4. Unclerstan(ling’ the Millennium

What is Millennialism?

Since the notion of Rapture is insepara]oiy connected to a certain way of
thinieing about the millennium, we must first consider what exactly is
meant ]oy the millennium. Remember that in the view of many, the
Rapture takes piace imme(iia’ceiy waore the start of the millennium, and the
second and decisive return of Christ happens imrne(iiateiy after the

millennium.

What is this millennium? When does it start and when does it end? How is
this time characterized in the Bible? In answering these questions, we will
alrea(iy iay the groun(iworie needed for a proper understanding of the
Rapture.

To be sure, the word “millennium” is not actualiy found in the Bible. In

Revelation 20: 1-2, we read that an angel from heaven binds the clragon or
serpent (Wl’lO is the devil or Satan) for a thousand years. The originai word
that is used for “thousand” is c]fzi/ia, therefore the teaching about an actual

millennium is often called “chiliasm.”

When connected to a certain view on the Rapture, this teaching is called
“premiiienialism." In this line of thinieing, the Rapture takes place waore
the millennium. When the Rapture is said to take piace a][ter the

millennium, we call it “postmiiiennialism".

There are also those who cleny that there is any period of time called a
millennium, and ’ci'iey are called “amillenialists.” Perl'iaps most peopie have
taken this position because it is reiativeiy safe and comfortable. As an
amillenialist, you do not have to come to grips with ’cypical millennial
events such as the great tribulation and the reveaiing of “the lawless one.”
Without actuaﬂy (ienying that a specia/ period of time is indicated in the
Biioie, tiiey still do not want to speaie in terms of a fiteral perioci of one
thousand years.



“Realized Millennialism”

And there is yet another viewpoint that must be mentioned. There are
those who want to hold to the idea of a millennium because the Bible
teaches it, yet believe that it is not a special time at the end of history but a
current time. In other wor(ls, these people do not expect a miuennium;

rather, Jchey believe that they are alrea(ly in the millennium.

A goocl proponent of this view is Jay E. Adams who spealzs about “realized
millennialism” in his commentary on the book of Revelation (TZIQ Time is
at Hana’, Reformed and Pres]oyterian Pu]olishing Co., 1966, Nutley, N.J.).
According to Adams, the millennium is happening and ]oeing realized right
now. Adams wishes to retain the Biblical notion of a millennium without

faﬂing into the confusions of many millenialists.

[ agree £tu with the position of Adams. It is not a new position, but one
that has been well worded. It is the classic Reformed and Presbyterian
position on the millennium. [ am ’cruly a millennialist, but I
Wholehearte(ﬂy believe that the millennium is talzing place right now.

We are in it, al‘chough it is impossi]ole to say exactly how far we are into it

and how much time is yet to come.

The Book of Revelation

All this has to do with another question: how do we view the book of
Revelation? Tt is not my intention here to discuss each and every
interpretation of the book. That would be impossilale and lead us too far
afoot. But we do need to have a basic unders’canding of what this
fascinating and difficult Bible book is about.

Should we divide history into all kinds of diverse periocls or dispensations ,
or should we see his’cory — in the case of Revelation, the last days — as one
periocl of time? The book of Revelation describes various sequences of
events, but they all lead to the great Day of ]u&gment. In each sequence,
we may get a deepening of 12now1e(1ge, but the events are Lasicaﬂy the same

and culminate in the same occurrence.



The book of Revelation covers the periocl of time from Christ’s ascension
to his return. In Revelation 4:1, ]ohn’s attention is directed to the throne
of God in heaven. He is told, “Come up here, and I will show you what
must take place after this.” This is followed l)y the appearing of Christ in
heaven and the opening of the Scrou, as found in Revelation 5. With this,
the last Jays are set into motion and they will end with the fall of Bal)ylon
and the descent of the heavenly Jerusalem. We have entered the final perio&
of history.

Some take the worcls, “Come up here,” in Revelation 4:1 as indicative of
the Rapture of the church. But that cannot be the case, foritisa

command directed only to one person and not to the whole church.

