have come" (2 Cor. 5:17). 
Nevertheless, the "old things," considered from the van­
tage point of world history, will, as physical entities, pass 
away with His Second Appearance. 

From the foregoing discussion, the most relevant 
hermeneutical perspectives, the framework within which 
our discussion of Revelation 20 must take place, are: (1) the 
pattern of promise and fulfillment exhibited by the two 
Testaments; (2) Christ and His church as the focus of the 
prophetic Scriptures. These in turn· require some further 
attention. 

3) The Shape of Promise and Fulfillment in Salvation 

History. The original (Jewish) scheme of one simple realiza­
tion of God's promises has been modified into a twofold ful­
fillment corresponding to the two comings of Christ.28 As 

Geerhardus Vos, among many, has pointed out, everything 
in biblical Soteriology transpires according a binary config-
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uration.29 To illustrate, Salvation is now (e.g., Eph. 2:8), but 
it is also future (e.g., Rom. 5:10); we have been justified by 
faith (e.g., Rom. 5:1), yet "the doers of the law" are yet to be 
justified in final judgment (Rom. 2:13);30 the Christian has 
been raised with Christ in newness of life (e.g., Rom. 6:4-11), 
but still he anticipates a time when his body will be made 
like Christ's resurrection body (Phil. 3:21; 1 Cor. 15:35-55; 1 
John 3:2-3); we have been glorified (2 Cor. 3:18), but will be 
glorified (e.g., Rom. 8:18-25, 30); the believer has been sanc­
tified by the sacrifice of Christ (e.g., Heb. 10:10), but he 
awaits a climactic sanctification which will altogether erad- ~ 
icate his sin (e.g., Eph. 5:27); perfection is a present reality IiiI 
(the implied antithesis of Heb. 7:19; 9:9; 10:1), yet one must 
be borne on to (eschatological) perfection (Heb. 6:1). 

Even if we regard the above categories in terms of "sal­
vation in three tenses " (we have been saved, we are being 
saved, we shall· be saved), the basic binary structure of 
Soteriology is not disrupted, because the "present tense" of 
Redemption is but the extension of the "past tense" and the 
harbinger of the "future tense" of consummated glory. 
Thus, the present has meaning only as it relates to the past 
and the future, to what God has done in Christ at His first 
coming and will do in Christ at His parousia. For the New 
Testament authors, then, human history now assumes the 
complexion of a time of tension between the two Advents 
of the Son of God, i.e., between the "Already" and the "Not 
Yet," or between "this age" and "the age to come." To bor­
row Cullmann's famous illustration, the "D Day" of inaugu­
rated salvation has come, but still outstanding is the "VE 
Day" of consummation.31 

Therefore, as we shall argue from Revelation 20, the 
thousand-year reign of Christ and His people is an integral 
part of eschatological salvation; it is located within that 
span of time between the inauguration and the consumma­
tion of redemption, during which Christ is drawing all men 
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to Himself by the preaching of the Cross. He has bound the 
strong man (Satan) and has plundered his house (Matt. 
12;29), thus bringing release to the captives and enabling 
Paul to announce later on the Areopagus that the "times of 
ignorance" (for the nations) are at an end; God now, i.e., in 
the era of salvation, commands all men everywhere to 
repent, because he has fixed a day in which he will judge 
the world in righteousness (Acts 17:30-31).32 It is within this 
interim between the announcement of salvation and its 
final actualization that the dead hear the voice of the Son of 
Man and live, anticipating that time when "all who are in 
the tombs shall hear His voice, and shall come forth" (John 
5:25-29). Our argument is precisely that the "millennial 
reign" of Revelation 20:1-6 is resurrection to life in Christ. 

The purpose of elaborating (and reiterating) all this is to 
say that the historical unfolding of salvation operates along 
the lines of two epochs of fulfillment, or, phrased different­
ly, two phases oflhe same epoch, not three. In a sense, it is 
a negative pOint-but a necessary negative. Once the over­
arching pattern of salvation history has been determined, it 
follows that only with some difficulty can there be another 
time period which effectively amounts to a third epoch or 
phase in the outworking of God's purposes. Therefore, we 
must take exception to those chiliastic positions which 
place more emphasis on the (supposed) penultimate 
rather than ultimate stage of the work of Christ. In our view, 
they represent an intrusion into and, therefore, interrup­
tion of the conceptual framework established by the New 
Testament. Not only are such constructions unnecessary, 
they actually obscure the architecture of biblical history.32 

The relation of Israel and the church lies at the heart of 
any consideration of eschatological matters. It is, of course, 
an extremely complex matter; and because of the limita­
tions imposed on this study, we must to a degree proceed 
presuppositionally. 

Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20: 1-6 

It was argued above that Christ and the church are the 
sum and substance of Old Testament prophecy: Christ is in 
all the Scriptures, and His people are the termination point 
of the prQphetic vision. In other words, Israel had no rea­
son for existence apart from foreshadowing and preparing 
the way for the latter day people of God, upon whom the 
ends of the ages have come (1 Cor. 10:11), and without 
whom the saints of old could not be perfected (Heb. 11:40). 
Surely, one must be impressed with the fact that the New 
Testament transfers to Jew and Gentile indiscriminately 
titles, predicates, and privileges originally attributed to 
Israel (e.g., Rom.1:6-7; 9:24-26; 1 Peter 2:9-10).34 

The relevance of these observations is that one's con­
ception of Israel and the church will determine to a large 
degree one's approach to the Prophets. If we envisage an 
on-going distinctive place for ethnic Israel in the plan of 
God, then we will read the Prophets in this light. 
Accordingly, the nationalistic coloring of the prophetic 
message will be taken "literally," i.e., at face value in terms 
of the original setting in salvation history, and its fulfillment 
will be deferred until "the Millennium," in which again Israel 
will be predominant among the nations as she was in the 
days of David and Solomon.35 If, however, as I think, we are 
consistent with the apostolic hermeneutic, we shall see 
Israel as the type of all believers in Christ, whether Jew or 
Gentile, and we shall interpret the prophecies not as a "lit­
eral" description (or history written beforehand) of what 
will befall an Israelite state in a thousand-year time span, 
but as a pictorial representation of the fullness of salvation 
in Christ, regardless of national and ethnic distinctives. 

It is here that once again we must introduce a negative 
factor in order to arrive at a positive conclusion. Some 
eschatological systems rub against the grain of one of the 
New Testament's chief controversies with then contempo­
rary Israel, viz., that this nation is special and distinct from 
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all other peoples-the exalted and glorified people of God 
(e.g., Sir. 50:22; Tob. 14:7; Jdt. 10:8; 13:4; 16:8, 11; Wis. 3:8; 
18:8; 19:22; add Est. 11:11). Of course, the point is contro­
versial and complex. Nevertheless, the thrust of recent 
New Testament scholarship is to the effect that Christianity 
distanced itself from Judaism precisely in the matter of the 
identification of the people of God. Without going into any 
real detail, we note only that Paul, particularly in Romans, 
Galatians, Ephesians, and Philippians, is compelled to 
argue that there is no distinction between Jew and Greek.36 

Israel, in the plan of God, has served her purpose. 
Consequently, "there is no distinction between Jew and 
Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches 
for all who call upon Him" (Rom. 10:12). To put it bluntly, 
the Gentiles are as important as Israel; they are "fellow citi­
zens with the saints, and are of God's household" (Eph. 
2:19); they are part of the "holy temple in the Lord" indwelt 
by the Spirit of God (vv. 21-22); Israel is no longer the exalt­
ed and glorified people of God. Correspondingly, non­
Christian Judaism has forfeited the right to the title "Jew"; 
its gatherings are "synagogues of Satan" (Rev. 2:9; 3:9). 
Therefore, any interpretation of the Prophets (or the New 
Testament) which posits a distinction between Israel and 
the rest of believing humanity must falter, because it seeks 
to advocate what the New Testament expressly repudi­
ates.37 

Revelation 20:1-6: The Reign of Christ and His People 
Hoekema rightly begins his discussion of Revelation 20 

by setting the chapter within the progressive parallelism of 
the book.38 These sections, he observes, exhibit a "escha­
tological progress" which climaxes with chapter 21's depic­
tion of the blessedness of the new life on earth.39 Chapter 
20, as he notes, forms part of the seventh parallel, chapters 
20-22, which narrates the overthrow of the Dragon, the 
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Ancient Serpent.40 "This last section describes the judg­
ment which falls on Satan, and his final doom. Since Satan 
is the supreme opponent of Christ, it stands to reason that 
his doom should be narrated last."41This means that chap­
ter 20 is not to be understood as following chronologically 
the return of Christ, related by the preceding chapter. Thus, 
Revelation 20: 1 takes us back once again to the beginning 
of the New Testament era, and· the thousand-year reign 
occurs not after the parousia but before it.42 Assuming this 
as the book's overall literary structure, we offer the follow­
ing observations on the text of Revelation 20.43 

Within the resume of salvation history provided by the 
seventh parallelism, 20:1-3 informs us of the binding of 
Satan.44 In attempting an explanation of the phenomenon, 
we must be sensitive to Mounce's caveat that the text of 
Revelation itself ought to be the foremost indicator of 
John's intentions.45 Nevertheless, the undergirding assump­
tion here is that as a salvation history, particularly one writ­
ten from the vantage point of the interim between Jesus' 
first and second advents, Revelation finds points of contact 
with other New Testament documents which address simi­
lar, if not identical, concerns to those of John.46 These con­
tacts, consequently, will enable us to construct a biblical 
theology of the reign of Christ. 

In Matthew 12:29, Jesus asks: "Or how can one enter the 
strong man's house and carry off his property, unless he 
first binds the strong man? And then he will plunder his 
house."47 This announcement of the binding of the strong 
man (Satan) is placed in immediate connection with Jesus' 
exorcism of demons, which are positive proof that the king­
dom of God has arrived. It is hardly accidental, then, that 
John, who probably was an eyewitness to the Beelzebub 
controversy related by Matthew, should draw upon the 
imagery of the binding of Satan. That this particular bind­
ing should be performed by an angel is not a problem, 
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because in apocalyptic literature angels regularly stand as 
representatives of God and His doings.4B It makes sense, 
then, to think that Revelation 20:3 marks the inception of 
the kingdom of God with the binding of Satan. 

