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1
Introduction to the Study
of Biblical Future Prophecy
One of our Lord’s final teachings before he went to the cross was
that the Holy Spirit would soon come to guide the disciples in “all
truth” (Jn. 16:13). At least part of that truth relates to future events,
for he went on to say, “ . . . and he will tell you what is yet to come.”
Of course, this was not a new task for the Holy Spirit; he had been
revealing the future to God’s people for thousands of years, but it
does underscore the fact that our Lord considered it very important
that his followers know what the future holds for them, and for the
world. It is an unhappy circumstance that so few Christians are
familiar with what the Bible says about the future, particularly when
so much of the Bible is occupied with this subject. Perhaps it is the
enormity of the task that deters us from this study, or the complexity
of finding our way through the maze of seemingly cryptic prophetic
language. Whatever the reason, the Christian who is without a solid
foundation in Bible prophecy has missed something God clearly
wants him, or her, to have. The good news is that by reading this
book, you are already taking a major step toward a greater understanding of these critically important truths.

Why Study Prophecy?
Prophecy isn’t just “window dressing” for the Bible; it tells us
God’s plan for the world, and for ourselves. God’s plan is like the
keel of a great ship; everything that is part of the ship is somehow,
directly or indirectly, secured to the keel. The keel runs all the way
through the vessel, and every beam or support, every deck or
bulwark, connects to it in some way. Many Christians see the Bible
as a collection of stories and spiritual or moral teachings with no
central theme; the reason is, they fail to understand that the Bible is
just one story, the story of a sovereign God who is working through
history to bring his chosen ones into his eternal kingdom where he

can manifest his glory and love to them, and through them forever.
It is truly the greatest story ever told, and the reason for which God
created man. God’s great plan for the ages is revealed in prophecy.
From creation to the present, and into the eternal future, every
movement of history and every verse of scripture is somehow related, directly or indirectly, to God’s master plan. Prophecy gives us
a window through which we can see that plan, as much as God has
chosen to reveal, and understand how the events of history, and our
very lives, fit into what God is doing.
Aside from the fact that neither biblical nor secular history
makes much sense apart from understanding God’s great plan, there
are other reasons to study what the Bible says about the future; let’s
look at some of those reasons. 1) The emphasis that God places on
prophecy tells us its importance. About one-fourth of the Bible is
prophetic. It seems safe to assume that if God devoted so much of
his word to prophecy, it must be important. 2) Jesus had severe
criticism for the people of his day; in fact, he predicted the destruction of Jerusalem, Israel’s political and religious capital, would happen because they failed to recognize the time of his coming. Had the
people of Jesus’ day been more attentive to Bible prophecy they
should have been able to recognize who he was, since his life was
the fulfillment of many prophecies. Of course, as in our time, many
of the people of Jesus’ day did not have hearts inclined toward God;
nevertheless, Jesus’ charge against them was that they did not recognize the time in which they were living (Lk. 19:44). It is sad to be
living at a time when God is doing a special work and completely
miss it because we are unaware of his purpose. 3) Scripture tells us
that an appreciation of prophetic truths has a purifying effect upon
our lives. John said:
[1 Jn. 3:2-3] Dear friends, now we are children of God, and
what we will be has not yet been made known. But we
know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we
shall see him as he is. Everyone who has this hope in him
purifies himself, just as he is pure.

