The Millennium

Part 2:  A Case for Amillennialism
Introduction
In part 1 of this paper, I attempted to be relatively objective in outlining the history and different perspectives regarding millennial doctrine.  In part 2, I present a case for Amillennialism.  I say “a” case because I do not intend to offer any other view than my own regarding the Millennium and the interpretation of Revelation 20:1-7.  There are a number of compelling and more scholarly defences of the Amillennial viewpoint, all of which would vary somewhat from what I submit here.  My goal is not to represent a camp and its view.  I simply want to take a fresh and straightforward approach to understanding what the Bible says about the end of this age.
Though doctrine is never developed in a vacuum, the reasons for my view of what happens when Jesus comes back have little to do with who believed what or when in the history of the church.  How the church dealt with the doctrine of the Millennium is intriguing, certainly, but my conclusions on the subject come out a very simple biblical hermeneutic.  Like most of my Christian friends, when I was born-again, I assumed the popular Dispensational view of the return of Christ but I became dissatisfied with the cumbersomeness and complexity of the doctrine.  Certainly, a sound biblical eschatology should be more simple and easier to understand.  Did I really need a twelve-foot fold out chart spread across the expanse of some classroom wall to comprehend what happens when Jesus comes back?  Did I really need a “prophecy expert” and his thousand-page dissertation to explain the end-times to me?  Ironically, even though I went to seminary with a historic bent toward Amillennialism, I can’t recall any lecture in my curriculum devoted to the subject.  As I studied the Scriptures for myself, it became apparent to me that what happens when Jesus comes back was not so complicated after all.

The fact is, Dispenstational doctrine makes for a much more interesting and exciting storyline.  From Hal Lindsay’s The Late Great Planet Earth to Tim LaHaye’s, Left Behind Series, the idea of a secret rapture, seven-year tribulation, invading hordes of Chinese and Russians into the Middle East, and a hundred other sub-plots followed by Armageddon, a thousand years of earthly prosperity and the establishment of Jerusalem as the world capital with the re-institution of Jewish Law and Temple worship, makes for a pretty snazzy drama.  It’s not that the return of Christ will be ho-hum.  It is just that it won’t take an eight-volume series to describe it.

A Case for Amillennialism
Here are some reasons why a literal one-thousand year reign called “The Millennium” makes very little biblical sense and why Amillennialism best reflects a sound biblical eschatology.

1. There is no other plain New Testament witness for The Millennium:  The doctrine of The Millennium violates the imperative biblical principle of a matter being established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.  It does not have specific and clear corroboration in the New Testament (or the Old, for that matter).  Revelation 20 is the only place in the entire Bible which references a thousand-year reign—there is no other direct witness to such a thing.  The doctrine of The Millennium is conspicuously absent from the New Testament passages that distinctly and clearly refer to the coming of the Lord and the end of the age.  Why is there no clear verification of such an important doctrine?  One might argue that “once is enough” but once is actually not enough when it comes to correctly handling the Word of Truth—especially considering the abstract nature of the passage in question. This reason alone indicates that the doctrine of The Millennium is on unsure footing
2. Revelation 20:1-7 should be interpreted figuratively, not literally:  In Revelation chapters 4-22, John, the Beloved, is given a panoramic prophetic vision concerning the ultimate victory of Jesus Christ and those who belong to him.  Like most prophetic visions and dreams it carries symbolic meaning that needs to be interpreted correctly.  In Genesis, for example, Joseph’s dream of the sun, moon and stars bowing down to him and Pharaoh’s dream of seven fat cows and seven sleek cows were not to be interpreted literally.  They meant something—something very important, indeed, that would have been missed if a literal interpretive approach would have been applied.  Most of Revelation 4-22 finds its greater and most meaningful understanding in the metaphors that are portrayed.  For instance, in the chapter that immediately precedes Revelation 20, we have prophetic picture of the conquering Lord Jesus riding a white horse, dressed in a robe that is dipped in blood, wearing many crowns, and he has a sharp sword coming out of his mouth.  Does this mean that when Jesus returns he will literally be on a horse, dressed in a robe that is dipped in blood, wearing many crowns, having a sharp sword coming out of his mouth?  I don’t think so.  A literal interpretation of this text misses the point and actually takes away from its meaning.  The same can be said of Revelation 20:1-7.

