The Millennium
Part 1:  Historical Perspectives and Theological Constructs
Introduction

The “Millennium” is a doctrine of belief that Christ will come back to set up an earthly kingdom that will last for one-thousand years.  This belief is based primarily on Revelation 20:1-7:

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. 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.  When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison

Historically, Christians have been divided as to whether or not there will be an actual thousand-year reign of Christ on the earth and, if so, how, why and when it would come to pass.  Though not completely satisfactory, certain terms have come to be used to label the different “camps” in the Christian church on the subject of The Millennium—each having an ascendant popularity in different times and places in the church over the last two-thousand years.  There are those in the “Premillennial” camp who believe that Jesus will return prior to the institution of a millennial reign.  There are those in the “Postmillennial” camp who believe that Jesus will return after a golden age of great Christian influence on the earth.  And there are those in the “Amillennial” camp who believe that Jesus’ return will not be marked by a literal earthly reign of a thousand years.
The Millennium and Devotion to Christ

It is safe to say that a person’s eschatological view of The Millennium cannot be used as an accurate gage to measure their spirituality or their devotion to Jesus.  Throughout history, not only sincere, but devoted and true followers of Christ have been found in each camp.  The way you see the Millennium is more a reflection of your biblical hermeneutic than your love for God and his Word.  Some in the Premillennial camp have contended that, because they take a more literal view of Revelation 20, those who are not Premillennialists are more liberal in the view of Scripture.  While it may be true that few liberal theologians hold to a Premillennial doctrine, holding to a Post- or A-Millennial Doctrine does not consequently mean that such a person has a lower view of Scripture.  You can find On-Fire, Spirit-Filled, Bible-Believing, Devil-Thumping Christians in all three camps.
Let me say, upfront, that I am going to contend that Revelation 20:1-7 presents a figurative illustration and not a literal one.  Though I cut my eschatological teeth in the 70’s on Premillennial classics such as The Late Great Planet Earth and A Thief in the Night, I have formed different conclusions since.  Part 1 of this paper will take a look at the doctrinal history and constructs of the three basic views and in part 2, I will present a case for Amillennialism.
Doctrinal History of The Millennium

The history of the Millennial doctrine is interesting and perhaps helpful, but a fresh and unbiased study of Scripture, if possible, always gives the best chance of coming to the best conclusion—no matter what the historic or current view on any doctrinal subject may be.  Most of us would agree that in matters of doctrine and practice, the passing of time shows that the church did not always get it right.  We cannot put our confidence in the fact that the majority believed (or believes) it.  We have to be able to correctly handle the word of truth apart from pre-conceived notions or historical biases.

At different times and different places, each of the three major views of The Millennium has been popular.  In my research, I have noticed that each camp likes to claim that their view was predominate among the early church leaders—for, of course, the endorsement of the apostolic fathers would carry weight in the doctrinal dialogue concerning The Millennium.  It is safe to say, however, that the dominate view of the worldwide church over the past two-thousand years has been Amillennialism.  This would be surprising to many North American Evangelicals and Pentecostals since Premillennialism currently has the day in popular theology in these groups.  But neither the fact that Amillennialism has historically been predominate nor the fact that Premillennialism is currently popular should be the determining factor in the formulation of our eschatology.  Again, it is our objective study of Scripture that should be the major determining factor to this, or any other, doctrinal perspective.
The idea of The Millennium has its roots in a Jewish theology that expected the Messiah to restore the glory of Israel in the form of an earthly kingdom.1  This is why many Jews made the mistake of either failing to recognize Jesus as the Messiah or attempting to direct him toward establishing a political seat of authority.  Even though there remained those among Jesus’ followers who were looking for him to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6), the Lord’s revelation to the church that his kingdom was not of this world (John 18:36) severely tempered the idea among Jesus’ early followers of the establishment of an earthly messianic reign
It is clear from the apostolic Epistles that the church had a hopeful expectation of the immanent return of its Lord but it cannot be conclusively established that the early church had any hope or expectation of what we know as The Millennium.  There is very little, if any, known controversy concerning the Millennium during the first one-hundred years of the church.  This can be taken as an indication either that the Millennial doctrine was assumed and accepted by the church or that it had not yet taken form.  Significant proponents of The Millennium began to arise in the Second Century.  The greatest among them were Justin Martyr (100-165), Irenaeus (c.125-c.200) and Tertullian (c.160-c.220).  The first among them, however was a man named Papias, Bishop of Hieropolis, who died in the year 155.  He is the first known important voice to articulate a Christian theology of a thousand year reign of Christ on the earth.  Subsequent patristic fathers such as Origen (185-284) and Eusebius (263-339) opposed the idea and criticised Papias in particular.2  