According to Luke 10:17-18: "The Seventy returned with 
joy, saying, 'Lord, even the demons are subject to us in Your 
name!' And He said to them, 'I was watching Satan fall from 
heaven like lightning.'" Again Jesus indicates that Satan 
and his kingdom have been dealt a crushing blow. It is this 
figure which is taken up by Revelation 12:10: "the accuser 
of our brethren has been thrown down, who accuses them 
before our God day and night."49 Note as well that in Luke 
1 0 this fall is brought into direct connection with the mis­
sionary preaching of the disciples.50 

A third significant text is John 12:31-32: "Now judgment 
is upon this world; now the ruler of this world shall be cast 
out. And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men 
to Myself." Standing in the shadow of Calvary, Jesus 
announces that the hour has come for the Son of Man to be 
glorified (12:23), Le., to die. In the process, He will "cast 
out" the ruler of this world. Note that the verb ekballo 
bears a striking resemblance to ballo in Revelation 20:3. 
More important, however, is the contextual datum of verse 
20: some Greeks arrive at· the feast seeking Jesus; they, 
within the symbolism of the Fourth Gospel, are the van­
guard of the new humanity in Christ.51 Hence, the casting 
out of Satan is inextricably bound up with the acceptance 
of the nations, the eschatological harvest of John 4:35-38; 
14:12. This corresponds in principle to the mission of the 
Seventy in Luk~ 10. 

Apart from these Gospel references, a point of contact is 
to be found with the book of Acts. Revelation 20:3 states 
that the effect of Satan's binding is that he no longer 
deceives the nations; and it is just such a conception which 
is echoed by Paul in his missionary preaching as recorded 
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in Acts 14:16: "And in the generations gone by He permitted 
all the nations to go their own ways." These were the times 
characterized by the worship of "vain things" rather than 
the "living God, who made the heaven and the earth and 
the sea, and all that is in them" (v. 15). The same note is 
sounded in Acts 17:30, when Paul informs the Athenians 
that "the times of ignorance" God overlooked (Le., 
bypassed in the giving of salvation). As on the earlier occa­
sion, the "times of ignorance" were specifically the igno­
rance of the living God as manifested in the adoration of 
idols.52 It is, accordingly, no quantum leap from these 
descriptions of the condition of the pagan world before the 
gospel era (the now of Acts 17:30)to that ofJohn in the 
Apocalypse, who speaks of the deception of the nations by 
Satan. This is the functional equivalent of the ignorance of 
God and the worship of idols.53 

The cumulative force of these passages is that the bind­
ing, fall, and casting out of Satan mark the inception of the 
process whereby the seed of the woman crushes the head 
of the serpent. Jesus' ministry of exorcisms, gospel preach­
ing, and finally death on the cross signal the beginning of 
the end of Satan's reign over the nations. And it is precise­
ly because Christ has bound the strong man that Paul could 
announce that the times of ignorance are at an end. For the 
same reason Paul can look forward to the consummation of 
Satan's overthrow at the end of the age (Rom. 16:20). 

The removal of Satan, therefore, is integral to the good 

news of Jesus Christ. It is a complement of that teaching 

which lies at the heart of the Christian gospel, that the king­

dom of God comes through the Christ and will triumph in 

history through Him. The defeat of Satan and the triumph 

of the kingdom are essential elements in the acts of judg­

ment and redemption which God accomplishes through 

the Christ.54 

III 



Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20:1-6 

None of this implies that Satan no longer engages in 
deceptive work (d. 2 Cor. 3:15; 11:3-4, 13-15);55 but it is to 
say that a major shift has taken place with the onset of the 
eschaton. No longer is Israel the only people in possession 
of the knowledge of God: the coming of Christ has brought 
about a change in the relationship between Satan and the 
nations.56 Consequently, Satan is unable to prevent the 
spread of the Gospel by mounting an anti-Christian army 
against the church, until, Le., the thousand years are at an 
end, as narrated by verses 3, 7-10. This episode of Revelation 
20 is paralleled by Revelation 12:7-12, where likewise the 
Devil, "who deceives the whole world," is thrown down. 

In verses 4-6, the scene shifts from earth to heaven. 
Whereas verses 1-4 and afterward 7-10 tell us what is hap­
pening on earth, verses 4-6 give us a glimpse of what is tran­
spiring concurrently in heaven. In placing an interpretation 
on this paragraph, the main thesis to be propounded is that 
the "First Resurrection" of verses 5-6 is the so-called "inter­
mediate state," in which the dead in Christ enter into a new 
and higher phase of the experience articulated by Paul in 
Ephesians 2:1-6: "But God ... made us alive together with 
Christ ... and seated us with Him in the heavenly places, in 
Christ Jesus." 

According to John's own words, he sees the souls of cer­
tain individuals (5b). "Souls" (not "lives," which would 
make no sense in this context) refers to "persons in the dis­
embodied state which prevails between death and resur­
rection."57 Very likely, John's main interest is in the martyrs, 
as would be expected given the life-setting of the 
Apocalypse. However, the field of vision cannot be restrict­
ed to them. As Hughes observes, these souls are classified 
in two categories: (1) "those who had been beheaded for 
their testimony to Jesus and for the word of God," (2) "and 
those who had not worshipped the beast or its image and 
had not received its mark on their foreheads or on their 
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hand."58 Moreover, the parenthetical statement of verse 5a 
speaks of the "rest of the dead" who did not come to life 
until the end of the thousand years; they stand in contrast 
to those who share in the blessedness of the "First 
Resurrection" and, consequently, must be the unbelieving 
dead. "The souls in view, then, are the souls of all who, 
whether their lives have been shortened by the cruel death 
of martyrdom or they have died, so to speak, in their beds, 
belong to the company of those who persevere to the end 
in following their Lord while here on earth."59 This twofold 
classification is reiterated from 17:6. 

