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18. The Millennial Reign of Christ (Chapter 20) 

 

 After revealing the demise of the Beast and the False Prophet, John goes on to disclose the 

fate of their overlord, Satan.  In the process, he unfolds the reality of the millennium, in which 

Christ will reign on this earth while Satan is bound.  When the thousand years come to an end, 

Satan leads one final rebellion before God cast him into the lake of fire.  At the close of this 

unsuccessful rebellion, God raises the unbelieving dead and sends them to their final fate.   

 

a. The Binding of Satan (20:1-3) 

 

Observation Question: Who are the actors in verses 1 through 3 and what do they do? 

 

 

 

  Christ has returned and is in the process of setting up His kingdom.  After slaughtering 

His adversaries and banishing the Beast and the False Prophet, He now turns His attention 

to the chief rebel – Satan.   

 

i. The Angel (vs. 1)  John beholds an angel descending from heaven, to whom God has 

delegated the task of binding Satan.  The reason why the angel must descend in order to 

apprehend Satan is because, as we learned in 12:9,12, through the efforts of Michael 

the archangel the Dragon has been relegated to the earth.  While there, he tormented the 

entire world, sought to slaughter the Woman (Israel, Rev. 12:15), and then went after 

the rest of her seed (the believing tribulation Saints, Rev. 12:17).  By empowering the 

Antichrist and the False Prophet, Satan managed to manipulate the world into 

persecuting and murdering God’s people.  Now, Satan’s reign of terror will cease as the 

Angel comes with the key to the abyss and a great chain in his hand. 

 

Key to the abyss:  The Angel has a key to unlock the shaft which leads to the abyss.  

We were first introduced to this term when Jesus confronted the Gerasene Demoniac in 

Luke 8:31.  Knowing who Jesus was, the demons who were in the man begged Him not 

to cast them into the abyss.  In Revelation 9 this abode is also mentioned, as angels 

release demonic locust from the abyss to torment those without the seal of God.  In 

summary, we learn that the demons fear being cast into the abyss and that while there 

their power is restrained.      

 

Great Chain in His Hand:  Both Paul and Peter wore chains in their respective 

imprisonments, but the chain mentioned here goes way beyond metal links used to 

shackle humans.  This one has the power to confine Satan.   

 

Thought Question: Some who interpret Revelation symbolically point out that the chain 

could not refer to a literal steel chain.  This, they believe, gives them greater liberty in their 

interpretation of the passage (i.e. amillennialists and postmillennialists).  Even if the chains 

are not literal, what is the literal point of this imagery? 
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The literal point is that Satan has been rendered powerless.  He is captive by God, 

unable to rebel, deceive, or destroy.  The Almighty has isolated and imprisoned the 

enemy.   

 

ii. The Imprisonment (vs. 2-3)   
 

Springing into action immediately, the angel seizes the dragon, the serpent of 

old, the devil who is Satan
61

 and binds him with the chain for the duration of a thousand 

years.   

 

 The mention of a thousand years has led to much contentious debate in theological 

circles.  Those of the amillennial persuasion need to stretch this number in order to fit 

their system, as they believe that the millennium occurs during the time between the 

two advents of Christ (which is clearly more than a thousand years).   

 

 In order to reconcile this with the explicit mention of the 1,000 years, advocates of 

this view and others like it contend that Revelation is full of symbolic numbers, thus the 

precise amount of time is inconsequential.  Speaking from this perspective one 

amillennial commentator notes, “One thousand is ten to the third power and denotes 

fullness. It is therefore more in line with the tone and tenor of Revelation to interpret 

the term metaphorically.”
62

   

 

Thought Question: How would you respond to the above view? Are the numbers in 

Revelation not to be taken literally?  Why or why not? 

 

 

 

 

This view of numbers within the book of Revelation is filled with serious flaws.  Allow 

me to enumerate: 

 

1. Even if numbers did have symbolic meaning, that does not detract from their literal 

value.  For instance, the seven trumpet judgments may denote perfect wrath, but 

when listed they clearly refer to seven different and distinct judgments.  The same 

can be said of the seven churches (Rev. 2-3), the twelve apostles (Rev. 21:14) and 

the twelve tribes (Rev. 21:12).   

 

2. The numbers within Revelation retain their numerical properties.  For instance, 42 

months (Rev. 11:2) is still 1260 days (Rev. 12:6).  If they were purely symbolic 

such consistency would be unnecessary.   
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3. The assignment of symbolic meaning to numbers borders on arbitrary.  Rules such 

as “seven—the number of perfection—minus one, repeated three times (666), 

equals perfect imperfection” are filled with unsubstantiated presuppositions about 

numerical symbolism.   