]ohn must come up because he must see what is to happen [Jefore Christ
returns and report this in his letter to the churches. The words “after this”
refer to the central facts in the book of Revelation: the resurrection of
Christ and his ascension into heaven, from where he governs and guides all
’chings to their goal. Revelation is about the Lamb who was slain but is now
stan(ling and governing all things.

It is the time in which we live. The book of Revelation is very com£orting:
in all that happens in the last clays, we stand under the power and
protection of Christ and will share in his victory. We live in a difficult yet
exciting time, for Christ will realize the plan of God and descend in glory
on the clouds of heaven.

In Revelation 20, this perio& of time is described in terms of a thousand
years, a millennium. But the millennium is not to be isolated from the
totality of the book. We geta deepening of 12nowleclge and, again, the
outcome is the same. What is said of the millennium applies to the whole
éook, the time from Christ’s ascension to his return.

Wlly the Number 10007

We are interested now in the meaning of the number 1000. Why is the last
age described in terms of a thousand years? Could the Lord have chosen any



other number? The trouble with numbers is that they are easily interpretecl

in a literal manner, and many millennialists have indeed done so.

Why speale of a thousand years if the period of the last days may take 2000
or 5000 or more years? In ]ohn's time, there was an ardent expectation of
and intense longing for Christ’s return. Why then use the number 1000 if a

different time span may be meant? Is apocalyptic 1anguage not con{:using?

Numbers in the prophetic and apocalyptic books of the Bible often have a
syméo/ic meaning. Since the meaning of the numbers is generaﬂy known

and Widely accepted, these numbers do not reaﬂy pose much of a prol)lem.

The number 1000 symkolioaﬂy has to do with time. Ten years comprise a
decade. A /ong time is a hundred years, a century. Most people do not live

that 1ong. Multipliecl I)y ten, we get 1000 years, a millennium, more than
ten lifetimes — a very /ong and comp/ete periocl of time. And that is Why the
Bible spealzs of a thousand years.

The word “millennium” finds its origin in Latin, where mille means “a

thousand” and annus means “year.” So it means a periocl of time ulasting”
a thousand years, much 1onger than a human span of life, which is needed
to come to a pre—cleterminecl point. The millennium is the time it takes for

God to achieve his goals in Christ Jesus.

Example: The Number of the Beast

Qf’ten, symbolic numbers are best understood when you break them down.
Let me illustrate this first ]oy 10012ing at another well-known number in the
book of Revelation: the number 666. We find it in Revelation 13:18 where
we read, “If anyone has insight, let him calculate the number of the ]oeas’c,
for it is man’s number. His number is 666.”

In Revelation 12 and 13, two beasts are introduced: one from the sea and
one from the earth. These two represent the acme of political and
ecclesiastical power. When the two (church and state) merge, ’cl'ley form an
almost invincible foe. But the number given to the beast is only 666.

We are told that we must take good note of this number.



Notice the word “calculate” in the above text. The KV has the translation
“count.” The number is not just a random numl)er, but one that needs to
be counted or calculated. This means that it has a (leeper meaning, and
therefore Revelation 13:18 ac’cuaﬂy loegins with, “This calls for wisdom.”
This wisdom is not mathematical genius, but insight into God’s Word with
fear for his Name.

Biblical numbers need to be calculated with wisdom. In the case of the
number 660, we are given clear direction: it is a man’s number. Whatever
height the beasts may reach in their conquest of mankind and opposition
to Chris’c, they remain creatures under God’s power. No creature can ever
take the number of the Creator.

The Lord does not play number games with us. The use of a number is
quite simple, but also very powerful and memorable. Its meaning is not a

dark mystery, but a clear revelation.

The sym]oolic number of God is the number seven, which spealzs of holy
perfection. The number six is one short of seven. It is a man’s number,
meaning that man can never become God. The number may be doubled
and multiplie& Ly hundreds, but no matter how you calculate it, the

numl)er of ’the l)east remains Lelow seven and 700.