Hence, the souls in the throne room are those of all who 
have died in Christ,·in opposition to the dead still awaiting 
resurrection. These people are identical with those who 
came to life and reigned with Christ. In this we are remind­
ed again of something in Paul, viz., through the free gift of 
righteousness the people of Christ are made to "reign in 
life" (Rom. 5: 1 7). Combined with parallel teaching such as 
Romans 6:4-11; Ephesians 2:1-10; Colossians 3:1-3; John 
5:25, all of which speak of the believer's (spiritual) resur­
rection in Christ, one is able to infer from John's throne 
room scene that resurrection (life) and reigning are of a 
piece with each other. Those who participate in the 
blessedness of the First Resurrection have become in a 
peculiar sense a kingdom of priests (Rev. 1:6), thus fulfilling 
the ideal of ancient Israel (Ex. 19:6; Isa. 61:6; 1 Peter 2:9). 

The crux of the issue, however, is the meaning of "came 
to life" (20:4c). Many have rightly pOinted out that several 
times in the New Testament (Matt. 9:18; Rom. 14:9; 2 Cor. 
3:14; Rev. 2:8) this form of the verb (ezesan) refers to phys­
ical resurrection. But is it the meaning here, and are we 
compelled to understand the "First Resurrection" in pre­
cisely the same way as conveyed by verses 11-13? In 
answering the question, several considerations must be 
brought forward. 60 
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First, a precedent for two sorts of resurrection has been 
set by John 5:25-29: a spiritual rising from the dead is to be 
followed by a physical one.61 Since, I assume, the apostle 
John is the author of both the fourth gospel and Revelation, 
the talk of one kind of resurrection which eventuates in 
another ought to occasion no surprise.62 

Second, John can call the passage of deceased Christians 
into the presence of God a "resurrection," inasmuch as he is 
describing the actual condition of these people, not what 
merely appears to be the case. To the non-Christian onlook­
er, the death of the believer is the end of existence, which 
compels him to draw the conclusion that there is no differ­
ence between the Christian and himself. John, however, 
comforts his readers by informing them that instead of 
being the termination of life, physical death is the portal 
through which the believing person enters into a new 
phase of that resurrection which began when he first heard 
the voice of the Son of Man (John 5:25). 

Third, Revelation 20 is not the only instance of this sort 
of reasoning in the New Testament. First Peter 3:18-4:6 
draws an analogy between the death of Christ in the flesh 
and that of the martyred saints, who likewise were "judged 
in the flesh as men" that "they may live in the spirit accord­
ing to the will of God" (4:6).63 Peter's language finds an inter­
esting point of contact with Wisdom 3:4-6: 

For though in the sight of men they were punished, their 

hope is full of immortality. Having been disciplined a little, 

they will receive great good, because God tested them and 

found them worthy of himself; like gold in the furnace he 

tried them, and like a sacrificial burnt offering he accepted 

them. 

Apart from the common element of martyrdom, this 
comparison is noteworthy because one ·of the ideas per-
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meating the book of Wisdom is that what appears to be true 
is not necessarily true.64 In a more general vein, Paul can 
comfort the Thessalonians "about those who are asleep," 
inasmuch as their prospect of future bodily resurrection is 
as sure as those who will be alive at the Lord's corning (1 
Thess.4:13-18). 

Furthermore, the application of a term to the "interme­
diate state" which, properly speaking, belongs to the last 
day is explicable within the cadre of another New 
Testament phenomenon, viz., that of depicting this state as 
though it were the final condition of individuals. There are 
two outstanding examples. The one is the words of Jesus to 
the thief on the cross: "Today you shall be with Me in 
Paradise" (Luke 23:43). "Paradise" (paradeisos) is the LXX's 
rendering of the "Garden of Eden" in Genesis (2:8, 9, 10, 15, 
16; 3:1, 2, 3, 8, 10,23,24; 13:10) and later in Ezekiel (28:13; 
31:8-9). What Jesus promises the thief (and every believer) 
in the "intermediate state" is the life and bliss of the Garden 
of Eden before the fall of Adam. Second, as a negative exam­
ple, Luke 16:19-31 depicts the torment of the rich man in 
terms of the physical realities of fire and thirst; yet it is 

. clear from verses 27-31 that his condition is not that of final 
resurrection to the '~second death."65 

In the fourth place, M. G. Kline, whose discussion we 
shall follow at some length, has called attention to two fac­
tors which shed considerable light on the issue at hand.fi6 

One is the adjective "first" (prOtos) , in the phrase "the 
First Resurrection." Kline reasons by analogy with 
Revelation 21. He points out that in chapter 21 pralos is the 
opposite of "new" (vv. 1,2, 5): the "first," he says, is used 
for that which is superseded by the "new." 

In this passage to be "first" means to belong to the order 
of the present world which is passing away. Pralos does not 
merely mark the present world as the first in a series of 
worlds and certainly not as the first in a series of worlds all 
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of the same kind. On the contrary, it characterizes this 
world as different in kind from the "new" world. It signifies 
that the present world stands in contrast to the new world 
order of consummation which will abide forever.67 

He notes further that an alternate term for "new" in 
chapter 21 is "second," Le., the "second death" (v. 8) is the 
antithesis of the "first things" (v. 4). 

Whatever accounts for the preference for "first" over "old" 

in describing the present world, the use of "first" naturally 

led to the use of "second" alongside of "new" for the future 

world, particularly for the future reality of eternal death for 

which the term "new" with its positive redemptive over­

tones would be inappropriate.68 

It is this antithetical pairing of first death (implied by 
21:4) and "second death" which provides us with the same 
idiom as "First Resurrection" and second resurrection 
(implied by the former expression). 

