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    The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,
and the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
and the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them.

    Isaiah 11:6

  






Introduction
Robert G. Clouse



One of the more difficult themes with which interpreters of the Bible must deal is the teaching of the kingdom of God. The problem is brought into sharp focus when the believer gives his or her explanation of such passages as Daniel 2 and Revelation 20. Attempts to relate these texts to the course of human history have led Christians to fashion a number of different systems explaining the return of Christ and his reign, three of which have been labeled premillennial, amillennial and postmillennial. These categories, although helpful and widely accepted, are in certain respects unfortunate as the distinctions involve a great deal more than the time of Christ’s return. The kingdom expected by the premillennialist is quite different from the kingdom anticipated by the postmillennialist, not only with respect to the time and manner in which it will be established but also in regard to its nature and the way Christ will exercise control over it. These views and their implications can be understood more clearly by defining them in detail.


Some Brief Definitions

Premillennialists generally believe that the return of Christ will be preceded by certain signs such as the preaching of the gospel to all nations, a great apostasy, wars, famines, earthquakes, the appearance of the Antichrist and a great tribulation. His return will be followed by a period of peace and righteousness before the end of the world. Christ will reign as King in person or through a select group of followers. This reign, rather than being established by the conversion of individual souls over a long period of time, will come about suddenly and by overwhelming power. The Jews will be converted and will become very important during this time. Nature will also share in the millennial blessings by being abundantly productive. Even ferocious beasts will be tamed. Evil is held in check during this age by Christ who rules with “a rod of iron.” However, at the end of the millennium there is a rebellion of wicked men which almost overwhelms the saints. Some premillennialists have taught that during this golden age dead believers will be resurrected with their glorified bodies to mingle freely with the rest of the inhabitants of the earth. After the millennium the non-Christian dead are raised and the eternal states of heaven and hell are established.

In contrast to the premillennialist, the postmillennialist explains that the kingdom of God is now being extended through Christian teaching and preaching. This activity will cause the world to be Christianized and result in a long period of peace and prosperity called the millennium. The new age will not be essentially different from the present. It emerges as an increasing proportion of the world’s inhabitants are converted to Christianity. Evil is not eliminated but will be reduced to a minimum as the moral and spiritual influence of Christians is heightened. The church will assume greater importance and many social, economic and educational problems will be solved. This period closes with the Second Coming of Christ, the resurrection of the dead and the final judgment.

Amillennialists hold that the Bible does not predict a period of universal peace and righteousness before the end of the world. They believe that there will be a continuous growth of good and evil in the world which will culminate in the Second Coming of Christ when the dead shall be raised and the last judgment held. Amillennialists hold that 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. Amillennialists interpret the millennium mentioned in Revelation 20 as describing the present reign of the souls of deceased believers with Christ in heaven.




Different Views at Different Times

Although these interpretations have never been without adherents in the history of the church, in certain ages a particular outlook has predominated. During the first three centuries of the Christian era, premillennialism appears to have been the dominant eschatological interpretation. Among its adherents were Papias, Irenaeus, Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Hippolytus, Methodius, Commodianus and Lactantius. During the fourth century when the Christian church was given a favored status under the emperor Constantine, the amillennial position was accepted. The millennium was reinterpreted to refer to the church, and the thousand-year reign of Christ and his saints was equated with the whole history of the church on earth, thus making for the denial of a future millennium. The famous church father, Augustine, articulated this position, and it became the dominant interpretation in medieval times. His teaching was so fully accepted that at the Council of Ephesus in 431, belief in the millennium was condemned as superstitious.

Even though official Church doctrine was amillennial, during the Middle Ages premillennialism continued among certain groups of believers. At times these millennialists used their teaching to strike at the establishment. For example, in areas whose population increased as traditional social bonds were shattered by differences in wealth, the desire for the millennium of peace and security became intense. Under leaders who claimed to be inspired by the Holy Spirit, the anxiety caused by new social conditions resulted in attempts to rebel against the oppressors in the name of God and in pursuit of the millennium.1 One of the last examples of this activity was a rebellion in the city of Münster in 1534. A man named Jan Matthys took control of the community preaching that he was Enoch preparing the way for the return of Christ by establishing a community of good and doing away with the prevailing law codes. Then he issued a call for all the faithful to gather at Münster because it was the New Jerusalem. A great multitude of Anabaptists fled to the city and were besieged by an army of both Protestants and Catholics. A reign of terror served to keep the community under the control of Matthys’s successor, Jan Bockelson, but the defenses finally collapsed and the town was taken.

