The Grand Finale of Human History #32

“The Time of God’s Winning (part 3)”

Revelation 20:1-15

A president is elected every four years in the United States of America. Whenever a new president is chosen—especially if from the opposite party from the current chief executive—hope seems to spring anew. Supporters of the new administration are certain that their candidate will usher in the best era of history. Even the most ardent enthusiasts, though, are forced to admit that their hero failed to usher in the golden age.

Earth will not see such a “golden age” until the King of Kings and Lord of Lords takes charge. This is depicted in the book of Revelation. Chapter 20 introduces the millennium, though the word itself does not appear in the biblical text. “Millennium” means “a thousand years,” and that phrase does appear in Revelation 20—six times in the first seven verses! Yet, as Leon Morris writes, “There have been endless disputes, some of them very bitter, over the way to understand this chapter. Evangelicals have divided from one another and sometimes have been quite intolerant of views other than those of their own group. It is necessary to approach the chapter with humility and charity.”
 I agree wholeheartedly!

I have outlined the three major positions on the Millennium earlier in this series. Post-millennialism—the view that the Church will make the world a better place until Christ comes to take over this man-made utopia—was quite popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when the “Social Gospel” was at its height. But the onset of World War I just about silenced this view. I have personally felt that post-millennialism is naïve in the extreme.

Despite its recent popularity, I also believe that amillennialism is equally naïve. Amillennialism views Revelation as a series of parallel visions. They see the seven churches, seals, trumpets, wonders, bowls, the judgment of Babylon the Great and the Millennium as all describing the same period of time—namely from John’s own day until the end of time. They affirm that the events described in Revelation 20 depict the Church Age, and that Satan is presently bound and kept in the Abyss, unable to deceive the nations.
 Not only does this view defy common sense (how could anyone seriously suggest that Satan is not active in the world today?) and Scripture (what do we do about 1 Peter 5:8, “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour”?), but it also contradicts their own interpretation of Revelation! If Satan is bound at the beginning of the Church Age, then who is the dragon of chapters 12 and 13? John specifically calls Satan “the dragon” in Revelation 20:2. How can Satan be bound in the Abyss and warring against the saints at the same time? Paul was sure that Satan was loose (Ephesians 6:10ff), and John agreed with him (Revelation 2:13; 3:9).
 Peter also wrote, “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). Does that sound like someone who is “bound”? Hardly! The whole basis of amillennialism thus falls apart. 

Remember that the chapter and verse divisions of the Bible were inserted centuries after it was originally written. When John first penned Revelation, the flow of thought from the end of chapter nineteen to the beginning of chapter twenty is unbroken.
 Morris states, “John says nothing to place this chapter in the time sequence.”
 With all due respect to Dr. Morris, John doesn’t have to. The fact that nothing places the chapter in a time sequence indicates that he is continuing in the same sequence of the previous chapter. (This is an important biblical concept called “context.”)

A Significant Restraint

John describes this millennial period first in terms of a significant restraint in verses 1-3,

And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and bound him for a thousand years. He threw him into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over him, to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time. 

After the Antichrist and False Prophet—two of the unholy trinity—are taken out of the picture (at the end of chapter 19), God now addresses Satan himself. The careers of the first two are over, so they are cast into their eternal abode. Satan, though, has one more role to play in God’s plan, so he is incarcerated in the Abyss (Tartarus) for a time.
 But the complete inability of Satan to exert his wickedness on the earth for a thousand uninterrupted years will mean that the first and worst cause of all sin will be removed from the scene.
 This does not mean that sin will not occur during the thousand-year reign of Christ (as we will see below), but Satan himself will not be around to tempt and deceive.

A Sovereign Rule

Satan’s absence is contrasted by a sovereign rule in verses 4-6,

I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years.
This time marked by a resurrection of some kind. Amillennialists claim this represents a spiritual resurrection, not a physical one. The phrase “they came to life again” is the translation of a single Greek word, ezesan. The crux of the entire interpretation is the meaning of this word. It is true that the word can mean entrance into spiritual life (John 5:25), but it is not used of any “spiritual resurrection” of the souls of the righteous at death. The word is, however, used of bodily resurrection in John 11:25; Romans 14:9; and Revelation 1:18; 2:8; 13:14; and most commentators admit that this is the meaning in verse 5: “The rest of the dead did not come to life again until the thousand years were ended.”

That time—“a thousand years”—may or may not be a literal one thousand years. The number 1,000 is the square of 10, one of the numbers signifying completion. Whether this is actually one thousand years or the complete amount of time for Christ’s kingdom on earth we do not know for certain. What we can say for sure is that the millennium is not a symbol for eternity, for the millennium will come to an end, whereas eternity will not.

The thousand-year period may reflect the popular Jewish teaching of John’s day that saw 6,000 years of human history followed by a 1,000 year “sabbath” of God’s reign before the final state of blessedness (2 Enoch 32:2-33:2).

