[bookmark: _GoBack]Four, Four, and Four – 4 Views of the Millennium, 4 Views of the Rapture, and 4 Views of Revelation

In conservative evangelical theology there are three major categories of the end times and four major views that specifically answers the question of WHEN Christ will return – premillennialism (before the millennial Kingdom on earth), postmillennialism (after the millennial Kingdom on earth), and amillennialism (no literal/future millennial Kingdom on earth).  Millennium comes from the Latin word “mille,” which means “thousand” (Revelation 20:2-7).  

I. Four Views on the Millennium

1. Amillennialism believes that there is no future or literal one thousand year millennial reign of Christ (“a” negates the term), but rather that the millennium refers to a long general period of time where Christ is reigning from heaven. They believe we are in the millennium right now and that the church age is the Kingdom of God.  They believe that at the end of this age will culminate in Christ’s 2nd coming that will immediately assure in the Eternal State.  Anthony Hoekema sees and interprets the millennium in Revelation 20:4-6 as “the present reign of souls of deceased believers with Christ in heaven,” while the kingdom of God “is now present in the world as the victorious Christ is ruling his people by his Word and Spirit, though they also look forward to a future, glorious, and perfect kingdom on the new earth in the life to come”   (“Four Views of the Millennium” p.156-158).  Other amillennialists see Revelation as a seven non-sequential sections (chs. 1-3: 1st century church, chs. 4-7: church in trials/persecution, chs. 8-11: church avenged, protected, victorious, chs. 12-14: birth of Christ and opposition by Satan, chs. 15-16: God’s wrath on the unrepentant, chs. 17-19: final fall of the forces of godlessness, and chs. 20-22: the final doom and judgment of God’s enemies and the final triumph of Christ and the church (“Moody Handbook of Theology” p. 403).  
	The weakness of this view is many fold: 1. Replacement theology – the promises/covenants are not fulfilled to nationalistic Israel but rather fulfilled symbolically or spiritually in the church as the “New Israel” or Israel of God (Galatians 6:16).  But if God’s promises can be thwarted or fail with the Jews, how can Christians be certain of our salvation promises from God?  2. Allegorical or non-literal Interpretation – huge sections of the Old Testament (Isaiah 40-66, Ezekiel 33-48, Jeremiah 31-32, Hosea 11-14, and many other O.T. passages) that predict the restoration of nationalistic Israel are discarded, ignored, allegorized, or reinterpreted outside the bounds of literal, grammatical, and historical hermeneutics.  3. Disappointing Kingdom – If we are in the Millennium now, what hope is this?  Should we be greatly disappointed if Christ is reigning and Satan is currently bound and our present world of sin is still so evil?  It seems unlikely that the Anti-Christ/False prophet have already lived, been judged, and thrown into hell, and that Christ is reigning with the saints in full sense that is described in the Bible regarding the Millennial Kingdom.  4. Denial of the rapture and rescue of the church from the tribulation and wrath of God - why would Christ subject his beloved bride/the church to endure and share God’s wrath for unbelievers?   5. Denial of the doctrine of imminency – they deny the believer the hope and watchfulness commanded in Scripture by saying certain things must take place before Christ’s return like a. the calling, evangelism, and conversion of the full number of Gentiles (Matthew 24:14, Mark 13:10, Romans 11:25), b. the conversion of some Jews – they believe “all Israel” (Romans 11)  refers to the elect number of Jews who will receive Christ, but not the conversion/salvation of the nation, c. the great apostasy and tribulation that the church endures and lives through (Matthew 24:9-12, 21-24, Mark 13:9-22, Luke 21:22-24),  d. the revelation of the final Anti-Christ and False Prophet who ushers in a one-world government and religion, and e. heavenly signs and wonders including war, earthquakes, famines, false teachers, and satanic miracles.
Some amillennialists are preterists who believe that there was complete or partial fulfillment of these events during the 1st century and the destruction of Jerusalem  in A.D. 70 by Titus.   Still others are historicists who think that the events in Revelation are symbolic of terrible events like the barbarian invasions of Rome, the rise of the Roman Catholic Church, the emergence/conquest of Islam, the numerous and major Crusades and Revolutions throughout history, and the recent World Wars, holocausts, and genocides.  And still others interpret Revelation as idealists, that the events in Revelation are only symbolic of the general battle of good and evil in the present millennial age.   
	At the conclusion of this millennial age, amillennialists believe Christ will return at “the day of consummation” and in effect end the world. They do believe his return will be personal, physical, and visible (Acts 1:11).  Unlike premillennialists who believe Christ’s return is to judge the world and establish his earthly Kingdom, amillennialists believe that the purpose of Christ’s return is to “introduce the future age, the eternal state of things” and will be accomplished by the resurrection of the dead (both believers and unbelievers at the same time) to face a single/final judgment (Great White Throne, Revelation 20)
	The basis of the ammillennial view is that they 1. see only one bodily resurrection at the end of the age of both believers and unbelievers (Daniel 12:2, John 5:28-29, Acts 24:15, Revelation 20:13-15), 2. deny there is a rapture and instead believe that the rapture/2nd coming are one event (1 Corinthians 15:23, Philippians 3:20-21, 1 Thessalonians 4:16) that is called the “last day” or “Day of the Lord,” 3. believe Christ’s 2nd coming is a final judgment to end the current world (2 Peter 3:7, Matthew 12:36, 25:32-40, Romans 2:5-6, 1 Corinthians 4:5, 2 Corinthians 5:10, John 5:22, Acts 17:31, 2 Timothy 4:8, Revelation 20) (Christ also assisted by angels and saints – Matthew 13:41-43, 19:28, 1 Corinthians 6:2-3) and ushers in the eternal state of joy (Matthew 19:28, 25:30, 46, Luke 16:19-31, John 14:1) in a physical place called the New Heaven and New Earth (John 14:1-3, Revelation 21:1). 

