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When I was in middle school, I had a good friend that lived down the street. 
He and his family were active members of the local Church of God. One day, amid 
all the basketball and football we played, he started talking about the Bible. He 
said he didn’t mind reading any book of the Bible except Revelation. He didn’t like 
reading Revelation because it gave him nightmares. Since I wasn’t very familiar 
with Revelation at the time, I didn’t really understand what he meant. But these 
days I certainly understand how the book of Revelation could keep somebody up at 
night! 

Not only does Revelation contain some passages that are downright scary, it 
is also notoriously difficult to interpret. One of Revelation’s most controverted 
passages is the millennial discourse in chapter 20. Revelation 20 indicates that for 
1,000 years, or a “millennium,” the devil will be bound and Christ will reign on 
earth. What are we to make of this? How does this millennium fit with the key end-
times doctrines of the New Testament such as the Second Coming of Christ, the 
resurrection of the dead, the final judgment, the new creation, and the ultimate 
kingdom of God? Christian views of the millennium—the 1,000-year reign of 
Christ—fall into three broad categories: premillennial views, postmillennial views, 
and amillennial views.  

Let us first address premillennial views. In premillennialism, the 1,000-year 
reign of Christ is interpreted literally. The idea is that Jesus will return to earth in a 
cataclysmic event and will reign on earth for 1,000 years before the very end 
comes. Premillennialists also expect a seven-year period of great tribulation, a 
doctrine derived from Dan 8:14 and Dan 9:27. The great tribulation is expected to 
precede the millennial reign of Christ. In this view, therefore, the end times include 
a seven-year period of great tribulation and then a literal 1,000-year reign of Christ 
on earth. 

Premillennialists expect the rapture as well. The doctrine of the rapture is 
based on 1 Thes 4:17, which says, “Then we who are alive, who are left, will be 
caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we 
will be with the Lord forever.” The rapture is envisioned as an event in which all 
Christians—living and dead—are snatched up from earth to heaven to be with 
Christ. Premillennialists disagree about when the rapture will occur. Pre-
tribulationists posit that the rapture will happen before the seven-year great 
tribulation so that Christians do not have to endure it. Post-tribulationists posit that 
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the church will remain on earth and will be preserved by God throughout the 
seven-year great tribulation and will then be raptured.1  

In summary, premillennialists believe that in the end times, Christ will return 
and will reign on earth for 1,000 years. Pre-tribulationists believe Christians will 
be raptured before the great tribulation, while post-tribulationists believe Christians 
will be preserved by God through the great tribulation and then raptured. So, there 
is a premillennial, pre-tribulation outlook and a premillennial, post-tribulation 
outlook. There is also a premillennial, mid-tribulation outlook that I do not have 
time to cover today. In any of these cases, after the Second Coming and the 
millennial reign of Christ, then come the final resurrection of the dead, the final 
judgment, and the eternal state of things. Has everybody got that?  

Let us now move on to the second major millennial viewpoint, which is 
called “postmillennialism.” Postmillennialists interpret the 1,000-year reign of 
Christ symbolically as a type of golden age on earth. Postmillennialists believe the 
gospel will be spread so widely and so successfully that, over time, most of the 
world population will convert to Christ, righteousness will come to dominate 
earth’s cultures, and evil will be restrained. As Kenneth Gentry, Jr. puts it, 
“Increasing gospel success will gradually produce a time in history prior to 
Christ’s return in which faith, righteousness, peace, and prosperity will prevail in 
the affairs of people and of nations. After an extensive era of such conditions the 
Lord will return visibly, bodily, and in great glory, ending history with the general 
resurrection and the great judgment of all humankind.”2 

Postmillennialists cite numerous scriptures to support their views. For 
example, they say Jesus’ kingdom parables in Matthew 13 show that God’s 
kingdom will grow from a mustard seed into a tree, thus extending throughout the 
world gradually. They say the parables also show that God’s kingdom will 
gradually suffuse the earth as yeast suffuses dough. Furthermore, Ps 22:27 
prophesies a time when “all the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the 
Lord,” which sounds like the golden age to postmillennialists.3 