Perhaps this episode led the Protestant Reformers to stay with Augustinian amillennialism. However, they did inaugurate changes in eschatological interpretation which set the stage for a great renewal of premillennial interest during the seventeenth century. Martin Luther (1483-1546), for example, advocated a more literal approach to the Scriptures, identified the papacy with the Antichrist and called attention to Bible prophecies. Some later Lutheran scholars redirected this interest to focus on a premillennial interpretation. John Calvin (1509-1564), like Luther, was very cautious in his approach to millenarian interpretations, possibly because of the excesses of some of the Anabaptists.2

Despite his opposition, it was a German Calvinist theologian, Johann Heinrich Alsted (1588-1638), who revived the teaching of premillennialism in an academic form in the modern world.3 Alsted’s book, The Beloved City (1627), which presented his views, caused the learned Anglican scholar, Joseph Mede (1586-1638), to become a premillennialist. The works of both men helped to inspire the desire for God’s kingdom on earth which accompanied the outbreak of the Puritan Revolution of the 1640s.4 However, with the restoration of the Stuart rulers, this outlook was discredited due to its connection with radical Puritan groups such as the Fifth Monarchy Men. Even so, premillennialism was not extinct in the eighteenth century as evidenced by the interest of J. H. Bengel, Isaac Newton and Joseph Priestley.

As premillennialism waned, postmillennialism became the prevailing eschatological interpretation receiving its most impressive formulation through the work of Daniel Whitby (1638-1726). According to his interpretation, the world was to be converted to Christ, the Jews restored to their land, and the pope and Turks defeated, after which the earth would enjoy a time of universal peace, happiness and righteousness for a thousand years. At the close of this period Christ would return personally for the last judgment. Perhaps because of its agreement with the views of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, postmillennialism was adopted by the leading commentators and preachers of the age.5

During the nineteenth century premillennialism again attracted widespread attention. This interest was fostered by the violent uprooting of European political and social institutions during the era of the French Revolution.6 There was also a renewed interest in the conversion and status of the Jews. One of the more influential leaders at this time was Edward Irving (1792-1834), a Church of Scotland minister who served a church in London, published many works on prophecy and helped to organize the Albury Park prophecy conferences. These meetings set the pattern for millennial gatherings throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The prophetic enthusiasm of Irving spread to other groups and found firm support among the Plymouth Brethren movement.

J. N. Darby (1800-1882), an early Plymouth Brethren leader, articulated the dispensationalist understanding of premillennialism. He described the coming of Christ before the millennium as consisting of two stages: the first, a secret rapture removing the church before the Great Tribulation devastates the earth; the second, Christ’s coming with his saints to set up the kingdom. He also believed that the church is a mystery of which only Paul spoke and that the purposes of God in Scripture could be understood through a series of time periods called dispensations. At his death Darby left forty volumes of writings and some fifteen hundred assemblies around the world. Through his books, which include four volumes on prophecy, the dispensational system was carried throughout the English-speaking world. The line of continuity from Darby to the present can be traced from his dispensationalist contemporaries and followers (C. H. Mackintosh, William Kelly and F. W. Grant) through the interceding scholars (W. E. Blackstone, James Hall Brooks, G. Campbell Morgan, H. A. Ironside, A. C. Gaebelein, and C. I. Scofield and his Scofield Bible) to the current adherents of his views.7 The extent of this influence has been so vast that in many evangelical circles today the dispensationalist interpretation prevails. The spread of Darby’s views was aided by Henry Moorhouse, a Brethren evangelist of dispensational outlook, who helped convince D. L. Moody (1837-1899) of his prophetic interpretation. By the end of the nineteenth century Moody was probably the outstanding leader among evangelicals. Darby’s impact on C. I. Scofield (1843-1921) was probably even more important since Scofield made dispensationalism an integral part of his Bible notes, and within fifty years three million copies of the Scofield Reference Bible were printed in the United States.8 In recent days the popularity of Hal Lindsey’s books again demonstrates the vitality of the dispensational view.9

Each of the systems which have been briefly mentioned in historic context has had devout evangelical Christian adherents. The situation remains the same today. The following essays are offered as statements of each position by staunch believers who also hold to the millennial views they express. Professor George Eldon Ladd of Fuller Theological Seminary presents what could be called “historic” premillennialism. Chancellor Herman A. Hoyt of Grace Theological Seminary writes about “dispensational” premillennialism. Loraine Boettner discusses the postmillennial view. A final essay by Professor Anthony A. Hoekema of Calvin Theological Seminary elaborates the amillennial position. At the conclusion of each of the articles the other contributors respond from their particular viewpoints. In addition, after a final word from myself, there is a selected bibliography of millennialist literature.

It is my hope that these articles will aid the serious student of Scripture in formulating his or her own conclusions concerning the interpretation of the millennium. The exposition of prophecy is an area of Christian doctrine in which the warning of Paul must always be kept in mind: “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully understood” (1 Cor. 13:12).
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Historic Premillennialism








Historic Premillennialism
George Eldon Ladd



Premillennialism is the doctrine stating that after the Second Coming of Christ, he will reign for a thousand years over the earth before the final consummation of God’s redemptive purpose in the new heavens and the new earth of the Age to Come. This is the natural reading of Revelation 20:1-6.

Revelation 19:11-16 pictures the Second Coming of Christ as a conqueror coming to destroy his enemies: the Antichrist, Satan and Death. Revelation 19:17-21 pictures first the destruction of Antichrist and the hosts which have supported him in opposition to the kingdom of God. Revelation 20 then relates the destruction of the evil power behind the Antichrist—“the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the Devil and Satan” (Rev. 20:2). This occurs in two stages.