2. Post-millennialism – believes very similarly to amillennialism that Christ will return after the millennium, but that they have a more optimistic view of the millennium that despite it being a general time of tribulations and persecutions, it will also be a time of inevitable PROGRESS and eventual Christian domination.  Thus, Christians and the church (not Christ) are responsible for ushering in the Kingdom and that Christ is waiting for us to complete our mission to convert and control the world.  This view was more popular in the 1800’s (William G.T. Shedd, B.B. Warfield, A.A. Hodge, A.H.Strong) but lost popularity when the world was clearing getting worse not better during the 20th century (World War I and World War II).  Loraine Boettner defines Postmillennialism as the belief/view of “the last things which holds that the Kingdom of God is now being extended in the world through the preaching of the Gospel and the saving work of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of individuals, that the world eventually is to be Christianized, and that the return of Christ is to occur at the close of a long period of righteousness and peace commonly call the ‘Millennium’.” (p.14 “The Millennium”)
	The problem with the post-millennial view is that 1. it is very similar to amillennialism and has all the previous mentioned problems relating to amillennialism, 2. it is overly optimistic by envisioning “a golden age of progress” to effect “every dimension of life – economic, social, cultural, and political”…“where the church is triumphant and spreading the gospel to the ends of the earth with the result that evil in all its many forms will be reduced to negligible proportions and Christian principles will be the rule, not the exception, and that Christ will return to a truly Christianized world.” (Moody, 406).  They base their quest for mass conversions off the following passages (Zechariah 9;10, Numbers 14:21, Isaiah 49:6, Psalms 2:8, 47:2-8, 72:7-11, 86:9, and 110:1) and reason that because Christ died for the world, the vast majority of the people will ultimately be saved. But what does Matthew 7:13-14 say?
	Post-millennialism often gives way to “dominion theology” and “liberation theology” which believes Christians will come to have power/control over the world, or that Christians primary goal (over/above the gospel) is to work to rid the world of evil vices such as slavery, hunger, injustice, etc.  Thus,  they often endeavor to change the world for Christ through politics and social programs (social gospel).  They see Revelation 19:11-21 as depicting Christ returning to an obedient church that has fulfilled the Great Commission by making the world a better place or effectively evangelized and “saved the world” like they believe was accomplished in the early church (Acts 2:41, 47, 5:14, 6:1,7, 9:42, 11:24, 12:24, 13:49, 16:5, 19:7, 20, Romans 15:23).  Adherents point to advances in technology, billions of dollars given in foreign aid, the availability of the Scriptures in most languages (98% of the world’s population), that radio/television/internet are reaching countless people around the world as never before, and that are approximately 2 billion Christians in the world (but this includes Romans Catholics and many cults such as Mormons).  Overall, they say passages such as Daniel 2:44-45, Matthew 13:31-32, 24:14, and Colossians 1:23 predict or command the progress of the gospel prior to Christ’s return. They do believe his return will be literal, visible, and yet unknown (Acts 1:11, 1 Thessalonians 4:16, Revelation 1:7).  Overall, post-millennialists believe similarly to amillennialists in terms of the resurrection of the dead, final judgment, and the eternal state.  