The same pattern of "first" as opposed to "new" is like­
wise present in the letter to the Hebrews to distinguish old 
and new covenants (8:7, 8, 13; 9:1, 15, 18; 10:9). Similarly, 
Paul, in 1 Corinthians 15:45-46, can contrast the "first man, 
Adam" with the "Second Man" and "Last Adam," Jesus 
Christ. Here it is especially evident that Christ is the escha­
tological man as opposed to Adam, the protological man. 
Again to quote Kline: 

In none of these passages does protos function as a mere 

ordinal in a simple process of counting objects identical in 

kind. In fact, precisely the reverse is true in all three pas­

sages; in each case it is a matter of different kinds, indeed, 

of polar opposites .... As for Revelation 21 itself, the frame­

work within which protos performs its antithetical function 

is that age-spanning structure of biblical eschatology which 
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divides universal history into two stages: this world and 

the world to come. To be called "first" within that pattern 

is to be assigned a place in this present world with its tran­

sient order. That which is "first" does not participate in the 

quality of consummate finality and permanence which is 

distinctive of the new kingdom order of the world to 

come.69 

All this means that the "First Resurrection" is something 
this side of bodily resurrection, "some experience that 
does not bring the subject of it into his consummated con­
dition and final state. "70 

Furthermore, there comes to light both a striking para­
doxical schema and a crisscross pattern between the 
expressions "the First Resurrection" and "the second 
death."7l 

The proper decipherment of "the First Resurrection" in 
the interlocking schema of first-(second) resurrection 
and (first)-second death is now obvious enough. Just as 
the resurrection of the unjust is paradoxically identified as 
"the second death" so the death of the Christian is para­
doxically identified as "the First Resurrection." John sees 
the Christian dead (v. 4).The real meaning of their passage 
from earthly life is to be found in the state to which it leads 
them. And John sees the Christian dead living and reigning 
with Christ (vv. 4, 6); unveiled before the seer is the royal­
priestly life on the heavenly side of the Christian's earthly 
death. Hence the use of the paradoxical metaphor of "the 
First Resurrection" (vv. 5ff.) for the death of the faithful 
believer. What for others is the first death is for the 
Christian a veritable resurrectionF2 

Kline's second point is that the blessin'g of the Christian 
dead is a recurring theme in Revelation. As Revelation 
14:13, Revelation 20 is one of the seven beatitudes of the 
Apocalypse (1:4, 14; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 22:7, 14). Indeed, a 
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comparison of these two beatitudes of the Christian dead is 
instructive. According to the former, '''Blessed are the dead 
who die in the Lord from now on!' 'Yes,' says the Spirit, 
'that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow 
with them.'" This "Sabbath blessing," says Kline, is very 
much like the "millennial blessing" of Revelation 20: 

For the biblical concept of sabbath rest includes enthrone­

ment after the completion of labors by which royal domino 

ion is manifested or secured (d., e.g., Isa. 66:1; Heb. 1:3b). 

The sabbath rest of the risen Christ is his kingly session at 

God's right hand. To live and reign with Christ is to partici­

pate in his royal sabbath rest.73 

The letter to the church in Smyrna (2:8-11) presents 
another parallel to 20:4-6. Here the risen Christ· promises 
the "crown of life" to those who are "faithful unto death"; it 
is they who will not be "hurt by the second death" (vv. 10b-
11). In addition, 2:9-10; 20:2-3, 7-10 speak of the activity of 
Satan. Kline also raises the possibility that there is a rela­
tionship between the numerical symbols of the ten days of 
tribulation (2:10) and the thousand years of reigning (20:4, 
6). "The intenSifying of ten to a thousand together with the 
lengthening of days to years might then suggest that the 
present momentary tribulation works a far greater glory to 
be experienced in the intermediate state as the immediate 
issue of martyrdom."74 

Next, we must pay brief attention to the fate of "the rest 
of the dead" (v. 5a). According to verse 4, John sees both a 
broader and a narrower circle of believing dead. In 4a are 
envisaged all those seated on thrones, to whom judgment 
has been committed, a probable allusion to Daniel 7:22, 
which foresees judgment as a prerogative of the saints of 
the Most High, as well as of the Son of Man (vv. 9-14). In 4b, 
John beholds in particular the martyrs, who had not wor-
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shipped the beast nor received his mark on their foreheads 
or hands. 

In contrast, verse 5a adds parenthetically that there is a 
category of the dead who are to be distinguished from 
those who are reigning with Christ, a group, in other words, 
who do not partake of the First Resurrection and who, con­
sequently, are to be affected by the "second death" and do 
not come to life until the thousand years are completed. It 
is true that the author predicates the same verb (ezesan) of 
them as of the believing dead. However, as we observed 
with Kline, this is an instance of the irony and paradox 
employed by John in his treatment of Christ's people and 
His enemies respectively. The believer dies and yet is 
raised to sit with Christ in the heavenly places; the unbe­
liever comes to life, but, as we recall from John 5:29, he 
rises to "the resurrection of judgment."7s 