First, Satan is bound and incarcerated in “the bottomless pit” (Rev. 20:1) for a thousand years “that he should deceive the nations no more” (Rev. 20:3) as he had done through Antichrist. At this time occurs the “first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5) of saints who share Christ’s rule over the earth for the thousand years. After this Satan is loosed from his bonds, and in spite of the fact that Christ has reigned over the earth for a thousand years, he finds the hearts of unregenerated men still ready to rebel against God. The final eschatological war follows when the devil is thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone. Then occurs a second resurrection of those who had not been raised before the millennium. They appear before the judgment throne of God to be judged according to their works. “If any one’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire” (Rev. 20:15). Then Death and the grave were thrown into the lake of fire.

Thus Christ wins his victory over his three enemies: Antichrist, Satan and Death. Only then, when all hostile powers have been subdued, is the scene ready for the eternal state—the coming of the new heaven and new earth (Rev. 21:1-4). This is the most natural reading of Revelation 20, and most “preterist” interpreters (those who understand the book to be a typical Jewish-Christian, first-century apocalypse and not a Christian prophecy of the end times) generally understand it in this way.

For those who regard it as a Christian prophecy of the actual consummation of God’s redemptive purpose, a further question remains. What other Scriptures teach a millennial reign of Christ? What other Scriptures can we draw on to find out what will be the nature of this reign?


The Question of Hermeneutics

In answer to these questions there is among evangelical scholars a sharp difference of opinion, and there are thus very different answers given. Dispensational theory insists that many of the Old Testament prophecies predict the millennium and must be drawn in to construct the picture of Messiah’s millennial reign. This view is based upon the hermeneutic that the Old Testament prophecies must be interpreted literally. Charles Ryrie, one of the more articulate spokesmen for dispensational theology, has made this very clear in his book, Dispensationalism Today.1

The first sine qua non of dispensationalism is the distinction between Israel and the church. Ryrie agrees with Daniel Fuller who says that “the basic premise of Dispensationalism is two purposes of God expressed in the formation of two peoples who maintain their distinction throughout eternity.”2 This conclusion rests upon a second principle: that of a literal system of biblical interpretation.3 This, however, has primary application to the Old Testament. The Old Testament promises that Israel will be God’s people forever, that they will inherit the land of Palestine forever, that they will form God’s theocratic kingdom forever. These predictions will be fulfilled in the millennium.

The opposite to a literal hermeneutic of the Old Testament is a “spiritualizing” hermeneutic, that is, a hermeneutic which finds the Old Testament prophecies fulfilled in the Christian church. Thus amillennialists usually find a “spiritual” interpretation of the millennium. The millennium is not a literal reign of Christ on the earth; it is either the reign of Christ in this age in his church, or it is the reign of the martyrs after death in the intermediate state.

The seriousness of this problem for the dispensationalist is seen in a quotation from Walvoord:


The modernist who spiritualizes the resurrection of Christ does so by almost the same techniques as are used by B. B. Warfield who finds heaven described in Revelation 20: 1-10. Further, the history of modern liberalism has demonstrated that its adherents are drawn almost entirely from amillennial ranks.4



Walvoord goes on to say that “the diverse theological systems of Roman Catholic, modern liberal, and modern conservative writers are found to be using essentially the same method.”5 This amounts to the claim that only dispensationalism, with its literal hermeneutic of the Old Testament, can provide a truly evangelical theology.

In my view this simply is not true. B. B. Warfield did not use the same “spiritualizing” hermeneutic as the liberal. The liberal admits that the New Testament teaches the bodily resurrection of Christ, but his philosophical presuppositions make it impossible for him to accept it. On the other hand, B. B. Warfield was the greatest exponent of a high view of biblical inspiration of his day. He was prepared to accept any doctrine which could be proved by the Scriptures. If he “spiritualized” the millennium, it was because he felt a total biblical hermeneutic required him to do so. This is not liberalism. It is a question where equally evangelical scholars who accept the Bible as the inspired Word of God should be able to disagree without the accusation “liberal.”

Ryrie correctly identified myself as a nondispensationalist because I do not keep Israel and the church distinct throughout God’s program; but I trust that my evangelical stance is not thereby suspect.6 In the study of the millennium I am prepared to accept whatever anyone can establish as biblical teaching; and if I do not accept dispensational distinctives, it is because I feel compelled by the inspired Word of God not to do so. Let this be clear: the Bible and the Bible alone is our one authority.

One of the chief arguments for interpreting the Old Testament prophecies concerning the end is that the Old Testament prophecies about the first coming of Christ were literally fulfilled. This, however, is an argument which must be closely examined. The fact is that the New Testament frequently interprets Old Testament prophecies in a way not suggested by the Old Testament context.