In this view, believers remain on earth during Christ’s millennial reign. At 
some point, the devil will be released, but then the Second Coming of Christ will 
																																																								
1 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2000), 1227-1229. According to 
Erickson’s post-millennial view, the millennial reign of Christ on earth before the end may not be exactly 1000 years 
in length. He interprets 1 Thes 4:17 as the church meeting Jesus in the air, and then both parties returning to earth 
for the reign of Christ, as opposed to the rapture view, which suggests the church will meet Christ in the air and then 
Christ will turn around and take the church into heaven with him. This post-tribulation view traces the Greek term in 
1 Thes 4:17 apantesis (“to meet’) to its only two other uses in the New Testament: Mt 25:6 and Acts 28:15. In both 
cases, says Erickson, the term “suggests a welcoming party that goes out to meet someone on the way and 
accompanies them back to where they came from.” 
2 Kenneth L. Gentry, Jr., “Postmillennialism,” in Three Views on the Millennium and Beyond, ed. Darrell L. Bock 
(Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 1999), 13-14. 
3 Gentry, 32-41. 
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ensure the victory of good over evil. Since the Second Coming of Christ occurs at 
the end of the millennium, or “golden age,” this view is called a “postmillennial” 
perspective.  

The postmillennial understanding emphasizes continuity between history 
and the golden age, often assuming that the golden age is going on right now. 
Indeed, Gentry posits that the golden age began with Christ’s first coming and will 
end with his second coming. He writes, “The millennial era has already lasted 
almost two thousand years; it may continue another thousand or ten thousand 
more, for all we know.”4 

According to postmillennialism, when Christ comes back at the end of the 
golden age, then comes the general resurrection of the dead, the final judgment, 
and the eternal state of things. Whereas the premillennial view expects the second 
coming of Christ and then a literal 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth, the 
postmillennial view expects the millennium to be a golden age on earth followed 
by Christ’s second coming and the ultimate victory of good over evil. Has 
everybody got that? 

Now, let us consider the third major millennial viewpoint, which is called 
amillennialism.” The term amillennialist means “non-millennialist.” In this view, 
the 1,000-year reign of Christ is interpreted symbolically so that neither a literal 
reign of Christ on earth nor a golden age on earth is expected to intervene between 
now and the ultimate kingdom of God. For the amillennialist, as Robert Strimple 
puts it, “the following events are all concurrent; that is, all will occur together in a 
cluster of end-time events, one grand dramatic finale of redemptive history: the 
second coming of Christ…[the resurrection of the dead]… judgment for all, the 
end, the new heaven and the new earth, and the inauguration of the final kingdom 
of God, the blessed eternal state of the redeemed.”5 

In amillennialism, there are different ways of interpreting the 1,000-year 
reign of Christ, though all are symbolically oriented. For example, the 1,000-year 
reign could be a vision of the eternal kingdom of God. Or, the 1,000-year reign 
could indicate the completion or perfection of Christ’s reign in the church and/or in 
individual believers. The idea that 1,000 years symbolizes completion or eternity, 
rather than a literal time frame, aligns with several other scriptures. For example, 
Ps 50:10 says, “Every wild animal of the forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand 
hills.” Here, the number 1,000 indicates that all cattle on all hills belong to God. 
First Chronicles 16:15 says, “Remember his covenant forever, the word he 
commanded for a thousand generations.” Here, the thousand generations symbolize 
completion and parallel the term “forever.” Dt 7:9 says God maintains covenant 

																																																								
4 Gentry, 55. 
5 Robert B. Strimple, “Amillennialism,” in Three Views on the Millennium and Beyond, 100. 
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loyalty to “a thousand generations,” which means completely or forever. It is clear, 
then, that the Bible often uses 1,000 as a symbol of completion or eternity rather 
than an exact count. 

