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The Millennium and Great Tribulation 

Part One 
 

 
While there are few issues concerning the doctrine of the second coming of Christ, the events 
surrounding the second coming have been intensely debated throughout church history. Most of the 
discussion centers on the chronology (and actuality) of two eschatological events: The Millennium and 
The Great Tribulation. Theologians have wrestled with questions concerning the timing and participants 
involved in these events, and whether they are literal historical events or symbolic periods. These issues 
have produced fierce arguments and controversies, often leading to division within the body of Christ. 
While these eschatological events are vital to understand, they are still considered secondary issues, 
which should allow for liberty and freedom in discussion without the threat of dividing the church.  
 
 

Millennialism: Three Views 
 

The word “millennium” comes from a Latin word meaning, “thousand years.” In Scripture, we see this 
term used in Revelation 20:2-5, where John reports that the devil (i.e. Satan, the dragon) was bound “for 
a thousand years,” and certain people “came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years…the 
rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.”  Throughout history, there 
have been three major views concerning the interpretation of this thousand-year period.  
 
 
1. Postmillennialism  

 
a. Definition: The prefix “post-” means “after.” According to this view, Christ will return after the 

millennium to defeat Satan and establish the New Heavens and New Earth.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

b. Summary: In this view, the thousand-year reign of Christ began after Pentecost, when the 
church began expanding through the Great Commission. As the gospel progressed and the 
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church continued to grow, a larger and larger proportion of the world’s population became 
Christian. As a result of more Christian influence, society functioned more and more according 
to God’s standards, leading to a “millennial age” of peace and righteousness on the earth. In a 
sense, Satan had been bound and Christ ruled in spirit over the nations. This “millennium” will 
last for a long period of time (not necessarily 1000 years), and then Satan will be released and 
lead a rebellion, only to be destroyed by Christ at His return. Then the New Heavens and New 
Earth will be established. Postmillennialism offers an explanation for how Christ could bless the 
world in an era when sinners still sin, babies are still being born, and humans still experience 
death.  
 

c. Scriptural Support 
 
• Ezekiel 47:1-12 – In this vision, Ezekiel sees a gradual deepening of the water as it flows 

from God’s temple. As the water gets deeper, the kingdom of God is more complete. Finally, 
the kingdom is established, and eternal healing of the nations begins (i.e. heaven).  
 

• Matthew 13:31-32 – “He put another parable before them, saying, “The kingdom of heaven 
is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took and sowed in his field. It is the smallest of all 
seeds, but when it has grown it is larger than all the garden plants and becomes a tree, so 
that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches.” 

 
• Matthew 24:14 – “And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole 

world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” 
 
• Matthew 28:18-19 – “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go 

therefore and make disciples of all nations…And behold, I am with you always, to the end of 
the age.”  

 
• 1 John 5:4-5 – “For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world. And this is 

the victory that has overcome the world—our faith. Who is it that overcomes the world except 
the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?” 

 
d. Historical Considerations: This view would be considered a minority view, but there have been 

times when it was most popular, especially in the fourth century through the Middle Ages. The 
church father Augustine taught that the millennium does not lie in the future, but has already 
begun. During this time, Christianity had achieved astonishing political success. The Roman 
emperor Constantine was converted in 312 AD, which established Christianity as the official 
religion of the empire. It was assumed that this reign would last until the year 1000 AD, then 
Christ would return. After 1000 AD, the church revised its teaching to indicate the 1000-years 
was merely a symbolic period of church history. Postmillennialism was popular during periods 
when the church appeared to have global success, especially during the mid-to-late 1800s, when 
world missions increased.  
 

e. Weaknesses: However, while many of the postmillennial claims contain general theological 
truth, it does not seem to fit the pattern of Revelation 20.  
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• The kingdom does grow from a tiny seed to a global empire, but the trajectory laid out in 
Scripture is not one that continues to get better, but actually worse (cf. 2 Tim. 3:1-5, 12-13). 
 

• Jesus also seems to indicate that the world will not be dominated by Christianity, as “narrow 
is the gate” and “those who find it are few” (Matt. 7:13-14).  

 
• Both, the New Testament and church history, give evidence that the church has/will see an 

intensity of persecution until the return of Christ, not an increase in peace and Christian 
influence. The Scriptures reveal a growing church, but a suffering church as well.  