John introduces those who will reign with Christ in verses 4-6. They are identified as those who refused to worship the Antichrist or accept his mark and were put to death because of it. They come to life and reign with Christ for a thousand years. This is called the “first resurrection,” and the “second death” as no power over them. So is this only speaking of the Tribulation saints who are martyred for their faith, or does it include all the saints?

I see a connection between this passage and Jesus’ words in John 5:28-29,

Marvel not at this: for the hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear his voice, and shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation (kjv).

John’s “first resurrection” is the same as Jesus’ “resurrection of life”; whereas the “second resurrection” at the end of the thousand years is the “resurrection of damnation” leading to the “second death.” But notice that John does not say when they came to life. Since there is no mention of any Christians being put to death during the time of God’s wrath (the seven bowls), this first resurrection could refer to the Rapture, where all the dead in Christ (including the Tribulation martyrs) arise and those who are alive and remain are changed, and all meet the Lord in the clouds. If there are only two resurrections (in line with Jesus’ teaching in John 5), then all of the saints must participate in the first resurrection, and they will all come down from heaven with Christ and will reign with Him during the Millennium.

This would accord with the biblical theology as a whole, which gives to the saints a share in the eschatological rule of Christ. Christ himself had promised through John the prophet a share in his throne to all who overcame; and we found no reason to limit this promise to martyrs. It is a promise to all victorious believers.

From what we know from the Old Testament prophets, the Messiah’s reign will be a time of universal peace and prosperity. Effective, righteous government will enforce God’s laws, and it will seem like heaven on earth. Even though sinners will still populate the earth, the rule of law will insure that righteousness will reign.

Isaiah 2:2-4 describes what it will be like:

In the last days the mountain of the Lord’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it. Many peoples will come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.” The law will go out from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.  He will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.
We also read in Daniel 7:13-14,

In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.

Zechariah 14:9 concludes, “And the Lord shall be king over all the earth; in that day shall there be one Lord, and his name one.” This will truly be a golden age in which all weapons of warfare will be fashioned into implements of peace. Prosperity will be shared. Peace will become the banner of all people. The light of justice will illumine every corner of the world. This condition will not be achieved through educational funding, political change, social programs, cultural awakening, or even religious revival. True global transformation will occur only when Satan and his minions are ousted, allowing Jesus Christ and His glorified saints to rule over the earth. These righteous rulers will not only constitute a moral majority; they will be the only rulers over the earth. Not a single one will be corruptible by money, greed, pride, or power. No more political conspiracies in the headlines! No more scandals exposed on the news! No more bribery, quid pro quo, filibustering, waffling, or broken campaign promises! The corrupt politics of all earthly governmental systems will be gone forever. The righteous, not the wicked, will be in the majority, and a holy leader will be in authority.

A Supreme Rebellion

Incredibly, this will not last. We read in of a supreme rebellion in verses 7-10,

When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations in the four corners of the earth—Gog and Magog—to gather them for battle. In number they are like the sand on the seashore. They marched across the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of God’s people, the city he loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured them. And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.

At the end of this kingdom reign, Satan is loosed for a short time. Yet as soon as Satan is released from the Abyss, he gathers a numerous army of malcontents who march against Christ in rebellion. We might be tempted to wonder why. Though I don’t pretend to understand it completely, I believe that God’s plan for humankind is for people who choose of their own free will to love and serve Him. No one is ever accepted by God because they were forced to love and serve Him; throughout Scripture man is called to choose between God and self. 

During the Millennium there will be those living on the earth that are not part of the body of Christ. This answers the logical question, “If Christ and the saints will rule and reign for a thousand years, who will they reign over?” The answer to that is the nations left at the end of the Tribulation. Armageddon will not kill all the inhabitants of the earth; only the armies gathered there will be slain. So the survivors of the bowls of God’s wrath will be the subjects of Christ’s millennial reign.

Are you surprised that Satan is able to raise such a massive army in such a short span of time? This only goes to show that unregenerate man needs only the slightest opportunity to do the wrong thing. Our selfish sin nature is so demented that, in spite of the closest thing to a perfect world mankind has ever experienced, man is ready to oppose God at the drop of a hat.

In one sense, the millennial kingdom will “sum up” all that God has said about the heart of man during the various periods of history. It will be a reign of law, and yet law will not change man’s sinful heart. Man will still revolt against God. The Millennium will be a period of peace and perfect environment, a time when disobedience will be judged swiftly and with justice; and yet in the end the subjects of the King will follow Satan and rebel against the Lord. A perfect environment cannot produce a perfect heart.

Let this be a lesson for those who think that political action is the answer for our world’s ills. “If only we had Christians running things,” the thinking goes, “everything would work out!” But the Millennium will have Christ Himself running things, and in the end the people still rebel! The predicament with humanity cannot be fixed from the outside for, as Warren Wiersbe puts it,

You don’t change the problems just by changing people in office. The heart of the problem is the problem of the heart, and until the heart is changed by grace, society will not change at all.