 

4. The confirmation of a single number taken non-literally within Revelation is 

impossible.
63

  There are many symbolic images, but contextual factors govern our 

understanding of those.  With regards to numbers, there exists no contextual 

warrant for a less than literal understanding.   

 

 By way of conclusion, there is no good reason—apart from preconceived 

theological dogma—for not interpreting the thousand years literally.   

 

Thought Question:  How would you answer someone with the objection that since the 

1,000 years is only mentioned in this chapter (and not by Jesus, Peter, Paul, and the like), 

we needn’t take it literally? 

 

If something is stated clearly in the Bible it does not need to be repeated.  Further, 

many Old Testament prophecies such as Isaiah 2, Isaiah 11, Jeremiah 23; and 

Zechariah 14 seem to teach of a future for Israel in which all of the Old Testament 

prophecies are fulfilled. 

 

 

 Moving on, verse 3 records that after binding Satan, the angel threw him into the 

abyss, then shut and sealed it over him.  In other words, after shackling Satan with 

chains, the angel threw him into the bottomless bit and closed the doors of this prison 

behind him, sealing the entrance.  As you may recall, in Daniel 6:17 the soldiers threw 

Daniel into the lion’s den, then placed a stone over the mouth and sealed it so that it 

might not be moved.  When Jesus was entombed, Pilate sealed the tomb so that no one 

would move it (Matt. 27:66).  Now, the angel seals the abyss under the authority of 

God.  Therefore, Satan will be incarcerated until the thousand years come to an end. 

 

Thought Question:  In light of this language, what kind of power and influence do you 

suppose Satan will have in the millennium? 

 

He has no power or influence apart from some of the deceptions remaining in the 

memories of the survivors of the Tribulation.  Essentially, during the Millennium, 

Satan has no active ministry.  

 

 This description poses an interesting problem for those who believe that we are 

currently living in the millennium.  Amillennialists and postmillennialists maintain that 

the events of Revelation 20:1-3 took place when Jesus died on the cross.  However, 

many verses of the Bible make it clear that Satan actively torments the church and 

wreaks havoc with the world today.  He plants lying hypocrites in the church (Acts 

5:3), schemes against believers (Eph. 6:11), disguises himself as an angel of light (2 
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Cor. 11:14), attacks believers (Eph. 4:27), must be resisted (James 4:7), hinders those 

in the ministry (1 Thess. 2:18), and leads believers astray (1 Tim. 5:15).   

 

 In order to get around these objections, advocates of these views point out that 

Satan’s power has been limited so that he can’t deceive the nations.  In their view Satan 

is presently powerless to stop the advance of the gospel across the globe.  Before the 

death of Christ, the nations – save Israel – were shut off from the God of Israel on 

account of the nefarious workings of Satan. As attractive as this sounds, the biblical 

data does not support such Satanic power in the Old Testament.  In the words of John 

MacArthur: 

 

The Egyptians heard about the true God from Joseph, and from the 

Israelites during the four hundred years they lived in Egypt.  The Assyrians 

of Nineveh not only heard the truth from Jonah, but also repented (Matt. 

12:41).  The Queen of Sheba heard about the true God from Solomon (1 

Kings 10:1-9); the Babylonians from Daniel and his Jewish friends; and the 

Persians from Esther, Mordecai, and Nehemiah.  Further, in what sense is 

Satan restrained from deceiving the nations in the present age, since he 

blinds the minds of unbelievers (2 Cor. 4:4), “is now working in the sons of 

disobedience” (Eph. 2:2), and holds unbelievers captive (2 Tim. 2:26) in his 

kingdom (Col. 1:13)?  

 

Thought Question: In light of the previous paragraph, does it seem like Satan’s 

power has been bound in any way? 

 

The obvious and discerning answer is no.   

 
 In light of the above verses from both Testaments it is difficult to see how 

one can say that Satan’s power has been substantially curbed since the 

crucifixion.  He is still blinding the hearts of unbelievers.  In summary, when 

taken at face value the idea behind this text is that Satan will be devoid of all 

power and authority until the end of the 1,000 years. 

 

 With that issue resolved, another arises with the mention of the deception of 

the nations.  The plural form of “nations” indicates that others exist apart from 

Israel.  The mention of “deceived” insinuates that they are still in a fallen state.  

So the question must be raised as to the origin of these nations.   