3 & 4. Premillennialism believes that Jesus will return to the earth (2nd coming) and establish His Kingdom on earth for one-thousand years.  Within this group there are two groups – historical or covenantal premillennialist and dispensational premillennialist.  

3. Historical Premillennialism is championed by George E. Ladd (“The Blessed Hope”), A. Reese, J. Barton Payne, and Millard J. Erickson (“Christian Theology”).  According to Dr. Ladd himself, “The central thesis of his book is that the “Blessed Hope” is the second coming of Jesus Christ and not a pretribulational rapture” (p. 11). This view does believe in a literal 1000 year earthly reign of Christ, but does not maintain a distinction between Israel and the church as they apply many Old Testament prophecies to the New Testament church.   They see the church as the “spiritual Israel” (Romans 9:25-26/Hosea 1:9-10;2:23) or the “Israel of God” (Galatians 6:16).  This “spiritualizing hermeneutic”  takes Romans 2:28-29, 4:11-16, Galatians 3:7,29), replaces Israel with the church (replacement theology), and further applies the new covenant of Jeremiah 31:33-34 to the church based on Hebrews 8.  George Ladd concludes that “Paul sees the church as the spiritual Israel.”   While in some ways they are similar to amillennialism/covenant theology, some adherents do believe in a future for national Israel  (Romans 11:26), but emphasize that Israel and the church are ONE (one people of God – Ephesians 2:15-16) in explaining their belief that Christ will reign on earth for 1000 years. 
	Historical premillennialism believes in a post-tribulational 2nd coming of Christ and therefore they deny the doctrine of “imminency” (that Christ can return at any time).  They base this view on 2 Thessalonians 2:1-4 that apostasy (Tribulation) comes first and the “man of lawlessness” (Anti-Christ) must precede the return of Christ.  Accordingly, they believe the church must go through the tribulation.  Therefore, they don’t believe in a rapture or two comings of Christ, but only one return/2nd coming.  Ladd states, “Nowhere does the Word of God affirm that the Rapture and the Resurrection of believers will precede the Tribulation.”    Rational for the church going through the tribulation is based on 1. Post-tribulationalism being the predominant view of the early church, 2. Judgment is to begin with the house of God (1 Peter 4:17), but severe wrath is reserved for unbelievers (1 Thessalonians 5:9).   3. There is no separate resurrection of church-age saints and Old Testament believers (Dr. Ladd sees the church in Revelation 20:4 as sitting on thrones in distinction to the martyred dead of the tribulation who are also raised at the same time), 4. The hope of the church was not a secret/private rapture but the 2nd coming of Christ as many thought they were already in the Tribulation.  5. The church includes believers from all ages, so when believers are mentioned in Revelation during through the Tribulation, there is no special rapture.  6. The marriage supper of the Lamb is for all believers (Matthew 8:11), not just the church and takes place after the Tribulation (Revelation 19:7-9/Matthew 25:1-13, 2 Corinthians 2:12) 7.  The “first Resurrection” is the bodily resurrection of the saints of all ages (Revelation 20:4-5) while the unbelieving dead won’t be raised until the end of the millennium (Revelation 20:12-15).  
	Finally, historic premillennialism recognizes that Christ is already reigning in heaven (1 Corinthians 15:24, 1 Timothy 6:15) and believe that the throne of David has been transferred to heaven (Act 2:34-35/Psalm 110:1) so that Christ is not waiting to reign in the millennial age, but is  reigning presently in heaven, and yet will reign in the fullest sense in the future millennial kingdom on earth.   Based on 1 Corinthians 15:23-26, they see the reign of Christ in three stages: 1. The resurrection of Christ that conquered sin and death (1 Corinthians 15:54-57), 2. The parousia (coming/presence) of Christ and the resurrection of believers followed by an undefined interval of rebellion, and 3. the final judgment when Christ completes the subjugation of his enemies and destroys the works of the devil (John 16:11, 1 John 3:8).  Dr. Ladd concludes that the vocabulary of the blessed hope, namely, the three Greek words: parousia (coming or presence) epiphaneia (appearing), and apokalpsis (revelation) all refer to one event only, namely, the second coming after the tribulation.