John tells us that the hope we have in Christ, that someday he will
appear and transform us into his likeness can and should affect our
lives now. The fact is that the study of future prophecy equips us to
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be more effective for Christ in the present, because it allows us to rise
above our near-sighted view of life and see things from a different
perspective—God’s perspective. As John said, the impact on our
present life will be nothing less than revolutionary. 4) The study of
the future, sometimes referred to as “eschatology” (Gr. eschatos “last
{things}” + logos “a word,” i.e., “a word about last things”), is
interrelated to other Bible truths in such a way that if we fail to
understand one, it affects our understanding of the other. It’s like
getting a few pieces of a puzzle out of place—it can’t help but affect
the rest of the picture. What the Bible says about the future is
important in understanding salvation, the nature of the Church, the
work of Christ and the Holy Spirit, the nature of God, and many
other truths. Ignorance of Bible prophecy leaves a void in many areas
of our understanding of God and what he is doing. Just think how
our faith would be affected if we knew nothing of Heaven or Hell,
yet we forget that they too are prophetic truths. 5) The study of Bible
prophecy serves as a reality check. The fact that so many Christians
view prophecy as something “shadowy,” or surreal, only serves to
underscore how badly this reality check is needed. 6) Paul listed
hope as one of the three principal qualities that every Christian ought
to possess (1 Cor. 13:13). Hope is inseparably linked to our perception of the future; without hope, we are defeated. God has told us
things about the future in order to encourage and motivate us. Those
who throw open the windows and allow the winds of biblical
prophecy to blow across their lives will find renewed vision, a
challenge for personal purity, and a deeper understanding of all
God’s truth—prophetic and otherwise.

Areas of Agreement Concerning the Future
Since we are going to be comparing viewpoints for a moment,
we need to define whose views we are including. For our purpose
we will limit ourselves to the segment of Christianity that accepts
the full verbal-inspiration of the Scripture; there’s not much point in
talking about the prophetic views of those who do not accept inspiration, since many do not believe in predictive prophecy at all.
Among those that do accept the full verbal inspiration of the Bible
there is great diversity of opinion on how future prophecy is to be
understood. Nevertheless, we are not without a consensus on some
Introduction to the Study of Biblical Future Prophecy 17

basic issues. The following are areas where there is general agreement:
1) Man possesses an immortal soul, meaning that the human
soul will exist somewhere forever.
2) Regarding the intermediate state between death and the
resurrection, it is generally held to be a conscious existence
in the presence of Christ, free from pain and suffering for the
redeemed, but a temporary state of suffering for the unredeemed, to be followed by judgment and eternal damnation.
3) There will be future bodily resurrections for both the
righteous and the unrighteous dead.
4) There will be a future judgment, or judgments, for both the
saved and the lost.
5) Christ will return bodily to this earth to bring about a
consummation of his program—though beliefs concerning
the details differ widely.
6) There is to be an eternal state for both saved and lost, with
the saved inheriting Heaven and the lost inheriting the Lake
of Fire.
These are fairly basic truths, and for those who assign any degree of
literality to the teachings of the Bible these truths seem beyond
dispute. However, there is great difference of opinion as to how all
this fits together in the final scheme of things.

Areas of Disagreement Concerning the Future
Even among those who accept the full verbal inspiration of the
Bible there are areas of disagreement concerning the meaning of
future prophecy. For the most part those disagreements fall along
the following areas. Further along we will discuss why these disagreements exist. For now, don’t let the differences and any unfa-
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miliar terminology confuse you; all of this will be explained as we
cover each subject in detail.
The nature of the millennium
In the history of the church there has been considerable disagreement over the nature of the millennial kingdom. Historically,
there have been three major views. Amillennialism states that the
kingdom of God is essentially spiritual. Consequently, amillennialists do not anticipate a literal reign of Christ upon the earth. Rather,
they understand the prophecies of the millennium to be an allegorical representation of Christ’s present spiritual rule from Heaven.
Accordingly, amillennialists believe the kingdom of God is now in
progress (i.e., it has already been inaugurated), and that Christ will
conclude the present millennial age at his second coming when he
will return to usher in the eternal phase of the kingdom. Postmillennialism, which takes a slightly more literal view of the millennium,
says that the kingdom of God on earth will be brought about through
the spread of the gospel, and that Christ will appear at its conclusion
to receive his kingdom and bring in its eternal phase. Postmillennialism is not as widely held today as it once was, but it is making a
comeback. Premillennialism recognizes that the millennial prophecies of the Bible can only be fulfilled by a literal earthly reign of
Christ, which would require the millennium to be a future event
since it has neither been fulfilled in the past, nor is it occurring at
present. (The term “premillennial” refers to the belief that the second
coming of Christ will occur before the millennium begins.)
The nature of the tribulation
Both the Old and New Testaments speak of a period of great
hardship and divine judgment preceding the second coming of the
Lord. This period is often referred to as “the tribulation.” Not surprisingly, there are differences of opinion regarding the nature and
timing of this period. Amillennialists generally view the tribulation
prophecies as having been fulfilled in the past, perhaps through the
Roman persecutions or general trials through the course of the
Church age. Of course, such a view requires a less-than-normal/objective interpretation of the tribulation prophecies. Premillennialists,
who view those prophecies more literally, regard them as describing
events that will take place in the future immediately prior to the
Introduction to the Study of Biblical Future Prophecy 19