 

 The comprehensive slaughter of the army of the antichrist (19:17-18) and 

the citizens of his empire (19:21) seems to indicate that no one who took the 

mark of the beast survives the tribulation.  Thus, it is likely that the millennium 

is populated by those believers who survived the tribulation.  However, the fact 

that these survivors are saved does not mean that their offspring will necessarily 

be saved.  With the impact of sin greatly diminished and Satan bound, many 

nations will grow and thrive under the reign of Christ.  At the end of this time, 

Satan will be allowed to deceive the nations. 
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Thought Question:  What would you say to someone who thought that the two-

stage disposal of Satan seems redundant?  Why do you suppose God might have 

orchestrated things this way?  

 

 The Jews might use the same objection for disproving Jesus as the Messiah.  

To have Him die the first time and then to come back and rule may seem 

redundant.  Yet, God in His wisdom orchestrated things this way.   

 In the same way, God may constrain Satan so that it becomes clear that 

man’s fleshly and sinful nature and not Satan alone leads them down the dark 

path of destruction.  This hypothesis is based upon pure conjecture, but it goes 

to show you that God may have some insight which we do not see, and that a 

two stage disposal is not out of the question.   

  

b. The Millennial Kingdom (20:4-6) 

 

With Satan now disposed, Jesus takes it upon Himself to set up the worldwide 

government by which He will righteously rule the nations.   

 

i.   The Reign of the Saints (vs. 4):  After witnessing the imprisonment of Satan, John 

beholds an unknown number of individuals sitting on the throne.  A brief survey of the 

following passages will make their position known: 

 

Daniel 7:27
 
‘Then the sovereignty, the dominion and the greatness of all the 

kingdoms under the whole heaven will be given to the people of the saints of the 

Highest One; His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, and all the dominions will 

serve and obey Him.’ 

Matthew 19:28
  
And Jesus said to them, “Truly I say to you, that you who have 

followed Me, in the regeneration when the Son of Man will sit on His glorious 

throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.  

1 Corinthians 6:2 
 
Or do you not know that the saints will judge the world? If the 

world is judged by you, are you not competent to constitute the smallest law courts?  

2 Timothy 2:12 
 
If we endure, we will also reign with Him; If we deny Him, He also 

will deny us  

Revelation 2:26
 
‘He who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the end, TO 

HIM I WILL GIVE AUTHORITY OVER THE NATIONS  

 From these verses it is quite clear that those who rule are redeemed saints.  

However, within this category are four subcategories: Old Testament saints, church age 

saints, Tribulation martyrs, and Tribulation survivors.  Tribulation survivors cannot be 

included in this reigning group, since they are not yet in heaven.  Tribulation martyrs 
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will share in the reign of Christ, but John deals separately with their fate later in the 

verse.   

 

 Though Old Testament saints could possibly be included, for the sake of 

precision it seems best to see this group as church age saints.  The church age saints 

have already been resurrected and adorned as the bride of Christ and, according to Rev. 

19:14, battled the forces of evil with Christ. Thus, here we see the victors gathering 

some of the spoils.  Again, this does not preclude others from reaping the benefits of 

reigning with Christ as well (as we shall see), but it seems safest to say that the ones 

sitting on the thrones are church age saints.  When Christ expels Satan and sets up His 

Kingdom, He will graciously allow us to rule with Him throughout the millennium.    
 

 This overhaul of the world’s government would be similar to the inauguration 

of the new president.  When a new man takes over the Oval Office, he usually appoints 

a new cabinet and distributes jobs and positions to key allies who helped him get 

elected.  In a similar fashion, when Jesus ascends to the throne, He shares His victory 

with His co-conquerors by allowing them to rule with Him.   

 

Thought Question:  Why do you suppose Jesus delegates some of His authority to the 

saints? 

 

God wants us to actively participate in the fulfillment of His plan.  In a similar way, 

though God is sovereign He wants us to share our faith with the lost and pray for His 

will to be done.  Naturally, a sovereign God will accomplish it with or without us, but 

He desires for His children to have an active and important role.  

 

Thought Question:  How does this vision of heaven differ from the Islamic idea of 

cavorting with vestal virgins in a palace of pleasure?    

 

Instead of man centered self indulgence, the Biblical version of Heaven centers upon 

rejoicing and serving our Creator.  This constitutes the Biblical paradox for finding 

joy.  If you desire to save your life you lose it, if you lose your life for Christ’s sake you 

will find it.  True joy is not found in self indulgence but self denial and the service of 

Christ.  