4. Dispensational Premillennialism is characterized by several convictions: 1.There is a distinction between the church and Israel – that the Bible shows that God has clearly operated under different programs/dispensations with different people at different times through history (Ex. Old Testament law vs. New Testament grace) .  The church was born at Pentecost (1 Cor. 12:13, Acts 2), was a mystery not revealed in the Old Testament (Ephesians 3:9), and along with the Holy Spirit will be taken out of the world (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, 2 Thessalonians 2:7) 2. That consistent literal interpretation must be maintained between the New Testament and Old Testament.  3. That all the literal, unconditional, and eternal covenants/promises of God (Abrahamic/Genesis 12:1-3, Palestinian/Deuteronomy 30:1-10, Davidic/2 Samuel 7:12-16, and New Covenant/Jeremiah 31:31-34) MUST be fulfilled – including all the promises to the patriarchs and nationalistic Israel (Romans 9:6, 11:25-29, 1 Corinthians 10:32, Joshua 21:45, 23:14, 1 Kings 8:56).  Out of these principles comes a belief that the church will be raptured before the tribulation (Thessalonians 4:13-18, John 14:1-3, 1 Corinthians 15:51-57, 2 Thessalonians 2:7) as the Tribulation is described as “Jacob’s Trouble/distress (Jeremiah 30:7).  
This belief flows from Paul revealing a mystery/word of the Lord (something previously not known or understood by the church) (1 Cor. 15:51, 1 Thess. 4:15), desire to bring comfort to those asking questions about Christians who had died (1 Thess. 4:13), desire to correct false teaching that the resurrection had already occurred (2 Timothy 2:18), instruction that the church is NOT destined for wrath (1 Thessalonians 5:9) but will be delivered from the coming hour/time of God’s wrath (Tribulation) (Revelation 3:10), but that the church will be raptured to heaven (John 14:1-3), receive rewards (Bema Judgment) (2 Corinthians 5:10), enjoy the marriage supper of the Lamb (Revelation 19:7-9, Matthew 22:1-14, 25:10, Luke 12:36-40, 14:7-15), and reign with Christ on earth for 1000 years in new glorified bodies (2 Timothy 2:12). 
Unlike many critics assert, premillennialism has good historical support to include The Didache (A.D. 100), Clement of Rome (A.D. 96-97) the Shepherd of Hermas (A.D. 140-150), Ignatius of Antioch (A.D. 50-115) Papias (A.D. 80-163), Justin Martyr (A.D. 100), Irenaeus (A.D. 200), and Tertullian (A.D. 150-225).  Therefore, the early church believed in the return of Christ to establish an earthly Kingdom (“Kingdom of God” 65X in the N.T.) (Matthew 19:28, Luke 17:20-22, 22:30, Acts 1:3-6).  It is true that dispensational premillennialism did not gain traction/popularity until the Plymouth Brethren and John Darby embraced it, the Scoffield reference Bible published it, and dispensational seminaries like Dallas, Talbot, and The Master’s Seminaries taught it. 
The timing of the rapture within premillennialism is debated. Some believe that it will be before the tribulation (pretribulational), during the tribulation (mid-tribulational), after the seal and trumpet judgments (pre-wrath rapture believes only the bowl judgments are the wrath of God), or at the end of the tribulation (post-tribulational rapture).  Some even believe that only obedient Christians who long for his appearing or eagerly await him will be raptured – called a ”partial rapture” theory (2 Timothy 4:8, Hebrews 9:28).  
II. Four Views on the Rapture