Finally, the termination of the "Millennium" corresponds 
to the release of Satan for "a little while" (v. 3), when again 
he will deceive the nations (vv. 3,7,10) and mount the army 
to be defeated in the ultimate eschatological battle (= 
Armageddon in chap. 16). Perhaps the closest verbal paral­
lel is Paul's prediction, in 2 Thessalonians 2, of the revela­
tion of the man of lawlessness. The coming (parousia) of 
this "lawless one," says Paul, is to be "by the activity of 
Satan" with "all power and with pretended signs and won­
ders," along with "all wicked deception" for those who are 
to perish; it is upon them that God sends a strong delusion, 

to make them believe a lie (vv. 9-11). Observe that this work 
of deception takes the particular form of a claim to 
Godhood (v. 4). Here, in other words, is Satan, "the god of 
this world," in the person of the Antichrist deceiving the 
nations for a while, until the Lord Jesus slays him with the 
breath of His mouth (v. 8). Especially noteworthy is the 
reversion of the nations to their idolatry, the very situation 
confronted by the apostles in Acts 14 and 17. There is, in 
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other words, a return to the "times of ignorance." 
All this takes place after the thousand years have been 

accomplished, making the reign of the saints concurrent 
with the binding of Satan. Strictly speaking, then, the 
"Millennium" of Revelation 20 is the heavenly reign of the 
believing dead with Christ which terminates with the 
unbinding of Satan. It would be preferable not to speak of a 
"Millennium" at all in this sense, given the context-specific 
coloring of John's "thousand years," which is a symbolic 
number in any event (d. Ps. 90:4; 2 Peter 3:8).76 If the term 
is to be retained at all, I prefer, with Hoekema, to speak of a 
realized millennialism, i.e., a present heavenly, not future 
earthly, reign of the people of Christ.77 

So understood, the passage says nothing about an earthly 

reign of Christ over a primarily Jewish kingdom. Rather, it 

describes the reigning with Christ in heaven, between their 

death and Christ's second coming, of the souls of deceased 

believers. It also describes the binding of Satan during the 

present age in such a way that he cannot prevent the 

spread of the gaspe!." 

As a final note, the termination of the thousand years 
with the release of Satan does not militate against the iden­
tification of the "Millennium" as the (partial) realization of 
God's salvific designs. Biblical prophecy, unlike so many of 
its interpreters, does not pinpoint precisely the order of 
things to come (d. 1 Peter 1:10-11). In this sense, New 
Testament prophecy imitates its Old Testament counter­
part in that very little concern is had for a precise chrono­
logical program. In both Testaments, numerous details are 
left uncertain and unspecified until the fulfillment,· at which 
time matters are clarified.79 What is important, rather, is a 
necessary sequence of events.80 In the present case, John 
wants his readers to comprehend that, notwithstanding 
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their persecution by the agents of Satan, Christ and His 
people are reigning. Satan is no longer deceiving the 
nations as before, and when he does so again, it is only for 
a brief while, and even then it will signal the end of this age. 
When the deception occurs, the wary saint, ironically, will 
know that his Lord is coming soon to judge the Evil One 
and his hosts. 

Conclusion 
As any other passage of Scripture, Revelation 20 must be 

set within the parameters of salvation history. Accordingly, 

a hermeneutic must be applied to the particular question of 
the thousand-year reign of Christ which seeks to be sensi­
tive to the overall biblical architecture of promise and ful­
fillment. The principal points of such a hermeneutic may be 
reduced to the following. (1) Christ and His people are the 
sum and substance of the Old Testament. Passages such as 
Luke 24:25-27, 44-49 and 1 Peter 1:10-12 provide the para­
digm for the Christian interpretation of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. (2) Within the schema of God's new creation 
plan, Israel existed to typify the latter-day people (1 Cor. 
10:6, 11), those upon whom the ends of the ages have come 

(1 Cor. 10:11), and without whom the saints of old could not 
be perfected (Heb. 11:40); in them is Christ, the hope of 
glory (Col. 1:27). Consequently, (3) the prophetic outlook 
on Israel's future salvation, though cast in terms compre­
hensible to the original hearers, is modified by its apostolic 
interpretation (the "insight" claimed by Paul in Eph. 3:1-6), 

with God's ultimate intention being clarified by its actual 
historical fulfillment. The nationalistic and militaristic lan­
guage of the prophets has been transposed into a higher 
key, that of the universal reign of Christ, the Prince of 
Peace, who accepts all without distinction, Jew and Gentile 
(Rom. 15:7-12).81 

It is these broader perspectives provided by a salvation-

III 



Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20: 1-6 

historical hermeneutic which place a control over the 
exegete's conception of the thousand years of Revelation 
20. This control is two-sided. Negatively, methodological 
consistency will dictate that the reign of Christ is not to be 
understood in terms of a precise thousand-year period, 
during which the theocratic hopes of Israel are "literally" 
realized. Rather, the "Millennium," as an integral part of the 
salvific process, is coextensive with the "latter days," dur­
ing which the nations are summoned to render the obedi­
ence of faith to king Jesus (Gen. 49:10; Ps. 2:8-9; Rom. 1:5).82 
It is that time foretold by the prophets when the strangers 
to the commonwealth of . Israel would be accepted as the 
equals of the ancient covenant people (Eph. 2:11-22). Far 
from reinforcing the Jew/Gentile divide, this "day of salva­
tion" (2 Cor. 6:1) obliterates such distinctions forever. 