Let us take first a very simple illustration. Matthew 2:15 quotes from Hosea 11:1 to prove from Scripture that Jesus must come from Egypt. This, however, is not what the prophecy means in the Old Testament. Hosea says, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.” In Hosea this is not a prophecy at all but a historical affirmation that God had called Israel out of Egypt in the Exodus. However, Matthew recognizes Jesus to be God’s greater son and deliberately turns a historical statement into a prophecy. This is a principle which runs throughout biblical prophecy. The Old Testament is reinterpreted in light of the Christ event.

Let us look at a more significant illustration. The New Testament and the Christian church see a prophecy of the sufferings of the Messiah in Isaiah 53. Matthew applies this prophecy to Jesus (Mt. 8:17) although he does not refer to the sufferings to be endured by the servant. However, Philip interprets the sufferings of the servant to the Ethiopian eunuch as referring to Jesus (Acts 8:30-35).

How can anyone avoid recognizing that Isaiah 53 is a prophecy of the sufferings Jesus experienced?


But he was wounded for our transgressions,

he was bruised for our iniquities;

upon him was the chastisement that made us whole,

and with his stripes we are healed.

All we like sheep have gone astray;

We have turned everyone to his own way;

and the Lord has laid on him

the iniquity of us all. (Is. 53:5-6)



It is of course true that this is a prophecy of Jesus’ sufferings but only as it is interpreted after the event. Here is another illustration of the New Testament interpreting the Old Testament in light of the Christ event. The simple fact is, in its Old Testament setting, Isaiah 53 is not a prophecy of the Messiah. Messiah means “anointed” and designates the victorious, anointed Davidic king. This is seen clearly in Isaiah 11.


He shall not judge by what his eyes see,

or decide by what his ears hear;

but with righteousness he shall judge the poor,

and decide with equity for the meek of the earth;

and he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth,

and with the breath of his lips he shall slay the wicked. (Is. 11:3-4)



Here is an utterly different picture. The Messiah is to rule; he is to crush evil; he is to slay the wicked. How can such a victorious ruler be at the same time the meek and lowly one who pours out his soul in death (Is. 53:12)? This is why, in spite of Isaiah 53, Jesus’ disciples could not grasp the fact that he must suffer and die. Messiah is to conquer and rule, not be conquered and crushed. The Old Testament does not make it clear that before Messiah is to come as conqueror and ruler, he must first appear as the humble suffering servant.

A second fact is of equal importance. The suffering one is never called Messiah or son of David. He is an unnamed individual. Furthermore, in its context, the suffering one is the servant of the Lord who is sometimes identified with Israel. Isaiah 52:13—“Behold, my servant shall prosper”; Isaiah 50:10—“Who among you fears the LORD and obeys the voice of his servant?”; Isaiah 49:3—“You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified”; Isaiah 49:5—“And now the LORD says, who formed me from the womb to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to him, and that Israel might be gathered to him”; Isaiah 45:3—“It is I, the LORD, the God of Israel, who call you by name. For the sake of my servant Jacob, and Israel my chosen.”

In these references the servant is both Israel and one who redeems Israel. There is an interplay between these two concepts. But in neither case is the servant called the Messiah or the Davidic ruling king. Little wonder that it has been customary for Jewish exegetes to see in the servant not the conquering, delivering Messianic king, but the afflicted, suffering people of Israel. Isaiah 53 is not, in its own historical setting, a prophecy of Messiah. It becomes such only when it is interpreted in light of the Christ event.

This clearly establishes the principle that the “literal hermeneutic” does not work. For literally, Isaiah 53 is not a prophecy of Messiah but of an unnamed servant of the Lord. Old Testament prophecies must be interpreted in the light of the New Testament to find their deeper meaning.

This principle must be carried further. I do not see how it is possible to avoid the conclusion that the New Testament applies Old Testament prophecies to the New Testament church and in so doing identifies the church as spiritual Israel. I have come to this conclusion not because I read it in books or found it in some theological system, but from my own inductive study of the inspired Word of God.

A most vivid illustration of this principle is found in Romans 9 where Paul is talking about “us whom he has called, not from the Jews only but also from the Gentiles” (Rom. 9:24). In other words Paul is talking about the church in Rome which included some Jews but which was largely Gentile. To prove that it was God’s purpose to call such a people into being, Paul quotes two passages from Hosea:


As indeed he says in Hosea,

“Those who were not my people

I will call ‘my people,’

and her who was not beloved

I will call ‘my beloved.’”

“And in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’



They will be called ‘sons of the living God.’” (Rom. 9:25-26) In Hosea both of the passages refer to literal, national Israel. Because of her rebelliousness, Israel is no longer the people of God. “And the LORD said, ‘Call his name Not my people, for you are not my people and I am not your God’” (Hos. 1:9). Israel has been rejected by the Lord for her unbelief. Yet Hosea sees a day of future repentance when a disobedient people will become obedient. He sees a large remnant, like the sand of the sea. “And in the place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ it shall be said to them, ‘Sons of the living God’” (Hos. 1:10). This refers to a future conversion of the Jews. The same is true of the second prophecy: “And I will have pity on Not pitied, and I will say to Not my people, ‘You are my people’; and he shall say, ‘Thou art my God’” (Hos. 2:23). This again sees a future salvation of literal Israel when the people, whom God has rejected, will once again become the people of God.