Amillennialists think the battle between Christ and Satan mentioned in 
Revelation is actually being waged in the spiritual world now, simultaneous to 
earthly existence. Therefore, there will not be a literal 1,000-year reign of Christ at 
the end of linear time, for when Christ returns he will usher in the kingdom of God 
in fullness. In this vision, Christ is presently reigning from heaven at the right hand 
of the Father. Christ is also spiritually present with the church and will remain with 
the church until the end of the world, just as he promised (Mt 28:20). The church 
spreads and embodies God’s kingdom and expects a mixture of good and evil until 
Christ returns triumphantly to bring in the Kingdom of God in fullness. Has 
everybody got that? 

Some folks, even seminarians, become so befuddled when studying these 
three views that they would rather affirm what my friend calls “pan-
millennialism,” the belief that somehow, in the end, it will all pan out. I myself 
adopt an amillennial view. I believe the second coming of Christ, the resurrection 
of the dead, the final judgment, the new creation, and the ultimate kingdom of God 
will occur as one cluster of glorious, mysterious end-time events. I do not 
anticipate the rapture. I think 1 Thes 4:17 is simply an image of Christ resurrecting 
believers to everlasting life upon his second coming. 

One reason I hold an amillennial view is that I think Revelation is to be 
interpreted symbolically rather than literally. In Revelation, the Greek word hos 
appears frequently, meaning “as” or “like.” As Christopher Rowland notes, this 
term signals the world of metaphor rather than literal depictions.6 For example, Rv 
1:16 says that from the Son of Man’s mouth “came a sharp, two-edged sword.” I 
don’t think this means Jesus literally has a sword sticking out of his mouth; rather, 
it’s a metaphor for the word of God, which Heb 4:12 says is like “a two-edged 
sword.” Rv 1:12 says there are seven lampstands, and Rv 1:20 says the seven 
lampstands symbolize seven churches. Likewise, Rv 1:16 says there are seven 
stars, and Rv 1:20 says the seven stars symbolize seven angels. So, the text itself 
indicates from the outset that its imagery is to be taken symbolically rather than 
literally. I think it’s important to note that the only place in Scripture that asserts a 
1,000-year reign of Christ is the first half of Revelation 20, which is situated within 
the most figurative book in the entire Bible.7  

While I think Christians are free to disagree about millennial views and 
other details of the end times, I regard as quite important the core New Testament 

																																																								
6 Christopher Rowland, Revelation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 506. 
7 See Gentry, 51.	
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doctrines of the glorious return of Christ, the general resurrection of the dead, the 
final judgment, and the ultimate kingdom of God. As early as the second century, 
Christians were affirming beliefs about the end times in a statement known as the 
Apostles’ Creed. They did not assert a millennial view in this or any other ancient 
creed, but they did say, “He will come again to judge the living and the dead. I 
believe in the… resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.”  

Similarly, our church constitution does not affirm a specific millennial 
perspective, but it does express a basic end times conviction. Since there are only 
five articles of faith in our church constitution, it is significant that the fifth and 
final one says in entirety, “We affirm that Christ shall return again to receive the 
redeemed into the eternal presence of the Father.” It’s a beautiful statement. Of 
course, we don’t know when Christ’s return will happen; Jesus himself didn’t even 
know when he was coming back (Mt 24:36). But we do trust that Christ will 
ultimately return to set everything right again. 

Although there are some frightful passages in Revelation, we need not have 
nightmares about the end times. End times theology can actually give us sweet 
dreams. For the God who loved us into creation will one day love us into the new 
creation. The God who came to us in Jesus of Nazareth will come again in the 
cosmic Christ, the glorious ruler of all creation. The God who promised us life 
everlasting will one day come through on that promise. 

Now, has everybody got that? Amen. 