Consequently, to put it positively, the "Millennium" of 
Revelation 20 is organically one with the new era inaugu­
rated with the First Advent of Jesus Christ, and is to be sit­
uated within the larger framework of the arrival of the 
eschaton "in these last days" (Heb. 1:2). It is here that the 
phrase "intermediate state" is misleading. To be sure, from 
one point of view the existence of. deceased believers is 
"intermediate" in relation to final resurrection (the "second 
resurrection"); it is an interim period. Nevertheless, in the 
most meaningful sense it is not intermediate at all; it is but 
the continuation and higher experience of the newness of 
life to which the Christian has been admitted by faith. At 
most, it can be called the "meantime" of the believer's 
redemption,83 because it is none other than his present 
reign with and rest in Christ, which are to be protracted 
forever, when his body is made like the glorious body of 
Christ (Phil. 3:21).84 

In short, the "millennial reign" of Revelation 20:1-6 is 
eternal life intensified: the reign of Christ and His saints is a 
piece of realized soteriology. Nothing could have been 
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more relevant for John's readers to know, because contrary 
to what appears to be true, the throne room scene of 
Revelation 20 assures suffering Christians that those who 
have gone before actually "reign in life through the One, 
Jesus Christ" (Rom. 5:17). The blessedness of the First 
Resurrection is a partial but very real bringing to pass of 
the promise of Revelation 2: 1 0: "Be faithful until death, and 
I will give you the crown of life." It is for this reason that the 
risen Christ was revealed to John on Patmos.85 
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sorts of resurrection. But as we shall see below, this is 
intentional on John's part; it is again an instance of irony 
and paradox. 

63 Here is another instance where zao is used of the exis­
tence of souls after death. ~ in Luke 20:38, God is the 
God of the living; not the dead. 

64 Garlington, Obedience, 70, 79. 
65 Whatever we understand precisely by the "second 

death," Hughes is certainly right that this event and/or 
condition is the effect of Adam's fall and is, properly 
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speaking, his death: "To be in Adam is to partake of his 
death, the first death, of which one's own death on 
earth is the entail, and which leads on to the second 
death of final judgment" (Revelation, 216). The "second 
death," therefore, is the reversal of the "paradise of 
God" and the converse of the bliss of the creation 
covenant as symbolized by the Garden of Eden, the 
place of God's-immediate presence with His people. 
Consequently, the second death "denotes total and end­
less exclusion from life and from the incomparable 
glory and perfection of the new heaven and earth" 
(ibid., 43). 

66 M. G. Kline, "The First Resurrection," Westminster 
Theological Journal 37 (1974-75), 366-75. Kline's article 
touched off a debate in the Journal, with a response by 
J. R. Michaels, "The First Resurrection: A Response," 
Westminster Theological Journal 39 (1976), 100-109, and 
Kline's rejoinder in the same issue, "The First 
Resurrection: A Reaffirmation," 110-19. Supportive of 
Kline's conclusion is N. Shepherd, "The Resurrections of 
Revelation 20," Westminster Theological Journal 37 
(1974),34-43. 

67 Kline, "First Resurrection," 366-67. 
68 Ibid., 367. 
69 Ibid., 369. 
70 Ibid., 370. "The way 'the first resurrection' is identified 

with living and reigning with Christ a thousand years in 
Revelation 20:4-6 has the effect of connecting the quali­
fying force of protos quite directly to 'the thousand 
years.' The millennium as such is virtually called a 'first' 
age. It falls within the days of this present passing world 
characterized by 'the first things.' The Parousia with its 
concomitant consummative events of resurrection and 
judgment must then follow these 'thousand years'" 
(ibid., 374). 
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71 See the diagram of M. Erickson, Contemporary Options 
in Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1977),78, illustrat­
ing the similar interpretation of R. Summers, Worthy Is 
the Lamb (Nashville: Broadman, 1951), 182. 

72 Kline, "First Resurrection," 371. On p. 372, Kline replies 
to the interpretation of the "First Resurrection" as 
regeneration (d. Ericksop, Options, 86). We should qual­
ify, however, that although this resurrection is not 
regeneration/conversion as such, it is an extension of it 
and an intensification of its blessedness. Along similar 
lines, P. E. Hughes (Revelation, 214-15, and earlier in 
"The First Resurrection: Another Interpretation," 
Westminster Theological Journal 39 [1977], 315-18) is 
undoubtedly correct that the "First Resurrection" of 
Revelation 20 is organically one with the resurrection of 
Christ. However, we must resist his charge that our 
approach "spiritualizes" this resurrection so as to ren­
der it "a mere theological concept unconnected with 
bodily resurrection." The argument is precisely that res­
urrection, like everything else in the New Testament, 
transpires within a continuum. The "First Resurrection" 
is indeed one with Christ's own rising from the dead: the 
saints come to life and reign with Christ just because of 
their union with Him, "the firstfruits of those who have 
fallen asleep" (1 Cor. 15:20). Nevertheless, there is a con­
text specificity about John's phrase "First Resurrection" 
in Revelation 20:5-6: the seer contemplates the souls of 
those who had been beheaded for their testimony to 
Jesus and the Word· of God. Therefore, the rising in 
question, though the outgrowth of Christ's resurrection, 
is a new phase of the believer's kingship in Christ, which 
in turn leads to the consummate blessings depicted in 
Revelation 21 and 22. 