1. Pre-tribulational rapture – believes the church will be spared God’s wrath because of its terrible scope/succession (7 seals, trumpets, bowls), duration (7 years), and purpose (to judge and punish unbelievers for their unbelief/blasphemy/idolatry (Isaiah 24, Joel 2, Zephaniah 1) and to save a remnant of Israel (Romans 11, Revelation 7:4, 14:1-3).  The church, after all, is the bride of Christ and by grace is completely forgiven,  and no longer under the law, but grace (Romans 6:14, Galatians 4:5, 5:18) – meaning that they are not the object of His wrath but unconditional and sacrificial love (Ephesians 5:25).  Accordingly, in numerous places the Bible says the church is not destined for wrath (Romans 5:9, 1 Thessalonians 5:9, 2 Thessalonians 2:13, and Revelation 3:10).  But biggest proof for the pre-tribulational rapture is the doctrine of imminency as the church is commanded to watch for, wait for, long for, and live like their redemption/final salvation can occur soon/at any moment (John 14:2-3, Acts 1:11, Romans 13:11-12, 1 Cor. 1:7, 4:5, 15:51-52, 16:22, Philippians 3:20, Colossians 3:4, 1 Thessalonians 1:10, 1 Timothy 6:14, James 5:8, 1 Peter 4:7, 2 Peter 2:3-4, 1 John 2:18, 28, Revelation 1:1, Revelation 22:12)  and yet now one can know exactly when (Matthew 24:36, Acts 1:6-7).
2. Mid-Tribulational Rapture (similar to Pre-Wrath Rapture) – believers go through the first 3 ½ years of the Tribulation, but are raptured before the last 3 ½ year “Great Tribulation”/Bowl Judgments (Revelation 13-16, Matthew 24:21, Daniel 7:25, 12:7).  They argue the trumpet of Revelation 11:15 is the same as the trumpet in 1 Corinthians 15:52.  But there are several trumpets mentioned in Scripture (some bringing judgments and others blessing) and certainly the last trumpet of Matthew 24:31 is not realized half way through the tribulation.  They argue the seal and trumpet judgments come from man or Satan – but Christ has to open the seal and they are delivered by angels.  And the “wrath” in the first part of the tribulation is recognized as great/severe and from God (Revelation 6:16-17, 11:18, 14:19, 15:1, 7, 16:1,19) so that they hide, want to die but can’t, curse God/refuse to repent. 
3. Pre-Wrath Rapture – Robert Van Kampen and Marvin Rosenthal argue that there is a difference between the “Day of the Lord” and the “Great Tribulation.”  They propose the Day of the Lord is the fifth seal in Revelation 6:9-11 and that the Great Tribulation begins with the seventh seal in Revelation 8:1.  They say believers are promised to be delivered from God’s wrath but not spared tribulation.  Moreover, they contend that because the word “wrath” does not appear in Revelation until after the sixth seal, God’s wrath will not be poured out until the seventh seal; therefore, the Rapture is between the sixth and seventh seals.  But the words wrath and tribulation convey the same concept and the tribulation is described as a time of God’s wrath, a day of darkness and gloom (Zephaniah 1:14-15, Malachi 4:5, Joel 2:2), and a day/time unparalleled in history so that if God didn’t cut the days short, no one would survive (Matthew 24:21-22).  Plus, God’s wrath can come through any agency he chooses (man, Satan, tribulation).  
4. Post-Tribulational Rapture – believers are raptured at the end of the Tribulation.  They see the “saints” mentioned in Revelation 6-18 as referring to the church not to Jews who believed and were martyred during the tribulation.  This denies Daniel 9 which states that the 70 weeks (including the last week of Tribulation) was decreed for Israel and that the church is not mentioned after Revelation 2-3 (because they have been raptured before the wrath/judgments of God begin in Revelation 6).  Their strongest argument is from 2 Thessalonians 2 which states the apostasy/man of lawlessness (the AntiChrist) comes first, but this is referring to the 2nd Coming of Jesus and not the rapture of the church beforehand.  Most post-tribulationalists don’t really believe in a rapture, rather they believe the rapture/2nd coming of Christ is the same and only one event (not two).   This is why many think of or refer to the rapture of the church in Matthew 24:40-42 “one taken and one left,” (better translated, “one received and one sent away”), but this is speaking about the 2nd coming of Christ in reference to the believing and the disbelieving Jews (context of Matthew 24 is addressing the nation of Israel). 