 
 
2. Premillennialism (Classic/Historic and Pretribulational)  
 

a. Definition: The prefix “pre–” means “before,” and the “premillennial” position says that Christ 
will come back before the millennium.  

 
b. Summary - Classic/Historic Premillennialism:  According to this view, the present church age 

will continue until a time of “great tribulation” (Matt. 24:21) and suffering comes on the earth. 
Tribulation will continue for a short period (seven years?) until Christ returns, when He will 
rapture surviving believers and raise deceased believers, giving each a new, glorified body. 
Then, Christ will physically reign on earth for 1000 years (possibly a symbolic expression of 
time). During this time, Christ will be physically present in His resurrected body and will rule as 
a literal King over the entire earth. Believers will reign along with Christ and will never die. 
Jesus will reign in perfect righteousness and peace will exist on earth, as Satan is bound in the 
“bottomless pit” for 1000 years. These 1000 years represent the golden age of world history. 
Unbelievers who remain on earth will have the opportunity to turn to Christ for salvation, and 
some will, but not all. They will still experience birth and death. At the end of this period, Satan 
will be released from prison and join forces with the remaining unbelievers to rebel against 
Christ, but they will be utterly defeated. Christ will raise the unbelievers who died throughout 
history and they will stand before Him in final judgment (“great white throne,” Rev. 20:11). 
After this judgment, believers and unbelievers will enter the final state.  
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c. Summary – Pretribulational Premillennialism: A variation of historic/classic 
premillennialism is pretribulational premillennialism. In this view, Christ will not only return 
before the millennium (i.e. pre-millennial), but also before the great tribulation (i.e. pre-
tribulational). Therefore, Christ actually makes two second comings: the first, to 
rapture/resurrect believers (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16-17), sparing them from the great tribulation; and a 
second return, joined with believers, to end the great tribulation and establish His 1000-year 
reign on earth. His (first) second coming will take place at some point toward the end of the 
church age, and his (second) second coming will presumably be seven years later. During the 
seven years, many of the eschatological signs will appear (increase in false teachings, false 
messiahs, cosmic signs, antichrist, and evangelism/ingathering of Jewish believers). This view is 
held by many dispensationalists who try to make a clear distinction between the church and 
Israel, which gives room for a massive Jewish inclusion in the end. The Jewish emphasis is 
extended in the millennium, as some teach that Christ will literally sit upon David’s throne in 
Jerusalem and rule the world from Israel. All of the Old Testament promises concerning Israel 
will be experienced during the millennium. At the end, the lost are resurrected and judged.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
d. Scriptural Support 

 
• Revelation 20: This view allows for two resurrections, as mentioned in Revelation 20: one 

for believers (beginning the millennium) and one for unbelievers (concluding the 
millennium). 
 

• Psalm 110: In this Psalm, David pictures the Messiah as a ruling, earthly king, whom the 
nations will honor and obey, and He will execute justice among them (“filling them with 
corpses; he will shatter chiefs over the wide earth,” 110:6; cf. Ps. 72; 1 Cor. 15:24-28). 
Irenaeus said that Christ’s 1000-year reign on earth is a fulfillment of Adam’s original task in 
the Garden, which he failed. Rather than failing to guard the earth from the dragon, Christ 
rules over His evil enemies.  

 
• Revelation 2:26-27 – “The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end, to him I 

will give authority over the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron, as when earthen 
pots are broken in pieces, even as I myself have receive authority from my Father” (cf. Rev. 
3:21; 12:5).  
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• Romans 8:19-23 (cf. Isa. 11:6-9; 65:25) – These verses reveal a future period when the earth 

will be released from its bondage set by the curse; humans and wildlife will co-exist in peace, 
natural disasters will be no more, etc. These verses find their fulfillment in the 1000-year 
reign of Christ.  

 
e. Historical Considerations: The millennial hope was very popular in the first three centuries 

when Roman rule was oppressive to the church. The church longed for the day when Christ 
would literally rule the earth. They also believed in an early return of Christ. Around the middle 
of the nineteenth century, premillennialism grew in popularity (somewhat as a response to 
liberals who maintain postmillennialism views), especially for those affirming dispensational 
theology, which exalts Israel.  
 

f. Weaknesses 
 
• Revelation 20:4 Amillennialists interpret the phrase, “the souls…came to life and reigned 

with Christ,” as a spiritual resurrection that occurs in heaven, not a physical resurrection on 
earth. Therefore, the millennium is a symbol that describes the church age, where people are 
being regenerated/resurrected by the Holy Spirit. This view rules out a literal millennial reign 
of Christ.  
 

• John 5:28-29 – “Do not marvel at this, for an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs 
will hear his voice and come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of life, and 
those who have done evil to the resurrection of judgment” (cf. Acts 24:15; Dan. 12:2). 
According to this verse, Jesus implies only one resurrection event, not two separate events at 
each end of the millennium.  

 
• If Christ comes in glory to reign on the earth, how could people still persist in sin? How 

would a worldwide rebellion culminating in the release and return of Satan be possible?  
 

g. Is it possible to embrace both post-and-pre-millennialism? Wayne Grudem proposes that it’s 
theologically possible for a person to be both post-millennial and pre-millennial at the same time. 
One could understand the millennium as Christ’s rule through the success of the gospel 
throughout church history and the future millennium as Christ’s earthly reign for 1000 years 
following church history. This is a very unpopular view, but theoretically possible.  

 
 
Next Week: We will examine the claims of Ammillennialism and the various views of the Tribulation.  