Paul deliberately takes these two prophecies about the future salvation of Israel and applies them to the church. The church, consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, has become the people of God. The prophecies of Hosea are fulfilled in the Christian church. If this is a “spiritualizing hermeneutic,” so be it. But let no one say that it is liberalism. It is clearly what the New Testament does to the Old Testament prophecies.

The idea of the Church as spiritual Israel is seen in other passages. Abraham is called “the father of all who believe” (Rom. 4:11); Abraham is “the father of us all” who “share the faith of Abraham” (Rom. 4:16); “It is men of faith who are the sons of Abraham” (Gal. 3:7); “And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Gal. 3:19). If Abraham is the father of a spiritual people, and if all believers are sons of Abraham, his offspring, then it follows that they are Israel, spiritually speaking.

This is what leads Paul to say, “For he is not a real Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and physical. He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal” (Rom. 2:28-29). Now it is possible that in this verse Paul is speaking only of Jews, saying that a true Jew is not one who is only circumcised outwardly but who is also circumcised in the heart. He may not in these verses have Gentiles in view. But he clearly refers to the largely gentile church when he says to the Philippians, “For we are the true circumcision, who worship God in spirit, and glory in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:3).

Paul avoids calling the church Israel, unless it be in Galatians 6:16, but this is a much disputed verse. It is true, however, that he applies prophecies to the church which in their Old Testament setting belong to literal Israel; he calls the church the sons, the seeds of Abraham. He calls believers the true circumcision. It is difficult therefore to avoid the conclusion that Paul sees the church as spiritual Israel.

Another very important passage applies a prophecy given to Israel to the Christian church. In Jeremiah 31 the prophet foresees a day when God will make a new covenant with rebellious Israel. This new covenant will be characterized by a new work of God in the hearts of his people. “I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. . . . For they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (Jer. 31:33-34).

The book of Hebrews applies this to the new covenant made in the blood of Christ. Hebrews 8 contrasts the new order introduced by Christ with the passing order of the Old Testament. Christ serves in the “true tent,” not in the old, for the old is but “a copy and shadow of the heavenly sanctuary” (Heb. 8:5). Therefore Christ is the mediator of a new and better covenant, which rests on better promises (Heb. 8:6). “For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion for a second” (Heb. 8:7). These words make it clear that Hebrews is contrasting the old covenant which was defective with a second which has been established by Jesus. “For he finds fault with them. . .” (Heb. 8:8), that is, God finds fault with Israel under the old order because they constantly broke the terms of the covenant. Therefore, a new covenant is necessary; and in describing this new covenant made by Christ, Hebrews 8:8-12 quotes Jeremiah 31:31-34. It seems impossible to avoid the conclusion that this quotation refers to the new covenant with the people of God—the Christian church—the new covenant which has been made possible because of the sacrifice of Christ.

Then, referring to the Old Testament cult, Hebrews concludes, “In speaking of a new covenant he treats the first as obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away” (Heb. 8:13). It is impossible to tell whether the temple in Jerusalem was still standing (it was destroyed in the Jewish War, A.D. 66-70), for the exact date of Hebrews is in doubt. But one thing is clear: Hebrews announces that the old order of the temple with its sacrifices is passe.

One of the central tenets of dispensational millennialism, based on its literal hermeneutic of the Old Testament prophecies, is that in the millennium, the Jewish temple will be rebuilt and the entire sacrificial system reinstituted, according to the prophecies of Ezekiel 40—48. However, there will be a difference between the millennial sacrifices and the Old Testament sacrifices. The millennial sacrifices will be a memorial to the sacrificial death of Jesus. “Those who consider the millennial sacrifices as a ritual which will be literally observed in the millennium invest the sacrifices with the central meaning of a memorial looking back to the one offering of Christ.”7 Any idea of a restoration of the Old Testament sacrificial systems, whether memorial or otherwise, stands in direct opposition to Hebrews 8:13, which unambiguously affirms that the Old Testament cult is both obsolete and about to pass away.

Therefore Hebrews 8:8-13 refutes dispensational theology at two points: It applies a prophecy to the Christian church which in its Old Testament setting referred to Israel, and it affirms that the new covenant in Christ has displaced the Old Testament cult which is therefore doomed to pass away.

The main point in the preceding section is that many Old Testament passages which applied in their historical setting to literal Israel have in the New Testament been applied to the church. What does all this have to do with the question of the millennium? Just this: The Old Testament did not clearly foresee how its own prophecies were to be fulfilled. They were fulfilled in ways quite unforeseen by the Old Testament itself and unexpected by the Jews. With regard to the first coming of Christ, the Old Testament is interpreted by the New Testament.

Here is the basic watershed between a dispensational and a nondispensational theology. Dispensationalism forms its eschatology by a literal interpretation of the Old Testament and then fits the New Testament into it. A nondispensational eschatology forms its theology from the explicit teaching of the New Testament. It confesses that it cannot be sure how the Old Testament prophecies of the end are to be fulfilled, for (a) the first coming of Christ was accomplished in terms not foreseen by a literal interpretation of the Old Testament, and (b) there are unavoidable indications that the Old Testament promises to Israel are fulfilled in the Christian church.