3. The distinct New Testament passages regarding the Parousia preclude the idea of the Millennium: The most valid way to approach the study of what happens when Jesus comes back is to begin with the New Testament passages that we know for certain address the return of Christ.  The main ones are Matthew 24, Mark 13, Luke 21, Acts 1, 1 Corinthians 15, 1 Thessalonians 4, 2 Thessalonians 1 & 2, 2 Peter 3 and Revelation 1.  We need to start here and then move to the apocalyptic passages of Revelation, Daniel and Ezekiel.  If you start with the concrete and move to the abstract you will have a much simpler and clearer understanding of end-times theology.  To start with Revelation 20 is a mistake.  As B.B. Warfield has said, “Nothing, indeed, seems to have been more common in all ages of the church than to frame an eschatological scheme from this passage, imperfectly understood, and then to impose this scheme on the rest of scripture vi et armis.”1 The complications and confusions associated with Dispensational doctrine come from having to interpret the concrete in light of the abstract.  I am convinced that if you begin with what we find in the Gospels and Epistles concerning the Parousia (the coming of the Lord), the idea of the Millennium becomes a non-starter:
a. The secret rapture is erroneous:  
i. We rise, not vanish, at the coming of the Lord.  If you saw the movie Left Behind, the believers who were raptured did not rise, they disappeared.  The Scripture says nothing about us disappearing.  The Heavenly Groom is coming with great fanfare to receive his Bride, not to secretly steal her away to elope.  Jesus said, “They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory” (Matthew 24:30).

ii. Jesus’ return will be visible to all. For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man (Matthew 24:27).  Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, (Revelation 1:7).  

iii. Jesus’ return will be loud.  For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God… (1 Thessalonians 4:16). 
b. Final judgment occurs at the coming of Christ:
i. For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done. –Matthew 16:27
ii. When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory.  All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left… –Matthew 25:31-33
iii. Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God. -1 Corinthians 4:5 
iv. …when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have believed. -2 Thessalonians 1:7-10
v. Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day--and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing. -2 Timothy 4:8

Millennial theology teaches that the judgement of the world does not happen until after the Millennium.  But these, and other, New Testament passages indicate that the world will be judged at the coming of the Lord.  This conclusively precludes an earthly millennial kingdom.
c. The return of Jesus and the Day of the Lord are one and the same:  Dispensational doctrine says that there are different stages of the Parousia—that there is a “second” second-coming (or perhaps even a third).  This doctrine separates the coming of the Lord from what is known in various places in the Bible as the “Day of the Lord.”  But if you compare Matthew 24:43-44 and Luke 12:39-40 with 1 Thessalonians 5:1-3, 2 Thessalonians 1:7-10 and 2 Peter 3:10 the natural conclusion is that the Day of the Lord is immediately ushered in by the return of Christ:
i. Matthew 24:43-44: But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into. So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.
ii. Luke 12:39-40: But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have let his house be broken into. You also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him."
iii. 1 Thessalonians 5:1-3: Now, brothers, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying, "Peace and safety," destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape.
iv. 2 Thessalonians 1:7-10:  This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have believed.
v. 2 Peter 3:10:  But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.
If the return of Jesus and the Day of the Lord are one and the same then the Millennium is impossible for, according to Millennial doctrine, the cataclysmic destruction of the heavens and the earth and the establishing of the new heavens and new earth does not happen until after the thousand year reign of Christ.  But if these cataclysmic events are ushered in by the return of Christ, the idea of the Millennium is precluded.
4. The Millennium reverts the progression of Salvation History:  The Millennium, as popularly understood, would, in many ways, be a regression from the victory and heavenly majesty attained by Jesus and by the saints who presently reign with him in glory.  The Millennium is portrayed as an era of great peace, prosperity and longevity but not ultimate perfection and sinlessness.  It would certainly be a step up from what we on the earth now know, but, just as certainly a step down from the Paradise gained by those who have already gone on to be with Jesus.  Are we to believe that Jesus will once again come to live on the earth and govern a people who will eventually sin and rebel?  Are we to believe that those who have been ushered into the Presence of the Almighty will be ushered out of his presence to a lesser glory?  Are we to believe that those who have been saved by the magnificent gospel of grace need to return to see the re-establishment of the Jewish religion on the earth and the re-institution of Temple rituals including the sacrifice of animals?  Would this not be a reversion to what Paul calls the weak and beggarly elements of religion (Galatians 4:9 KJV)?  
As good as The Millennium sounds compared to our present state, it severely diminishes the intended glories of Paradise which are part and parcel of the gospel that Jesus gave his life for us to attain. The Millennium falls short of providing us with the ultimate reward procured by Jesus for our salvation.  The Millennial kingdom is not the New Heaven and New Earth—the home of righteousness (2 Peter 3:10) that will be established at Jesus’ coming.  The New Heaven and New Earth is the final chapter (as we know it) in the progression of salvation history—which culminates at the return of the Lord.  This is the hope that we have regarding his appearing.  The Millennial kingdom is a regression again to imperfect earthly existence and does not fulfill this hope.
5. Those who look for an earthly kingdom continue to misunderstand the true nature of the kingdom of God:
a. Luke 17:20-21:  Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, "The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, `Here it is,' or `There it is,' because the kingdom of God is within you."
b. John 18: 36: Jesus said, "My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from another place."
c. Luke 19:11:  He went on to tell them a parable, because he was near Jerusalem and the people thought that the kingdom of God was going to appear at once.
d. John 3:3,5:  Jesus declared, "I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again”…. “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.”
e. Romans 14:17:  For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.
f. 1 Corinthians 15:50: I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.
6. The Kingdom of God is a present spiritual reality : 
a. Matthew 6:10:  Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  This is not a prayer for the establishment of a future earthly kingdom—it is a prayer for the spiritual realities of the kingdom of God come into effect right here and now where we live.
b. Matthew 6:33:  But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness….
c. Matt 11:12:  From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.
d. Matt 12:28:  “If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.”
e. Mark 1:15:  "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (NASB).
f. Luke 12:32: "Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom.”
g. Acts 1:3u: He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.  Was Jesus speaking of a future kingdom or a present one?
Those who believe the Millennium certainly do not deny points 5 and 6 above, but the more you identify with the essential nature of the kingdom of God—as a spiritual kingdom emphasised as a present reality—the less plausible is the concept that the Millennium is the ideal fulfillment of kingdom reality.  The real kingdom is spiritual and it is now.  This is not to say that the concept of a future and greater consummation of the kingdom of God is an illusion.  There are many New Testament Scriptures that refer to the glorious and  ultimate fulfillment of the kingdom of God (i.e. Mt 8:11; Mt 13:40-43; Mt 25:34; Mt 26:29; Mk 14:25; Lk 13:28-29; Lk 21:31; Lk 22:16; Lk 22:30; 2 Tim 4:1,18; 2 Peter 1:11; Rev 11:15), but virtually all of them represent an eternal perfected glory as opposed to a temporal earthly kingdom.
7. The Amillennial viewpoint makes no allowances for compromised discipleship: Doctrine is important.  Bad doctrine hinders a proper relationship with the Lord and can even cause someone to miss Heaven.  Sound doctrine sets the right course for the Christian life and reveals the Lord as he desires to be known.  An important way to evaluate doctrine is to consider how it affects, or would affect, a person’s walk with Jesus.  Does a doctrine curtail freedom in Christ, promote legalism or allow room for compromise or complacency?  I once heard a prophecy expert on Christian TV say, “We know that Jesus is not coming back tomorrow because he cannot come back until the Jewish temple in Jerusalem is rebuilt in preparation for the Millennium.”  Does this not go against the tenor of Jesus’ teaching regarding readiness for his return and could it not promote an unholy rationale for persons in “the valley of decision” to waver in their resolve to walk with Christ?  But if the return of Christ is immanent should you not live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming (2 Peter 3:11-12)?  While Historic Premillennialism does not fall into this trap, both Postmillennialism and Dispensational Premillennialism are at fault for allowing persons to believe that the return of Christ is not necessarily immanent.  The main lesson from all of Jesus’ parables concerning his return at the end of the age is “be ready for you do not know at what hour your Lord will return.”
Why Not Postmillennialism?