III. Four Views of Revelation (Charts from Nelson’s Complete Book of Bible Maps and Charts)

Summary of Four Views on Revelation
	Interpretive Approach
	Basic Thesis

	1. Preterist (Events of Revelation fulfilled in the 1st Century A.D.)
	All the events of Revelation were fulfilled during the period of the Roman Empire.

	2. Historical (Events of Revelation fulfilled and being fulfilled during the last 2000+ years)
	Revelation is a panorama of church history from the apostolic era until the consummation

	3. Idealist (Events of Revelation will never be fulfilled literally as they are only symbolic)
	Revelation is not a representation of actual events, but is rather a symbolic depiction of the spiritual warfare between good and evil.

	4. Futurist (Events of Revelation 4-22 will be fulfilled in the future) 
	Beginning with ch. 4, Revelation describes the future events accompanying the end of the age.


The Amillennial View
Amillennialists interpret Christ’s millennial reign in an ideal or spiritual sense. While believing in the Second Coming, they reject the idea of a literal thousand-year reign on earth. Some see Christ’s reign as having begun during His earthly ministry or at the time of His resurrection. They cite Peter’s declaration that Christ now rules from the right hand of God (Acts 2:33–36). Israel and the church are viewed as forming one people of God, and the kingdom promises to Israel are seen as applying to the church age, or to the eternal existence in the new heavens and the new earth. The amillennial approach usually involves an “Idealist” view of Revelation as a whole.
[image: ]
The Postmillennial View
The Millennium, a term meaning “thousand,” refers to the thousand-year reign of Christ (20:1–6). Some Christians believe the Millennium will be an age of blessedness on the earth. Some believe the Millennium is the present church age—a period of indefinite length, or that the Millennium is a way of referring to the eternal state. The Bible’s only specific mention of the Millennium is in the book of Revelation (ch. 20). Interpreters differ greatly in their understanding of the Millennium and how it will occur. Postmillennialists expect Christ’s visible return after the Millennium. They look for God to use the church’s teaching and preaching to usher in a lengthy period (some interpret the thousand years literally, others symbolically) of peace and righteousness before Christ’s return. Postmillennialists usually adopt either the “Historical” or “Preterist” view of Revelation as a whole.









The Premillennial/Posttribulational View (Historical/Covenantal)
Premillennial/posttribulational scholars assert that Christ will return at the end of a seven-year Great Tribulation to establish a millennial kingdom. This kingdom will end with a rebellion by the forces of evil and the final judgment. This view often interprets prophecy in a non-literal way and does not usually view Israel and the church as the objects of completely different divine historical plans. Rather, Israel and the church ultimately form one people of God. Premillennialists of both types adopt the “Futurist” approach to the book of Revelation.

[image: ]
The Premillennial View (Dispensational)
Premillennialists believe that Christ will return before the Millennium. Interpreting Revelation 20 literally, they hold that Christ will reign on earth for a literal thousand years. Within this basic area of agreement, there are, nevertheless, a number of variant views—the most prevalent of which are the Premillennial-pretribulational and the Premillennial-posttribulational views. Premillennial-pretribulational scholars argue that there are two different peoples of God—Israel and the church—with two different prophetic programs. According to this view, the church will be “raptured” prior to a seven-year Great Tribulation. Following the tribulation, Christ will return to establish a thousand-year millennial kingdom centered in Jerusalem and involving the reinstitution of the Old Testament sacrificial system. The millennial kingdom will end with a futile rebellion by the forces of evil, after which will come the final judgment and beginning of the eternal reign.
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[image: ]Norman Geisler “Systematic Theology” Vol. 4 p. 550

	Postmillennial

	Amillennial

	Premillennial*


	Christ will return after the 1,000 years.  A golden age on the earth is ushered in by the triumph of the gospel through the church.

	There is no literal 1, 000 years of Christ’s reign on the earth.

	The return of Christ will precede the establishment of His literal kingdom on earth.


	

	Christ is viewed as presently reigning either in: (1) the hearts of men, 
(2) heaven, or 
(3) the church.

	Christ and His saints with Him will reign on the earth in fulfillment of O.T. and N.T. prophecy.


	The 1, 000 years is viewed literally by some but symbolically by others.

	The 1, 000 years is understood symbolically as representing an extended period of time.

	The 1,000 years is understood as predicting a literal future reign of peace and righteousness on the earth.