The alert reader will say, “This sounds like amillennialism.” And so it does. I suspect that the amillennial writer will heartily agree with all that has been said thus far. However, there are two passages in the New Testament which cannot be avoided. One is Romans 11:26: “And so all Israel will be saved.” It is difficult to escape the conclusion that this means literal Israel.

Paul has used the figure of the olive tree—the people of God. Israel is the natural branches; Gentiles are the wild branches. Contrary to nature, wild branches have been grafted with the tree, while natural branches, Israel, have been broken off because of unbelief (Rom. 11:19). However, the natural branches will be regrafted into their own tree if they do not continue in unbelief (Rom. 11:23). If wild branches have been grafted into the tree contrary to nature, “how much more will these natural branches be grafted back into their own olive tree” (Rom. 11:24). This is the context of Paul’s statement, that a hardening has come upon (a large) part of Israel until the full number of the Gentiles comes in. “And so [that is, in this way, after a period of hardening] all Israel will be saved” (Rom. 11:26).

While the New Testament clearly affirms the salvation of literal Israel, it does not give any details about the day of salvation. This, however, must be said: Israel’s salvation must occur in the same terms as Gentile salvation, by faith in Jesus as their crucified Messiah. As we have already pointed out, New Testament exegesis (Hebrews 8) makes it difficult to believe that the Old Testament prophecies about the “millennial temple” will be fulfilled literally. They are fulfilled in the New Covenant established in the blood of Jesus. It may well be that Israel’s conversion will take place in connection with the millennium. It may be that in the millennium, for the first time in human history, we will witness a truly Christian nation. However, the New Testament does not give any details of Israel’s conversion and role in the millennium. So a nondispensational eschatology simply affirms the future salvation of Israel and remains open to God’s future as to the details.

It by no means follows, as some amillennialists argue, that because many of the Old Testament promises are fulfilled in the church, this is to be taken as a single normative principle and that all of the promises to Israel are fulfilled in the church without exception. We have already sought to prove that the New Testament teaches the final salvation of Israel. Israel remains the elect people of God, a “holy” people (Rom. 11:16). We cannot know how the Old Testament prophecies will be fulfilled, except to say that Israel remains the people of God and will yet experience a divine visitation which will result in her salvation.




The Context of Millennialism

A second consideration is equally important. Any millennial doctrine must be consistent with its New Testament context, particularly its Christology.

One of the central doctrines of the New Testament, often neglected, is that of the heavenly session of Christ. “When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (Heb. 1:3). This is a theme which is often reiterated in the New Testament. “Thou hast crowned him with glory and honor, putting everything in subjection under his feet” (Heb. 2:7-8). “But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, then to wait until his enemies should be made a stool for his feet” (Heb. 10:12-13).

Here we have a clear allusion to Psalm 110:1: “The LORD says to my lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool.’” The right hand is the place of preference, the place of power, the place of pre-eminence. This has to do with Christ’s reign as Messianic King. The right hand is in effect the throne of God. “He who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I myself conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne” (Rev. 3:21). Christ is now reigning from heaven as God’s vice regent. The reign of Christ has as its goal the subjugation of every hostile power. “Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1 Cor. 15:24-26). The New Testament does not make the reign of Christ one that is limited to Israel in the millennium. It is a spiritual reign in heaven which has already been inaugurated, and its primary purpose is to destroy Christ’s spiritual enemies, the last of which is death.

The truth of the present exaltation and reign of Christ is clearly expressed in the great Christological passage—Philippians 2:5-10. Although he existed in the form of God, Christ did not consider equality with God a thing to be grasped, as Adam had tried to do. Rather, he poured himself out by taking the form of a slave and was born in the likeness of men. Being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death, even the death of a cross. This is why God has highly exalted him and has given to Jesus the title and status of Lord. The goal is that at the name of Jesus, every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.

The primary primitive Christian confession was not of Jesus as Savior but of Jesus as Lord. “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom. 10:9). This is more than a confession that Jesus is my Lord. It is first a theological confession that I recognize that God has exalted Jesus to the status of Lord. He is the Lord; he has been exalted to God’s right hand. Therefore, I make him my Lord by bowing to his sovereignty.

Lordship and kingship are interchangeable terms. This is seen in 1 Timothy 6:15. God is our “blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords.” While this verse speaks of the Father, it is by the mediatorial work of the Lord Jesus that every enemy shall be put beneath his feet. When this has been accomplished and he has destroyed “every rule and every authority and power,” Jesus the Lord will deliver the kingdom to God the Father (1 Cor. 15:24). “When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to him who put all things under him, that God may be everything to every one” (1 Cor. 15:28).