As noted in part 1, Postmillennialism offers a forceful argument regarding the gospel’s capacity to effect societal change and a compelling challenge for Christians to take seriously the Great Commission.  It can be said that of the major viewpoints, Postmillennialism is the most optimistic and faith-filled.  Particularly convincing are the kingdom parables of Matthew 13 about the growth of the mustard seed and the permeation of the yeast.
The problem is, again, if you look at the New Testament Scriptures that deal directly with the return of the Lord and the last days, you find a different story than what Postmillennialists would propose.  Neither Jesus nor the apostolic writers are particularly optimistic about the state of the world at the end of the age.  Jesus, in fact, is rather pessimistic.  Yes, the gospel is the power of God for salvation.  Yes, the kingdom of God is to permeate society like yeast permeates dough.  Yes, the nations are the inheritance of the Son of God.  Yes, the kingdom of this world will become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ.  But the hope that this age will close with worldwide peace, prosperity and godliness has serious biblical contradictions:
· Jesus answered: "Watch out that no one deceives you.  For many will come in my name, claiming, `I am the Christ,' and will deceive many.  You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come.  Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes in various places.  All these are the beginning of birth pains.  "Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me.  At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other, and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people. Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved… -Matthew 24:4-13

· When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth? -Luke 18:8

· The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. -1 Timothy 4:1
The Postmillennial hope is worthy of consideration, but unrealistic.  Many evolutionists have a similar hope, namely that we are progressively moving toward an age of great technological and social advancement which will rid the world of poverty, strife and sickness.  Of course, the Postmillennial hope has a far different basis, but, in light of the teaching of Jesus concerning the state of the world at the end of the age, neither the Postmillennial or evolutionary hope is much hope at all.
1 B.B. Warfield, “The Millennium and the Apocalypse,” The Princeton Theological Review 2 (October, 1904), 3 as quoted by Kenneth L Gentry Jr., The Millennium and Beyond, 51
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