In the Fourth Century, the doctrine of The Millennium, which was then known as Chiliasm (Greek for one-thousand) fell into disfavour in the church.   Theological giants Jerome (347-420) and Augustine (354-430) refuted earlier Millennial thinking and the Second Ecumenical Council of 381 (Constantinople) and the Council of 431 (Ephesus) actually declared Chiliasm a heresy.  Thus, Amillennialism became the primary eschatological doctrine of the western church to, and through, the Reformation, as the major reformers continued to reject the idea of a thousand-year reign of Christ on the earth.  It should be noted that the Eastern Church (Orthodox) never embraced Millennialism and has always considered it a spurious doctrine.  

During the 1400 years following Constantinople and Ephesus, there were only minor voices in the church that contended for The Millennium.  In the 19th and 20th Centuries, however, there came a resurgence of Millennialism, mainly in the United States and Britain, in the form of Premillennialism.  It was at this same time that the doctrine of Postmillennialism also began to gain traction.  The Postmillennial surge came as the gospel was having major influence in England and the fledgling United States.  Leading figures such as Jonathan Edwards and Charles Hodge picked up on the earlier suppositions of a Daniel Whitby that the church was moving toward the fulfillment of the Great Commission and that the gospel, which is the power of God for the salvation of the entire world, would have such a positive influence that a golden age of peace and prosperity would soon be the result.  It is certainly no coincidence that the modern missionary movement was born at this time.  There was much hope for the Christianization of the whole world and the great spiritual awakenings that marked the U.S. and Britain did much to fuel the Postmillennial viewpoint.  Postmillennialism stalled, however, in the war-ravaged and tumultuous Twentieth Century.
In regard to the concurrent Premillennial surge, it was Edward Irving, an early 19th Century Church of Scotland Minister, who is credited with its impetus.  His prophecy conferences became a pattern that remained popular with Evangelicals through most of the 20th Century and continues to be employed in the Seventh-Day Adventist Church.  Many of the newly-formed church groups of the 1800’s were marked by a strong emphasis on a premillennial doctrine.  Most adamant were the Plymouth Brethren, Seventh-Day Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses and Christadelphians.  John Nelson Darby, a Calvinist preacher from the Church of Ireland and a founder of the Plymouth Brethren, took on the mantle of Edward Irving and developed “Dispensational Premillennialism,” the popular form of Premillennialism in the last century.  The Dispensational Premillennial movement was fuelled by the publishing of the Scofield Reference Bible in 1909 and the fact that much of the fledgling Pentecostal movement came into line with the Dispensational view.  The most influential promoter of Dispensational Premillennialism in the 20th Century has been the ministry of Dallas Theological Seminary.  Its founder, Lewis Sperry Chafer, wrote an eight-volume Systematic Theology that laid the foundation for the influential ministry of faculty and graduates such as John Walvoord, Charle Ryrie (Ryrie Study Bible), Dwight Pentecost, J. Vernon McGee, Chuck Swindoll and Hal Lindsay.  Lindsay wrote The Late Great Planet Earth which sold 15 million copies in the 1970’s.  Other influential adherents of the Millennial doctrine include Herbert W. Armstrong, Jack Van Impe, John MacArthur, John Hagee, Rick Joyner, Mike Bickle and Tim LaHaye (author of the Left Behind series).
Non-Dispensational Premillennialism known as “Historic Premillennialism” or “Classical Premillennialism” holds to the general doctrine of Premillennialism without many of the extrapolations of Dispensational Premillennialism.  Notable adherents of Historic Premillennialism include Charles Spurgeon, George Eldon Ladd, Walter Martin, Francis Schaeffer and James Montgomery Boice.  Historic Premillennialism is currently on the upswing as more and more Premillennialists are becoming dissatisfied with some of the immoderation of the Dispensational teaching.
The Basic Doctrinal Constructs of the Three Different Views