For Christians, the number 6606 is ac’cuaHy very com£orting. Even the
beasts from the earth and the sea, great though they are, will never surpass
the power and glory of God. The beasts cannot climb higher than man,
and man will not rise Leyoncl his divinely set limit. The old lie of Paradise
(“You will be like God") remains a lie until the very end of time. Satan will
never achieve his goal. This is central to the book of Revelation.

Calculating’ 1000

We need to calculate or count the number 1000 as it is used in prophetic
literature. As indicated earlier, the root number of a thousand is the
number ten, that is, a decade. The number ten always has to do with the
clement of time, its purpose and duration. Mul’ciply this by ten and we get



100 years, a century, a very 1ong time. Mu]tiply this again l)y ten and we
get 1000, a millennium, an unimaginable 1ength of time. The number
1000 in Revelation therefore denotes the fu// measure o][ time (surpassing
human time) that God requires to comp/ete his p/an o][sa/vation. In short, the

millennium simply means amp/e time!

God has time and he takes the time. Time is neither wasted nor rushed.
On the one hand, the Bible can tell us that Jesus Christ does not
unnecessarily clelay his coming: “Behold, T am coming soon!” (Rev 22:7,
12). On the other hand, God in his mercy holds back final juclgment sO
that all his children may indeed be saved (2 Pet 3:9). The Lord is not slow,
but patient and merciful. The eternal God is not su]aject to time, but he

does use it wisely and care£uﬂy to realize what he has determined.

The periO(l of 1000 years, also called the miﬂennium, is a decisive time
and therefore Satan is bound. Tt is also a turbulent time when many
juclgrnents will come over the earth and Satan’s latitude and power will
increase l)y God’s sovereign permission. The man of lawlessness will
become evident. This time will not be easy, but it is the millennium: it
comes to an abrup’t end when God decides that time is up. God is so much
in control that he can even “shorten the clays77 (Matt 24:22).

Congruent Lines

The millennium is a very important and decisive time in the history of the
world. Were it not for the events set in motion in the millennium, the
history of salvation would never be complete(l. The millennium is the
Closing chap‘cer of the history of the church and the world. It starts when
Christ ascends into heaven; it ends when he returns. This is a crucial
matter for the proper understanding of all the Scriptures, God’s plan of
salvation, and the amazing flow of the book of Revelation.

Before we end our discussion of the rniﬂenniurn, there is an important
matter that must still have our attention because it also has a ]oearing on the
teaching about the Rapture. In the mﬂlennium, there are two congruent lines

— congruent because Jchey run together yet remain separate and distinct.



The one line is that the sins of the world must come to their fullest
manifestation. As in the case of the Canaanites of yore, the measure of the
sins of man must become ][u// . We therefore read about l)easts, the man of
lawlessness, and a great delusion sent lay God. The inside must come out,
fuﬂy The rebellion of mankind, so clearly clisplaye(l in the city of Bal)ylon,
will become visible in all its ugliness as never before. The church will be
persecutecl with a hatred and intensity never before shown. This is the
great tribulation that will become unbearable. It is the dark side of

the millennium.

The other line is that the church of Chris’c, the recleeme(l, will be ga’chered
into the garner of the Lord. Al God’s children will be saved, inclucling
those who die before his return. When Jesus returns in the glory of full
victory, all his chosen ones will be rapture& to be with him forever more.
Just when it seems that the church will go under, the Lord will save her.
Even creation will come to her aid. Angels s’cancling l)y will come into
action to support the church and restrain evil. And nothing will separate us
from the love of God in Jesus Christ, our Lord. We will come through the
great tribulation, out of the condemned city of Bal)ylon, freed from the
man of lawlessness to be with Christ in Zion forever. That is the Lright side

of the millennium.

When the church has been gathere&, the world will be juclgecl and
destroyed. It will have fulfilled its function and outlived its time. What is
set to clisappear must indeed pass away. The redeemed will be rapture&, to
e’ternaﬂy enjoy the presence of Christ. The ungocuy will be cast into the

18.126 O£ ﬁre, to l)e conclemnecl £OI‘€V€I’.

All this is realized Ly Christ in the glorious conclusion of history that is

called the millennium.