second coming of Christ. Premillennialists disagree over just how
literally the tribulation prophecies should be interpreted. Dispensational premillennialists tend to interpret the tribulation prophecies
at face value according to normal/objective interpretation, whereas
covenant premillennialists tend to view the prophecies somewhat
less literally. One form of covenant premillennialism, known as
“imminent posttribulationism,” claims that the Church could be in
the tribulation now.
The timing of the rapture
The rapture refers to Christ’s return for his Church. There are
several views regarding the nature and timing of this event. Generally, covenantalists view the rapture and the second coming as the
same event. Dispensationalists, while making a distinction between
the rapture and the second coming, are not agreed on the timing of
the rapture. Almost all dispensationalists place the rapture prior to
the second coming, and most place it prior to the beginning of the
tribulation, while others place it at various points within the tribulation. Of course, all of these differences make for a considerable
amount of confusion to the beginning student of prophecy, and to
make matters worse, some of these differences are less about prophecy than about other theological matters. (Don’t worry, by the time
you finish this book you should have a very clear picture of all these
views.)
The nature of the Church
In this volume the word “Church” is capitalized whenever it
refers to the Body of Christ (as opposed to the visible church). The
nature of the Church is of critical importance in the study of future
prophecy. The reason is simple: The rapture is a promise to the
Church, and one’s view of when the rapture might occur, in relation
to other future events, is largely dependent on one’s concept of the
Church. Covenantalists believe the Church is composed of all the
redeemed that have ever, or will ever live. If one defines the Church
that way, they would naturally view the Church as being present
during the entire tribulation period, since there will be redeemed
people on earth throughout the period, and thus, they would tend
to view the rapture and the second coming as the same event, since
it would make no sense for only part of the Church to be raptured.
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Dispensationalists view the Church as only the redeemed living
between Pentecost (A.D. 33) and the rapture. Thus, dispensationalists view Israel in the Old Testament and the Church as distinct
entities. Since dispensationalists do not view every believer in history as part of the Church, they see no problem with the rapture
preceding the second coming. Like the redeemed who died prior to
the beginning of the Church, those saved after the rapture are not
part of the Church. Dispensationalists believe the Bible teaches that
Christ will return for his Church before God’s wrath is poured out
at the day of the LORD, though they disagree as to exactly when
during the tribulation the day of the LORD begins.
The definition one applies to the Church is undoubtedly the
single most important factor in the interpretation of future prophecy.
Covenantalists believe the Church is a continuation of, or replacement for Israel (hence the term “replacement theology”). Generally,
covenantalists see the promises of God made to Israel as being
fulfilled spiritually to the Church. Such a view has broad ramifications not only in the interpretation of prophecy, but for general
biblical interpretation as well. Dispensationalists view the Church
and Israel as recipients of unique but interrelated prophetic programs, such that each group has promises made specifically to it that
should not be confused with promises made to the other, though
both are certainly parts of a larger unified program. Returning to the
analogy of the ship, Israel and the Church could be represented as
two major beams attached to the same keel. Just as the ship has but
one keel, so there is one plan for history, but many components
comprising that plan.
The timing of the resurrections and judgments
You’ve probably guessed this already, but one’s view of the
timing of the resurrections and judgments is interwoven with what
one believes regarding the nature of the Church, the rapture, the
tribulation, and the millennium. (If you are new to the study of Bible
prophecy, don’t get frustrated, this will make a lot more sense later;
besides, Satan has worked very hard for two-thousand years to
muddy the water so we would just give up on ever understanding
the future God has prepared for us!)
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Dispensationalists believe the resurrection of the righteous will
occur in connection with the rapture and the second coming (i.e.,
a two-phase event). This two-phase resurrection is necessary due to
the fact that at the rapture only Church-age believers will be resurrected, so there must be an additional opportunity for the Old
Testament saints and those saved after the rapture to be resurrected.
Covenant premillennialists believe that all of the dead saints, including the Old Testament saints, will be resurrected together at the
second coming (which is where they place the rapture), so they see
no need for a two-phase event. Both of these groups generally place
the judgment of believers immediately after the resurrection, whenever it occurs, and both place the resurrection of the unrighteous
after the close of the millennium.
Amillennialists and postmillennialists see only a general resurrection of both the righteous and unrighteous dead after the millennium, with one general judgment for both groups. They usually view
Matthew 25:31-46 as describing that judgment, whereas premillennialists view this passage as describing the judgment occurring after
the second coming to determine who will enter the millennial kingdom from the tribulation. While these differences may seem perplexing at first, there are some simple patterns that serve as the underlying framework for each of these views, and we will explore those
patterns in Chapter Three.
Logical versus chronological study of future prophecy
It is important to note that the major topics covered in this study
are not presented in the chronological order in which they will
unfold (rapture/tribulation, millennium, eternity), but rather in biblical and logical order (millennium, tribulation, rapture, eternity).
There are two reasons for studying the events of future prophecy in
logical, rather than chronological order: 1) This is the order in which
God revealed these truths to man. 2) It is necessary to study future
prophecy in logical sequence so we can develop the theological basis
(antecedent theology) for understanding each successive truth. Obviously, what one believes about the tribulation is greatly affected
by what he or she believes about the millennium, and what one
believes about the rapture is largely based on what he or she believes
about the tribulation and the day of the LORD. Discussing the
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particulars of future prophecy in their revealed sequence allows us
to build a foundation for the understanding of each successive truth.
However, it is useful to have a chronological overview in mind
before diving into a detailed study of these topics; that’s the purpose
of the next chapter, to give a bird’s-eye view of the future in chronological sequence.