Postmillennialism:  
Postmillennial doctrine is straightforward and relatively easy to understand.  It is 

that 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 is eventually to be Christianised and that the return of Christ is to occur at the end of a long period of righteousness and peace commonly known as the millennium.3
Postmillennialism is compelling in the sense that its main focus is the fulfillment of the “Great Commission” of Matthew 28:19-20: 
“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”
Postmillennialists ask the valid question of why Jesus would give us the Great Commission if he did not intend on seeing it fulfilled.  The reason for the coming of the Holy Spirit was to empower the church to be effective witnesses for the gospel.  Christ commanded the evangelization of the world and will not return until the task is accomplished.  The church needs to be about the Father’s business and return to its primary purpose of bringing souls into the kingdom.
Postmillennialism has been misunderstood as having a non-evangelical “social gospel” orientation and written off as promoting an unrealistic utopian idealism.  While there is some obvious validity to the latter criticism, the former misunderstanding needs to be corrected and all evangelicals would do well to be re-energized by the promise and power of the Great Commission.
Postmillennialists will counter the grim realities of societal trouble by pointing to the great progress that has been made, especially where the gospel has prevailed, in the fields of medicine, education, technology, economics, diplomacy and human rights.  They maintain that if the church would get back to the business of bringing the gospel of Jesus Christ to the world, we would see salvation, peace and prosperity come to the earth.  Postmillennialists, more the Premillennialists or Amillennialists, see a great harvest of souls—the majority of world population, if fact—coming into the kingdom of God and enjoying its benefits. 

A new and different form of postmillennial thinking called Christian Reconstructionism has appeared in recent years.  It advocates a form of Theonomy which says that the three God-given institutions of society, the family, the church, and civil government must submit themselves to the jurisdiction of God and his law in order to prosper.   Distinctly Calvinistic, Christian Reconstructionism denies the inherent goodness of people and would mistrust any lawmakers, other than Christians, to be able to govern righteously.  While advocating for limited involvement from the state in matters that affect the family and the church, most Christian Reconstructionists have a postmillennial-type hope for the Christianization of all elements of society and promote the election and appointment of Christians to government offices.
Premillennialism
There are two major categories of Premillennialism:  Historic Premillennialism and Dispensational Premillennialism.

Historic Premillennialism is historic in the sense that it dates back to the Second Century, in contrast to Dispensational Premillennialism which is a relatively recent development.  The three main differences between Historic and Dispensational Premillennialism are:
1. Post-Tribulation return of Christ rather than a Pre-Trib or Mid-Trib view:  Historic Premillennialists do not see warrant for believing that the church will be spared from an end-time tribulation coming upon the earth nor for believing in a “secret” rapture of the church where Jesus comes a first time to steal his church away and then a second time to set up his kingdom.  Historic Premillennialists contend that Jesus will return once, after the Tribulation period, and then establish a millennial kingdom on the earth.
2. The Role of Israel:  Dispensationalists see the church age as a major parenthesis leading up to the fulfillment of God’s unique purposes for the nation of Israel—that Israel has a special “dispensation” and is the key to interpreting end-time events.  Historic Premillennialists do not necessarily keep Israel and the church distinct in the purposes of God and see God’s purposes for Israel already fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ and the establishment of the one new man (Ephesians 2:15).
3. Biblical Interpretation: Historic Premillennialists tend to interpret the Old Testament in light of the New saying that the New Testament supercedes the Old while Dispensational Premillennialists get the bulk of their eschatological revelation from apocalyptic passages (Old and New Testament)  upon which is applied a much more literal hermeneutic.  
In this sense, then, Historic Premillennialism is also relatively simple and straightforward:  Jesus will return at any time, apart from the necessity of certain Middle Eastern events taking place (i.e. the rebuilding of the Jewish Temple), after which he will set up a millennial kingdom on the earth.
Dispensational Premillennialism picks up on the thoroughly Jewish theology, especially of the Intertestamental Period, that predicted and expected the establishment of the earthly reign of the Messiah.  Christian Dispensationalists expect that very thing to happen at the end of the age when Jesus returns to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6).  In this sense, then, Dispensationalism has a distinctly Jewish flavour and focus with prophetic Old Testament passages forming many of the core beliefs of Dispensational Premillennialism.  It is the re-establishment of the Kingdom of Israel with the Son of David ruling from David’s ancestral home which becomes the fulfillment of Dispensational eschatology.  The 20th Century resettlement of the Jewish homeland (Aliyah) and the establishment of Israel as a nation are seen as natural confirmations, then, of this viewpoint, creating excitement that the return of Christ and the establishment of the Millennial Kingdom is near.
Dispensational Premillennialism doctrine is more complicated than Historic Premillennialism, Postmillennialism or Amillennialism with major nuances regarding geo-political signs, a seven-year tribulation period, and how to apply a literal interpretation of John’s prophetic Revelation.  Dispensationalists are typically either “Pre-Trib,” meaning that Christ will return for the church before a seven-year tribulation period on the earth, or “Mid-Trib,” meaning that he will come 3 ½  years into the seven-year tribulation to rescue his saints away.  Dispensational Premillennialists believe in a precise seven-year tribulation while Historic Premillennialists and Amillennialists do not limit significant anti-Christ tribulation(s) to seven years.
Generally accepted Dispensational Premillennial eschatology looks something like this:

· Signs  of Christ’s return
· Matthew 24

· Rebuilding of Jerusalem Temple

· Rise of

· The Nation of Israel

· New Roman Empire/Anti-Christ/One World Government

· Gog and Magog and the enemies of Israel
· Rapture of the Church

· Seven Year Tribulation Period

· Reign of the Anti-Christ

· Cannot conduct business without the Mark of the Beast

· Those left behind have chance to repent and be saved

· Revival in Israel

· Temple is rebuilt and temple service, priests, and sacrifices are re-established
· Conversion of remnant Israel

· 144,000 Jewish Evangelists

· The Two Witnesses

· The Abomination of Desolation

· The Second Coming

· Battle of Armageddon 

· Destruction of Babylon/Anti-Christ/False Prophet

· Tribulation saints and OT believers raised

· The Millennial Kingdom

· Binding of Satan

· Temple Worship Continues

· 1000 year reign of peace and prosperity

· Animals co-exist peacefully

· Re-propagation of the earth

· Satan loosed at end of 1000 years

· Rebellion occurs against throne of Jesus

· Great White Throne Judgment

Amillennialism

Amillennialism highlights the concept of the Kingdom of God as an existent reality and sees Revelation 20:1-7 as a prophetic picture of that current kingdom reality.  Amillennialism emphasizes the present reign of Christ over against a literal establishment of a future earthly millennial kingdom.  The Amillennial eschatological hermeneutic precludes most of the Premillennial scenarios as it expects an imminent return of Jesus and interprets the return of Christ and the Day of the Lord as being one and the same.  Therefore, when Jesus Christ returns those who are alive and know the Lord will rise to meet him in the air, there will be a general resurrection of the living and the dead, the earth will be destroyed, judgment will be enacted, and the eternal home of righteousness will be established.  The “Left Behind” scenario is seen as a theologically tenuous proposition giving false hope to some who might think that they would still have time to repent and believe after the rapture of the church.
Amillennialism gives mostly figurative interpretations to the apocalyptic passages found in Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah and Revelation 4-22 and mostly literal interpretations to the eschatological passages of Matthew 24, Mark 13, Luke 21, Acts 1, 1 Corinthians 15, 1 Thessalonians 4, 2 Thessalonians 1 & 2, 2 Peter 3 and Revelation 1.  Amillennialism also sees the passages of the major Old Covenant prophets concerning the coming of the Messiah and the future glories of Israel as being fulfilled in the first advent of Jesus Christ and the kingdom authority currently delegated to his followers.
Please see the appendix for a simple visual chart of the four views of the Millennium.  Part 2 of this paper will present a case for Amillennialism and attempt to give a proper interpretation of Revelation 20:1-7.

1This view was solidified in post-Old Testament Jewish literature such as 1 Enoch, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch and the Jubilees

2A famous quote from Eusebias decried Papias as a man of “small mental capacity” (Eusebius, Historia Ecclestiastica. 3.39.13)

3Loraine Boettner, The Meaning of the Millennium: Four Views, Robert G Clouse, Ed., Intervarsity Press, Downers Grove, p117

For a very good overview of the four viewpoints go to
http://www.fivesolas.com/esc_chrt.htm  

For another good overview of the four viewpoints from a Dispensational Premillennialist go to
http://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/mill.cfm 
For a typical Dispensational Premillennial Chart interpreting Daniel and Revelation go to
http://www.wake-up.org/Charts/DandR_v3.pdf 
Visual Charts of the Four Major Views on The Millennium

Used with permission
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