 

ii. The Martyrs (vs. 4):  After beholding the multitude of church age saints reigning with 

Christ, John saw the souls of those beheaded on account of their faithful testimony of 

the Lord Jesus Christ.  The mention of being beheaded for not taking the mark of the 

beast clearly indicates that these people died during the Tribulation.  Some wooden 

literalist may limit this number to decapitated martyrs alone but the Greek word 

translated “beheaded” became a general term for execution, not necessarily a particular 

method.
64

  

 

                                                 
Gr. Greek 
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 John reveals the fate of these martyrs, stating that they will be resurrected and 

allowed to rule with Christ for 1,000 years.  Though many amillennial and 

postmillennial commentators have tried to spiritualize this resurrection, a number of 

factors point to this being a genuine physical event:   

1.  In vs. 5 the verb “came to life” is used of the resurrection of the dead.   

2.  In Revelation 2:8 the verb is used of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.   

3.  Of the 42 times that this verb is used, 39 occur outside of this book and all except 

for Luke 2:34 speak of a bodily resurrection.
65

  Thus, it is best to see this as a physical 

resurrection of the martyrs. 

 

Thought Question:  Does the focus on the martyrs preclude others from participation in 

the second resurrection? 

 

No, John merely mentions this as a message of hope and future vindication for 

those Saints battling discouragement in the midst of the Great Tribulation.   

 

  Even though the Old Testament saints may not be featured in the vision, this would 

more than likely be their resurrection for a three reasons:   

 

1.  The passages that mention the rapture refer to “those in Christ”, speaking 

specifically of the church, as each of its members has been baptized into Christ. 

Therefore, some devotees other than the members of the church would be resurrected.   

2.  The language used to describe the Bride of Christ in Rev. 20:7 closely parallels 

Paul’s language in Ephesians  5:22-33, in which the bride is equated with the church.  

3.  As we shall see in verse 6, those who participate in the first resurrection do not 

partake in the second death.  Thus, if the Old Testament saints were not resurrected 

during the first resurrection, according to this passage they would die the dreaded 

second death. 

 

 John’s pastoral care and concern for the afflicted of the Tribulation, as revealed by 

his continual reminders of comfort and encouragement, may have prompted this narrow 

focus on their future.    Thus, there is no reason to suspect that the Old Testament saints 

have been excluded from this resurrection.  
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iii. The Rest of the Dead (vs. 5)  Here we have a parenthetical statement about those who 

have not participated in the first resurrection, whom we can identify from verse 6: 

“Blessed and holy is the one who has a part in the first resurrection; over these the 
second death has no power.”  From that statement we can conclude that those who 

participate in the first resurrection do not taste the second death.  By inference, we can 

surmise that those who do not partake in the first resurrection await the second death.  

This dreaded reality will occur at the end of the millennium, at which time the words of 

Jesus as recorded in John 5:28-29 will be fulfilled: 

“Do not marvel at this; for an hour is coming, in which all who are in the tombs will 

hear His voice, and will come forth; those who did the good deeds to a resurrection of 

life, those who committed the evil deeds to a resurrection of judgment.  

Thought Question:  Why do you suppose God resurrects the unbelievers for judgment?  

What might this imply about the punishment for sin? (hint: Remember Christ’s suffering) 

 

The punishment for sin involves total spiritual and bodily suffering.  When Christ 

suffered on the cross, He suffered both spiritual and bodily agony.  

 

iv. The Thousand Year Reign (vs. 6) 

 

1.   The Blessing of the First Resurrection:  John pens a brief beatitude for those who 

participate in the resurrection of the righteous.  According to this verse they will be 

blessed in two ways:  1. They will not be subject to the second death.  In other 

words, they will not experience the torments of the lake of fire.  2.  They will be 

priests of both God and Christ and reign with Him for a thousand years.  

Essentially, they are afforded the same millennial privileges as the Church age 

saints.   

 

 The term priest is an interesting one which may shape our understanding of how 

glorified humanity will share the same planet with unredeemed man.  Priests serve 

as conduits between God and man.  In other words, as intercessors they represent 

man to God and God to man. Christ will rule the planet from the throne of David, 

but the redeemed saints will act as his emissaries.  Much like the angels who God 

dispatches to bring for news, judgment, and the like – the redeemed saints will 

repeat authoritative decrees issued by God and when necessary execute His 

judgment.  Further, when needs arise the people will go to the Saints as the 

wandering Israelites went to Moses for water and food.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