Introduction to the Study of Biblical Future Prophecy 23

2
A Tour of What the Bible Says
About the Future
Before beginning an in-depth study of future prophecy, it
would be helpful to survey what the Bible says about the future so
that we have a general outline in mind. You can think of this as a
prophetic “road map.” Naturally, since the details of our study have
not yet been presented, our survey will include some conclusions
that will be supported in subsequent chapters. For now, we will
assume a dispensational, premillennial perspective. (The terminology will be explained as we go.)
Dispensationalism is a view of biblical history (past, present,
and future) that recognizes divine/human relations are governed by
principles unique to particular revelatory eras. For example, we are
no longer expected to offer animal sacrifices in worship, as did the
Old Testament saints; the reason is that a change has taken place—a
change of dispensation. When there is a dispensational change it is
always announced by new revelation of truth, and there is a change
in the operative principles of the age. We see dispensational transitions most clearly between the Old and New Testaments, but they
can also be seen in other places as well. For instance, we see dispensational transitions at the fall of man, the flood, the call of Abram,
and in the future at the second coming of Christ when he sets up his
kingdom on earth. Each new dispensation has its own operative
principles, though the means of salvation, grace through faith, never
changes. In order to understand the Bible, including prophecy, we
must take into account the dispensational context, just as we must
consider the grammatical and historical contexts. When we work
from this interpretive frame of reference, the literal statements of the
Bible make sense. If we try to understand scripture apart from its
dispensational context, it simply doesn’t make sense, which prompts
some interpreters to look for, or contrive some other sense, which
always turns out to be some sort of allegorical or non-literal interA Tour of What the Bible Says About the Future 25