73 Kline, "First Resurrection," 373. Cf. Revelation 6:11, 

which similarly bestows rest on the martyrs. Dumbrell 

Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20: 1-6 

(End of the Beginning, 41) rightly remarks that "rest" is 
"peace in God's presence," the goal of all human experi­
ences. In salvation-historical perspective, "rest" is a syn­
onym of "peace" = "salvation." See, e.g., A. G. Hebert, 
The Throne of David: A Study of the Fulfilment of the Old 
Testament in Jesus Christ and His Church (London: Faber, 
1941), 159-63; A. T. Lincoln, "Sabbath, Rest, and 
Eschatology in the New Testament," in From Sabbath to 
Lord's Day: A Biblical, Historical, and Theological 
Investigation (ed. D. A. Carson; Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1982), 197-220. The "rest" of the martyrs, 
then, is "Paradise regained," the realization of the cre­
ation goal of human existence. 

74 Kline, "First Resurrection," 373-74. 
75 Hoekema, however, takes ezesan in the same sense as in 

verse 4 and interprets it as follows: "When he says that 
the rest of the dead did not live or come to life, he 
means the exact opposite of what he had just said about 
the believing dead. The unbelieving dead, he is saying, 
did not live or reign with Christ during this thousand­
year period. Whereas believers after death enjoy a new 
kind of life in heaven with Christ in which they share in 
Christ's reign, unbelievers after death share nothing of 
either this life or this reign" (The Bible and the Future, 

236). The aorist tense of the verb can be interpreted 
variously (see J. A. Hughes, "Millennium," 289-90). I 
would narrow the possibilities to "ingressive" (initial 
action) or "constative" (summary of prolonged action). 
Either way, the sense of verse 4 is not materially affect­
ed. 

76 Rissi comments that "in this context the number lOOO 
has lost its temporal significance, as have all numbers in 
the apocalypse that denote a specific 'time,' and has 
become an expression for the peculiar character of the 
time that is intended by the concept. Here it is the time 
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of the revealed Messiah" (Future of the World, 34. Italics 
mine.). Furthermore, "The number 1000 qualifies the 
moment when history comes to an end as the moment 
of the perfect revelation of Christ's lordship over the 
world" (ibid., 98, n. 79. Italics his.). Cf. Green, Prophecy, 
79-81; Hoekema, The Bible and the Future, 227; Waltke, 
"Kingdom Promises As Spiritual," 273; H. Hoeksema, 
Behold He Cometh: An Exposition of the Book of 
Revelation (Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing 
Association, 1969), 643-45; P. S. Minear, I Saw a New 
Earth: An Introduction to the Visions of the Apocalypse 
(Washington: Corpus Books, 1968), 178. Mounce con­
cedes that although John, in his view, taught a literal 
Millennium, "its essential meaning may be realized in 
something other than a temporal fulfillment" 
(Revelation, 359). 
Hoekema, The Bible and the Future, 235. 

Ibid., 238. 
1 Corinthians 15:24-28, for example, makes the reign of 
Christ extend until the Resurrection, when His enemies 
become a stool for His feet. However, in Revelation 20 
the reign is coextensive with the thousand years, which 
comes to an end with the release of Satan. There is no 

. contradiction between the two, only a difference of per­
spective. This in itself warns us against oversimplifying 
or overrefining the timetable of future-eschatological 

events. 
80G. E. Oehler, Theology of the Old Testament (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, n.d.), 488. 
81 That the messianic expectations of first-century 

Judaism should have been cast in politico-militaristic 
terms is not surprising, given that in ancient Israel poli­
tics and religion were inseparable. See Green, Prophecy, 
86-93; Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 178; J. J. Collins, The 
Apocalyptic Vision of the Book of Daniel (Missoula: 
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Scholars, 1977), 195; M. Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: 
Studies in Their Encounter in Palestine During the Early 
Hellenistic Period (2 vols.; London: SCM, 1974), 1.307; V. 
Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews (New 
York: Atheneum, 1985), 207, 229; A. J. Saldarini, 
Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian Society 
(Wilmington: Glazier, 1988), 5-6; D. Arenhoevel, Die 
Theokratie nach dem 1. und 2. Makkabiierbuch (Mainz: 
Matthias-Griinewald, 1967),4, 16; B. Renaud, "La loi et 
les lois dans les livres des Maccabees," RB 68 (1961),48; 
O. Proksch, TDNT 1.91-92; K. G. Kuhn, TDNT3.360. 

82 Contra Mounce, Revelation, 357. 
83 "For Christ, it is the meantime as he awaits the final 

assault and total subjugation of the enemy. For the 
Christian who has departed this life, it is the meantime 
between death and resurrection as he awaits the rein­
vestment of the soul with his body, that, sown in weak­
ness, will be raised in glory and power .... And this is 
the meantime of a 'thousand years' within which the 
souls of the faithful live and reign with Christ" (Hughes, 
Revelation, 212). 

84 O. Cullmann is right that "the whole Regnum Christi 
forms a unity, as is already evident from the fact that the 
phase which precedes the parousia merely represents a 
kind of recapitulation of the phase which is to follow it" 
("The Kingship of Christ and the Church in the New 
Testament," in The Early Church [Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1966], 13. See also n. 18). Cf. Beasley­
Murray, Revelation, 289-90. 

85 According to Rissi, all the statements about Jesus' 
appearance (in 19:11-16) "give manifold expression to a 
single basic motif: the Coming One is He who has already 
come, who has already altered the world's total situation, 
who has overcome all powers and principalities, who is 
already known in the faith of his church as Revealer, 

II 



Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20:1-6 

Redeemer, and Lord of all lords, who now steps from the 
twilight of the unprovable and the unavailable into the 
radiant light of unveiled existence and vindicates the 
faith of his church. For John, what the future will bring 
is the unveiling of the reality already created in the his­
tory of Jesus" (Future of the World, 29-30. Italics his.). 