Paul Enns “The Moody Handbook of Theology” p. 407






































Taking the text of Revelation 20 (and the numerous other biblical passages that speak of the earthly kingdom) at face value leads to a premillennial view of eschatology. That is, Christ will return, and then establish a literal kingdom on earth, which will last for a thousand years. There are two other major views of the Millennium in addition to premillennialism: postmillennialism and amillennialism.
Postmillennialism is in some ways the opposite of premillennialism. Premillennialism teaches that Christ will return before the Millennium; postmillennialism teaches that He will return at the end of the Millennium. Premillennialism teaches that the period immediately before Christ’s return will be the worst in human history; postmillennialism teaches that before His return will come the best period in history, so that Christ will return at the end of a long golden age of peace and harmony. (Most postmillennialists deny that the Millennium will last for one thousand actual years; they arbitrarily view that number as symbolic of a long period of time.) “The millennium to which the postmillennialist looks forward is thus a golden age of prosperity during this present dispensation, that is, during the Church Age” (Loraine Boettner, “Postmillennialism,” in The Meaning of the Millennium: Four Views Robert G. Clouse, ed. [Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity, 1977], 117). That golden age, according to postmillennialism, will result from the spread of the gospel throughout the world and the conversion of a majority of the human race to Christianity. Thus “Christ will return to a truly Christianized world” (Boettner, “Postmillennialism,” 118). The millennial kingdom, according to postmillennialists, will be established by the church, not by the personal intervention of Jesus Christ. Nor will Christ reign personally on earth during the Millennium, but rather through His church.
In keeping with the generally optimistic views of those eras, postmillennialism flourished in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The impact of the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the rapid pace of scientific discovery, and Darwin’s theory of evolution convinced many that society was progressing inevitably toward a utopia. That optimistic view was in harmony with postmillennialism, which also teaches that the world is going to get better and better (though by different means). But the numbing horror of the First World War, the moral decadence of the Roaring Twenties, the hard times of the Great Depression, the madness of the Nazi’s slaughter of the Jews, and the worldwide catastrophe of the Second World War brought an end to the naive optimism that had prevailed before World War I. Postmillennialism accordingly also declined in popularity. In recent years, however, there has been a resurgence of postmillennialism in such movements as Liberation Theology, Kingdom Theology, and Theonomy.
The name “amillennialism” is somewhat misleading, since it implies that amillennialists do not believe in a millennium. While it is true that they reject the concept of an earthly millennium, and especially one that is actually a Millennium (one thousand years in duration), amillennialists do believe in a kingdom. They believe the Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah’s kingdom are being fulfilled now, either by the saints reigning with Christ in heaven, or (spiritually, not literally) by the church on earth. (Amillennialists would also apply some of those Old Testament prophecies to the eternal state.) Far from disbelieving in the Millennium, amillennialists believe we are in it now: “As far as the thousand years of Revelation 20 are concerned, we are in the millennium now” (Anthony A. Hoekema, “Amillennialism,” in The Meaning of the Millennium: Four Views, ed. Clouse, 181).
There is absolutely no exegetical reason or source for this conclusion and no warrant for abandoning the historical, grammatical hermeneutic when interpreting prophecy. Such is purely an arbitrary act on the part of the interpreter, based on his presuppositions. Furthermore, there is no reason to deny a literal one thousand years as the duration of the kingdom of Christ on earth. Robert L. Thomas writes:
If the writer wanted a very large symbolic number, why did he not use 144,000 (7:1ff.; 14:1ff.;), 200,000,000 (9:16), “ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands” (5:11), or an incalculably large number (7:9)? The fact is that no number in Revelation is verifiably a symbolic number. On the other hand, nonsymbolic usage of numbers is the rule. It requires multiplication of a literal 12,000 by a literal twelve to come up with 144,000 in 7:4–8. The churches, seals, trumpets, and bowls are all literally seven in number. The three unclean spirits of 16:13 are actually three in number. The three angels connected with the three last woes (8:13) add up to a total of three. The seven last plagues amount to exactly seven. The equivalency of 1,260 days and three and a half years necessitate a nonsymbolic understanding of both numbers. The twelve apostles and the twelve tribes of Israel are literally twelve (21:12–14). The seven churches are in seven literal cities. Yet confirmation of a single number in Revelation as symbolic is impossible. (Revelation 8–22: An Exegetical Commentary [Chicago: Moody, 1995], 408–9)
It is highly doubtful that any symbolic number would be repeated six times in a text, as one thousand is here.