pretation. Such a mode of interpretation allows the interpreter to
find some meaning to passages for which they reject the literal, and
true meaning. This process leads to subjective interpretation and is
often referred to as “spiritualization,” though there is nothing particularly spiritual about it. Dispensationalism follows the principle
of literal/normal/objective interpretation. Of course, the Bible does
contain figures of speech and symbolic language, and dispensationalists interpret them normally as figures and symbols, in accordance
with how they would have been understood by the original audience. Dispensationalism does not accept allegorization as a legitimate form of biblical interpretation. When biblical future prophecy
is interpreted in its grammatical, historical, and dispensational context, the following picture of the future emerges.

The Partial Regathering of Israel
Many Old Testament passages indicate that the Jewish people
will be regathered to the land of Israel in the days preceding the
coming of Christ (Isa. 11:11-16; Hos. 3:4-5; Jer. 31:30-31; Ezek. 37:l-29;
Amos 9:8-15; Mic. 4:6-8). One of the most interesting prophecies of
this regathering is found in Ezekiel 37:1-29. In the first part of this
passage Ezekiel prophesied the rebirth of the Jewish nation after
their long period of not being a nation; notice also the resurrection
of the dead associated with this regathering.
[Ezek. 37:1-14] The hand of the LORD was upon me, and
he brought me out by the Spirit of the LORD and set me in
the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. He led me back
and forth among them, and I saw a great many bones on
the floor of the valley, bones that were very dry. He asked
me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” I said, “O Sovereign LORD , you alone know.” Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, ‘Dry bones, hear the
word of the LORD! This is what the Sovereign LORD says
to these bones: I will make breath enter you, and you will
come to life. I will attach tendons to you and make flesh
come upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath
in you, and you will come to life. Then you will know that
I am the LORD.’” So I prophesied as I was commanded.
And as I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling
sound, and the bones came together, bone to bone. I
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looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin
covered them, but there was no breath in them. Then he
said to me, “Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man,
and say to it, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come
from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain,
that they may live.’” So I prophesied as he commanded
me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood
up on their feet—a vast army. Then he said to me: “Son of
man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say,
‘Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut
off.’ Therefore prophesy and say to them: ‘This is what the
Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open
your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you
back to the land of Israel. Then you, my people, will know
that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring
you up from them. I will put my Spirit in you and you will
live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you will
know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it,
declares the LORD.’”

The prophet goes on to explain that when Israel is regathered,
it will no longer be a divided kingdom; it will be a kingdom united
politically and spiritually, with God dwelling in their midst, and his
servant David (referring to the Davidic Messiah) ruling as King.
Concerning the future unity of the previously divided kingdoms of
Israel and Judah, Ezekiel said:
[Ezek. 37:15-28] The word of the LORD came to me: “Son
of man, take a stick of wood and write on it, ‘Belonging to
Judah and the Israelites associated with him.’ Then take
another stick of wood, and write on it, ‘Ephraim’s stick,
belonging to Joseph and all the house of Israel associated
with him.’ Join them together into one stick so that they
will become one in your hand. When your countrymen ask
you, ‘Won’t you tell us what you mean by this, say to them,
‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I am going to take
the stick of Joseph—which is in Ephraim’s hand—and of
the Israelite tribes associated with him, and join it to
Judah’s stick, making them a single stick of wood, and they
will become one in my hand.’ Hold before their eyes the
sticks you have written on and say to them, ‘This is what
the Sovereign LORD says: I will take the Israelites out of
the nations where they have gone. I will gather them from
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all around and bring them back into their own land. I will
make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of
Israel. There will be one king over all of them and they will
never again be two nations or be divided into two kingdoms. They will no longer defile themselves with their
idols and vile images or with any of their offenses, for I will
save them from all their sinful backsliding, and I will
cleanse them. They will be my people, and I will be their
God. My servant David will be king over them, and they
will all have one shepherd. They will follow my laws and
be careful to keep my decrees. They will live in the land I
gave to my servant Jacob, the land where your fathers
lived. They and their children and their children’s children
will live there forever, and David my servant will be their
prince forever. I will make a covenant of peace with them;
it will be an everlasting covenant. I will establish them and
increase their numbers, and I will put my sanctuary among
them forever. My dwelling place will be with them; I will
be their God, and they will be my people. Then the nations
will know that I the LORD make Israel holy, when my
sanctuary is among them forever.’”