The same truth is clearly set forth in Peter’s Pentecost address which he concludes with the statement, “Let all the house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts 2:36). Taken out of context, this verse might mean that Jesus became Lord and Christ at his exaltation. However, Acts 3:18 makes it clear that it was as the Christ that Jesus endured his sufferings. Therefore the verse means that in his exaltation, Jesus entered a new stage of his Messianic mission. Christ means “anointed one” and refers to his role as the anointed Davidic King. Lord is a religious word meaning absolute sovereign.

The significance of this saying is seen in Peter’s sermon. David knew that God had sworn to set one of his—David’s—descendents upon his throne. Therefore he foresaw and spoke of the resurrection of Christ. He has been exalted at the right hand of God. “For David did not ascend into the heavens; but he himself says, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, till I make thy enemies a stool for thy feet’” (Acts 2:34-35). Here again is the quotation from Psalm 110. Again it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Peter means that in Jesus’ exaltation and session at the right hand of God, God has fulfilled the promise of Psalm 110. Peter, under inspiration, has transferred the throne of David from Jerusalem—Zion (Ps. 110:2)—to heaven. In his session Jesus has been made Lord. He has also begun his reign as the Messianic, Davidic King. He has entered upon his reign as Lord and Christ.

This truth is reflected in one of the three Greek words used to designate the Second Coming of Jesus: apokalypsis, which means “revelation.” Paul tells the Corinthians that they are awaiting “the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:7). The return of the Lord will mean rest for afflicted Christians “when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven” (2 Thess. 1:7). The Second Coming of Christ will mean nothing less than the disclosure to the world of the sovereignty and lordship which is already his. He is now the Lord; he is now reigning at the right hand of God. However, his present reign is seen only by the eye of faith. It is unseen and unrecognized by the world. His second advent will mean the unveiling—the revelation—the disclosure of the lordship which is already his. It will mean “the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Tit. 2:13).

We cannot find warrant in the Scripture for the idea that Jesus is Lord of the church while the King of Israel. We do not find in Scripture the idea that Jesus begins his Messianic reign at his parousia and that his kingship belongs primarily to the millennium. We find on the contrary that the millennial reign of Christ will be the manifestation in history of the lordship and sovereignty which is his already.




Millennialism

We must now turn to the New Testament to study its teachings about a millennium. For reasons outlined above, a millennial doctrine cannot be based on Old Testament prophecies but should be based on the New Testament alone.

The only place in the Bible that speaks of an actual millennium is the passage in Revelation 20:1-6. Any millennial doctrine must be based upon the most natural exegesis of this passage.

The book of Revelation belongs to the genre of literature called apocalyptic. The first apocalyptic book was the canonical Daniel. This was followed by a large group of imitative apocalypses between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100 such as Enoch, Assumption of Moses, 4 Ezra, and the Apocalypse of Baruch. Two facts emerge from the study of apocalyptic: The apocalypses use highly symbolic language to describe a series of events in history; and the main concern of apocalyptic is the end of the age and the establishment of God’s kingdom. Sometimes there is a Messiah but not always. In the Assumption of Moses, it is God himself who establishes his kingdom.8 To illustrate: Daniel sees four beasts rise out of the sea which represent a succession of four worldwide empires. Then he sees one like a son of man come to the throne of God, receive a kingdom which he brings to earth to the saints of the Most High (Dan. 2). This is Daniel’s way of describing the end of the age and the establishment of God’s kingdom.

In the Revelation of John the beast of chapter 13 is both the Rome of ancient history and an eschatological Antichrist.9 The first thing to note is that the events of Revelation 20 follow the vision of the Second Coming of Christ, which is pictured in 19:11-16. In this vision the emphasis is altogether on the coming of Christ as the Conqueror. He is pictured as riding on a white horse like a warrior, accompanied by the armies of heaven. He comes as “King of kings and Lord of lords” (Rev. 19:16). He comes to do battle with Antichrist, who has been pictured in chapters 13 and 17. It is noteworthy that the only weapon mentioned is the sword that proceeds from his mouth. With it he smites the nations (Rev. 19:15). Here is a marvel indeed. He wins his victories by his word alone, which is “living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword” (Heb. 4:12). He will not win his victory by the use of the military weapons of the world but with his bare word. He will speak and the victory will be his.

Some systems of interpretation do not see in this vision the Second Coming of Christ. Rather they see a highly symbolic portrayal of the witness of the Word of God in the world through the church. This interpretation seems impossible. The theme of the Revelation is the return of the Lord to consummate his redemptive work. “Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, every one who pierced him; and all the tribes of the earth will wail on account of him” (Rev. 1:7). We cannot here review the role the Second Coming of Christ plays in New Testament theology as a whole. It can only be said that it is an absolutely central doctrine in every portion of the New Testament. The Incarnation was a divine invasion into history in which the divine majesty and glory were veiled in Jesus’ humanity. The Second Coming will be a second divine invasion in which the majesty and glory of God will be revealed. Revelation 19 is the only passage in the Revelation which describes the Second Coming of Christ. If this passage be interpreted differently, the Revelation nowhere describes the return of the Lord.