This makes it plain that the ultimate root of sin is not poverty or inadequate social conditions or an unfortunate environment; it is the rebelliousness of the human heart. The millennium and the subsequent rebellion of men will prove that men cannot blame their sinfulness on their environment or unfortunate circumstances; in the final judgment, the decrees of God will be shown to be just and righteous.

Before we see the result of Satan’s rebellion, I would like to correct a common eschatological mistake. John refers to two names in verse eight—Gog and Magog—that refer back to Ezekiel 38-39. Scores of preachers and writers and identify Gog and Magog with modern-day Russia, and predict a Russian invasion of Israel early in the Tribulation that will be divinely thwarted. They foretell this in spite of the fact the nowhere in the earlier chapters of Revelation is such an invasion implied, nor would it even fit into what is revealed to John. The battle of Gog and Magog is predicted in Revelation, but it has nothing to do with the land of Russia, nor does it happen early in the Tribulation period! It will take place at the end of the Millennium, led by Satan himself.

The battle of Gog and Magog, like the battle of Armageddon, is brief. In fact, there is no fight.
 God simply destroys the rebels with fire, a coming attraction of their eternal destiny. Satan is taken and cast into Gehenna (the lake of fire) where he will join the Antichrist and the False Prophet. This proves two things: first, the battle of Gog and Magog is not the same as the battle of Armageddon, since the Antichrist and False Prophet are already in hell when Satan is cast there; and second, hell will be a place of eternal torment, not annihilation.

A Solemn Ruling 

Revelation 20 concludes with a solemn ruling in verses 11-15,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

If Revelation 19:11-21 is the most triumphant passage in all of Scripture, then Revelation 20:11-15 is the most tragic. One expositor calls this section “the most serious, sobering and tragic passage in the entire Bible.”
 John writes,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.
Do not confuse this judgment at the White Throne with the Judgment Seat of Christ, where believers will have their works judged and rewarded. At this judgment, there will be only unbelievers; and there will be no rewards.

This is the second resurrection, and it ends in the second death. All of the dead unbelievers—from the beginning of human history to the rebellion described above—are raised to life in order to be judged. Death and Hades are emptied of human souls and then cast into Gehenna. (This is why Hades should never be translated “hell”; how can hell be cast into hell?) Anyone whose name is not written in the Lamb’s book of life will be condemned to an eternity in hell. It does not matter how many good deeds a person performed, if they had a “good heart” (which is Scripturally impossible without Christ; see Jeremiah 17:9 and Romans 3:10-23), or whom they can trace their lineage to. The only way into heaven and out of hell is through Jesus Christ. There is simply no other route (John 14:6; Acts 4:12). This is the second death, or, in the words of Donald Grey Barnhouse, “This is the death of death.”

With heaven and earth removed, having no purpose in this final judgment, God will deal with the last group of humans who have not yet been judged—the unsaved. They have no place to stand except before their Maker. The first resurrection included all people of God from every age—Old Testament saints, New Testament saints, and tribulation saints. Those raised to life in the second resurrection will include all the rest—all who died apart from the free gift of eternal life in Christ. They’re called the spiritually “dead.” With heaven and earth dismissed from God’s all-consuming presence, the unsaved dead will have no place to hide from God Almighty.

The “book of life” image has deep roots in the Old Testament (Ex. 32:32–33; Dan. 12:1–2; Mal. 3:16). Believers during Old Testament times were saved by grace, through faith, as they trusted in God’s promises and honored the old covenant. When Jesus initiated the new covenant, He told His disciples, “Rejoice that your names are recorded in heaven” (Luke 10:20). Similarly, Paul encouraged believers in Philippians 4:3 with a reminder that their names were written in the book of life alongside other faithful servants of Jesus. Hebrews 12:23 also declared that the church comprised those “who are enrolled in heaven.”

Many people—including Christians—wonder how a loving God could sentence anyone to an eternity in hell. Wiersbe explains,

Hell is a witness to the righteous character of God. He must judge sin. Hell is also a witness to man’s responsibility, the fact that he is not a robot or a helpless victim, but a creature able to make choices. God does not “send people to hell”; they send themselves by rejecting the Saviour (Matt. 25:41; John 3:16–21). Hell is also a witness to the awfulness of sin. If we once saw sin as God sees it, we would understand why a place such as hell exists. In light of Calvary, no lost sinner can condemn God for casting him into hell. God has provided a way of escape, patiently waiting for sinners to repent. He will not lower His standards or alter His requirements. He has ordained that faith in His Son is the only way of salvation.

The Millennium, then, is not a picture of eternity, nor is it symbolic of the present church age. It will be a golden age, with Jesus Christ ruling on earth as King of Kings and Lord of Lords along with all of His saints (including us!) But what it will really turn out to be is the final evidence that mankind’s problems are not outside—environment, heredity, lack of education or opportunity—but are inside. Even in a nearly perfect setting, mankind will still choose the wrong way when given the opportunity. Regardless of who is in charge.
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