Although the full regathering of Israel will take place in the
millennium, we can surmise that a partial regathering of Israel must
take place prior to the beginning of the seven-year tribulation period.
Since the tribulation will begin with the signing of a treaty between
Israel and a satanically controlled world political figure (Dan. 9:2627), the period cannot begin until Israel is at least partially regathered
and restored as a nation. (This, of course, has been underway since
May, 1948 when the modern state of Israel was born.)

The Rapture of the Church
While we don’t know exactly when, in relation to the tribulation,
Christ will appear in the sky to receive his Church, we do know that
his coming is imminent (i.e., it could happen at any moment), and
we also know that it will occur before God’s wrath is poured out
upon the earth at the day of the LORD. This leaves a window in
which the rapture could occur—anytime from the present to just
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prior to the beginning of the day of the LORD. Scripture indicates
that the rapture will happen almost instantaneously. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul described it as follows:
[1 Thess. 4:13-17] Brothers, we do not want you to be
ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the
rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died
and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with
Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to
the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still
alive, who are left to the coming of the Lord, will certainly
not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord
himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After
that, we who are still alive and left will be caught up with
them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we
will be with the Lord forever.

The rapture of the Church will involve the bodily resurrection
of the dead in Christ and the transformation of living saints. (The
Old Testament redeemed will be resurrected at the beginning of the
millennium, along with those saved after the rapture.) The raptured
saints, in their glorified bodies, will be transported to Heaven to
appear before the judgment seat of Christ; Paul gave a sobering
account of this judgment of believers in 1 Corinthians 3:10-17 when
he said:
[1 Cor. 3:10-17] By the grace God has given me, I laid a
foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. For
no one can lay any foundation other than the one already
laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this
foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or
straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the
Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and
the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he
has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned
up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only
as one escaping through the flames.
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The judgment of the Church in Heaven is not a judgment in
which one’s eternal destiny will be determined; it is a judgment of
the faithfulness of believers, that they might give an account to Christ
for the way they have lived since the time they received him. Each
person will be rewarded (or not) based upon what is revealed at this
judgment. Following the judgment of believers the marriage of
Christ to his bride, the Church, will take place. John gave the following picture of the bride of Christ at the second coming; note that the
bride appears to have already received her rewards.
[Rev. 19:7-9] “Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory!
For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has
made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given
her to wear.” (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the
saints.)