For the first century and a half after the close of the New Testament era, the church was largely premillennial. Among the church fathers of that period who believed in a literal thousand-year earthly Millennium were Papias (a disciple of the apostle John), Irenaeus, Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and the author of the Epistle of Barnabas. That premillennial consensus was challenged by the members of the Alexandrian school (most notably Origen), who advocated an allegorical approach to interpreting Scripture. The famous church historian Eusebius also rejected a literal, earthly Millennium, as did the noted Bible scholar Jerome. But it was the influence of Augustine, the greatest theologian of the early church, that ensured that amillennialism would dominate the church for centuries. Amillennialism was the view of the Reformers, and today most scholars in the Reformed tradition are amillennialists.
At the heart of the debate over millennial views is the issue of hermeneutics. All sides in the debate agree that interpreting Old Testament prophecy literally leads naturally to premillennialism. Amillennialist Floyd E. Hamilton candidly acknowledges that truth: “Now we must frankly admit that a literal interpretation of the Old Testament prophecies gives us just such a picture of an earthly reign of the Messiah as the premillennialist pictures” (The Basis of Millennial Faith [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1942], 38). Postmillennialist Loraine Boettner agrees with Hamilton’s assessment: “It is generally agreed that if the prophecies are taken literally, they do foretell a restoration of the nation of Israel in the land of Palestine with the Jews having a prominent place in that kingdom and ruling over the other nations” (“A Postmillennial Response [to Dispensational Premillennialism],” in The Meaning of the Millennium: Four Views, ed. Clouse, 95).
In light of the above admissions, the question that naturally arises is “Why not take the Old Testament prophecies of the Millennium literally?” Those who reject a literal interpretation argue that the New Testament appears to interpret some Old Testament prophecies nonliterally. But in most cases, the New Testament is not interpreting those prophecies, but merely applying principles found in them. In fact, scores of Old Testament prophecies relating to Christ’s first coming were literally fulfilled.
There are several compelling reasons for interpreting Old Testament prophecies literally.
First, if the literal sense of a passage is rejected, who is to determine what the nonliteral or spiritual sense is, since the normal rules of interpretation do not apply? Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., poses the dilemma:
Who or what will arbitrate among the various [nonliteral] meanings suggested and decide which are to be accepted as authoritative and which are spurious? Short of saying that every person’s fancy is his or her own rule, there does not appear to be any final court of appeal.… There simply are no justifiable criteria for setting boundaries once the interpreter departs from the normal usage of language. (Back Toward the Future [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989], 129–30)
Second, adopting a nonliteral view of the Old Testament kingdom prophecies raises some disturbing questions: What did those prophecies mean to those to whom they were addressed? If prophecies seemingly addressed to Israel really apply to the church (which did not exist at that time), did God give revelation that failed to reveal? And if those prophecies were meant to apply symbolically to the church, why were they addressed to Israel? What meaning could such prophecies have in their historical settings? Ironically, many who spiritualize Old Testament prophecies reject the futurist interpretation of Revelation because it allegedly robs the book of its meaning for those to whom it was written. Yet they do the very same thing with the Old Testament kingdom prophecies.
Third, spiritualizing those prophecies leads to some glaring inconsistencies. It is inconsistent to argue that the cursings they pronounce apply literally to Israel, while the blessings they promise apply symbolically and spiritually to the church. An example of inconsistency in the spiritualizing method of interpreting prophecy comes from the angel Gabriel’s words to Mary in Luke 1:31–33: “And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall name Him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David; and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and His kingdom will have no end.” If, as all conservative scholars agree, Jesus was literally conceived in Mary’s womb, literally named “Jesus,” literally became great, was literally “the Son of the Most High,” will He not also literally reign on David’s throne over Israel? Can the same passage be interpreted both literally and nonliterally? Further, both amillennialists and postmillennialists interpret some prophetic events literally, such as Christ’s second coming, the Great White Throne judgment, and the new heavens and the new earth. Why not interpret the millennial kingdom literally? Finally, amillennialists and postmillennialists interpret the nonprophetic portions of Scripture according to the literal, historical, grammatical, and contextual method of hermeneutics; why adopt a different method for interpreting prophecy? Such an adoption is utterly arbitrary.
Though not an exhaustive description of the earthly kingdom, this text caps off all the biblical revelation about the Millennium by revealing four essential truths about it: the removal of Satan, the reign of the saints, the return of Satan, and the revolt of society.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  MacArthur, J. (2000). Revelation 12-22 (229–233). Chicago, Ill.: Moody Press.] 



[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Thomas Nelson Publishers. (1996). Nelson's complete book of Bible maps & charts : Old and New Testaments. (Rev. and updated ed.). Nashville, Tenn.: Thomas Nelson.] 
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