Furthermore, Revelation 19:6-10 announces the “marriage of the Lamb”—the union of Christ with his bride, the church, which will occur at Christ’s return. The marriage itself is not described; it takes place at the return of the Lord. The theme is mentioned again in 21:2 where the heavenly Jerusalem, representing the redeemed people of God, is seen coming down from heaven, “prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.” Jesus used the metaphor of a wedding feast to describe the eschatological coming of the kingdom (Mt. 22: 1-14), and he likened the unknown hour of the coming of the kingdom to the uncertain hour of the coming of the bridegroom (Mt. 25:1-13). Paul likens the relationship of the church to Christ to that of a “pure bride [virgin] to her one husband” (2 Cor. 11:2). Here, the church is not yet the wife; the marriage is the eschatological union. Again Paul likens the relationship of Christ and his church to that of a husband and his wife (Eph. 5:25-33), but the actual wedding is viewed as future when the church is presented before him “in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:27). In the Revelation the actual event of the wedding is nowhere described; it is a metaphorical way of alluding to the final redemptive act when “the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself will be with them” (Rev. 21:3).

Chapters 19—20 form a continuous narrative announcing the marriage of the Lamb, the victorious return of Christ and his victory over his enemies. Revelation 19:17-21 describes in terms of ancient warfare Christ’s victory over the beast and the false prophet: “These two were thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulphur” (19:20). Chapter 20 relates Christ’s victory over the one who stood behind the beast, the devil. The victory over the devil occurs in two stages. First, he is bound and shut up in the “bottomless pit” for a thousand years, “that he should deceive the nations no more” (Rev. 20:3), as he had done through the beast. Only at the end of the thousand years is Satan finally cast into the lake of fire and brimstone to share the fate of the beast and the false prophet (20:10).

This is to me the only admissible exegesis of Revelation 20:1-6. The exegesis of the passage depends upon one’s interpretation of verses 4-5: “They [the persons mentioned earlier in v. 4] 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.” The Greek behind the translation “they come to life” is a single verb, ezēsan, which could also be translated “they lived.” What does it mean “to live”? The entire interpretation of the passage hinges upon the question of whether the first ezēsan and the ezēsan of the rest of the dead mean the same thing, namely, bodily resurrection. What is the “first resurrection”? Is it literal, a resurrection of the body, or spiritual, a resurrection of the soul? If we can find the answer to this question, we shall have the key to the solution of the millennial question in this passage.

The “spiritual” interpretation of the first ezēsan cannot be objected to on the grounds that the New Testament does not teach any spiritual resurrection, for it clearly does. Ephesians 2:1-6 teaches that we, who once were dead in sins, have been made alive and have been raised from the dead with Jesus Christ. This is clearly a resurrection of the spirit which occurs when one comes to faith in Jesus Christ.

Again, in John 5:25-29, spiritual resurrection and bodily resurrection occur in the same context:


Truly, truly I say unto you, the hour is coming, and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live [zesousin]. . . . Do not marvel at this; for the hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and come forth, those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment.



Here is first a spiritual resurrection, to be followed by an eschatological bodily resurrection. Nonmillenarian interpreters argue that Revelation 20 should be interpreted in a way analogous to John 5.

This passage does not provide a real analogy to the passage in the Apocalypse, however. There is this all-important difference. In John the context itself provides the clues for the spiritual interpretation in the one instance and the literal in the other. Concerning the first group who live, the hour has already come. This makes it clear that it refers to those who are spiritually dead and who enter into life upon hearing the voice of the Son of God. The second group, however, are in the tombs. They are not spiritually dead but physically dead. Such dead are to be brought back to life again. Part of them will experience a “resurrection of life,” a bodily resurrection into the eternal life of the Age to Come. The rest will be raised to a “resurrection of condemnation,” to the execution of the decree of divine judgment which rests upon them because they have rejected the Son of God and the life he came to bring (John 3:18, 36). The language of these words makes it indubitable that Jesus wishes his hearers to know that he is speaking of two kinds of “living”: a present spiritual resurrection and a future bodily resurrection.

In Revelation 20 there is no such contextual due for a similar variation of interpretation. The language of the passage is quite clear and unambiguous. There is neither necessity nor contextual possibility to interpret either ezēsan spiritually in order to introduce meaning to the passage. At the beginning of the thousand years some of the dead come to life; at the conclusion, the rest of the dead come to life. There is no evident play upon words here. The passage makes perfectly good sense when interpreted literally.

This is reinforced by the fact that the same word is used in reference to coming to life twice elsewhere in the Revelation. In Revelation 2:8 we read, “The words of the first and the last, who died and came to life” (ezēsan). Here is a clear reference to the resurrection of Jesus. In 13:14 we read of the beast “who was wounded by the sword and yet lived” (ezēsan). From 13:3, we know that the wound was “a mortal wound,” a wound unto death.

We must conclude that such passages as Ephesians 2 and John 5 are not truly analogous to Revelation 20 and do not provide sufficient justification for interpreting the first ezjustification for interpreting the first san spiritually and the second literally. Natural inductive exegesis suggests that both words are to be taken in the same way, referring to literal resurrection. We can do no better than to repeat the oft-quoted words of Henry Alford:
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