The Time of Tribulation on Earth
The first major time period in future prophecy is “the tribulation”; it is to be a seven-year period of great distress on earth. While
all of the tribulation is a time of global distress, a period of divine
judgment called “the day of the LORD” likely begins sometime in
the second half of the period. In his Olivet Discourse, Jesus gave the
following summary of the tribulation:
[Matt. 24:4-31] “...Watch out that no one deceives you. For
many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am the Christ,’
and will deceive many. You will hear of wars and rumors
of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things
must happen, but the end is still to come. Nation will rise
against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will
be famines and earthquakes in various places. All these are
the beginning of birth pains. Then you will be handed over
to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated
by all nations because of me. At that time many will turn
away from the faith and will betray and hate each other,
and many false prophets will appear and deceive many
people. Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of
most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will
be saved. And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached
in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then
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the end will come. So when you see standing in the holy
place ‘the abomination that causes desolation,’ spoken of
through the prophet Daniel—let the reader understand—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. Let no one on the roof of his house go down to take
anything out of the house. Let no one in the field go back
to get his cloak. How dreadful it will be in those days for
pregnant women and nursing mothers! Pray that your
flight will not take place in winter or on the Sabbath. For
then there will be great distress, unequaled from the beginning of the world until now—and never to be equaled
again. If those days had not been cut short, no one would
survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be
shortened. At that time if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here
is the Christ!’ or, ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. For false
Christs and false prophets will appear and perform great
signs and miracles to deceive even the elect—if that were
possible. See, I have told you ahead of time. So if anyone
tells you, ‘There he is, out in the desert,’ do not go out; or,
‘Here he is, in the inner rooms,’ do not believe it. For as
lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the
west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. Wherever
there is a carcass, there the vultures will gather. Immediately after the distress of those days ‘the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall
from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.’ At
that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky,
and all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see
the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with
power and great glory. And he will send his angels with a
loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the
four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other.”

Many interpreters identify the entire seven-year tribulation period as divine wrath, but as we will see, that view lacks biblical
support, and has resulted in incorrect teaching regarding both the
nature of the tribulation and the timing of the rapture. God will use
the hardship of this period as a means of turning the hearts of the
Jewish people to their Messiah—Jesus Christ (Zech. 13:7-9). The
period begins with the signing of a covenant (perhaps some type of
security agreement) between Israel and an international alliance,
which scripture pictures as having some direct connection to the
ancient Roman Empire. Eventually a leader will emerge from this
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alliance, who in the book of Daniel is referred to as “the Prince to
come” (Dan. 9:26, AV). This individual will use the first three and a
half years of the tribulation period to come to power over a Mediterranean (possiblly Eurasian) alliance of nations, eventually for a brief
period extending his influence to global proportions. The first half
of the tribulation will consist of war, famines, physical disturbances,
and great loss of life (one quarter of the world’s population will
perish, cf. Rev. 6:8), yet it will be far less intense than the second half
of the period. Since numerous passages indicate that the Jewish
temple will be in operation by the midpoint of the tribulation (Dan.
9:27; Matt. 24:15; Rev. 11:1-2; 2 Thess. 2:3-4), its reconstruction will
likely begin early in the first half of the period, though it is possible
that the construction of this temple, the third in Israel’s history, could
begin even prior to the tribulation. As of this writing, preparations
for the third temple have been underway for some time (see: The
Temple Institute at www.templeinstitute.org; and, The Temple
Mount Faithful at www.templemountfaithful.org for information
on these preparations).
Several key events occur at or near the midpoint of the tribulation period. As a result of angelic warfare in the heavens, Satan and
his host of fallen angels will be confined to the earth (Rev. 12:7-17),
and God will send two prophets who will prophesy throughout the
remainder of the period until they are killed, probably just prior to
the second coming (Rev. 11:3-13). At the midpoint, Satan’s prince
(the Antichrist) will enter the Jerusalem temple proclaiming himself
to be God, and demanding to be worshiped (Dan. 9:27; Matt. 24:15;
2 Thess. 2:3-4). Satan will raise up a false prophet who will perform
great signs so as to deceive the unredeemed into worshiping the
Antichrist (cf. Rev. 13:11-18). When this happens it will be necessary
for those living in or near Jerusalem to flee (Matt. 24:15; Rev.12:13-14)
because a great persecution will break out, followed by a falling
away from the faith on the part of many who previously professed
faith in Christ (Matt. 24:10). As the second half of the period progresses, spiritual deception will increase (Matt. 24:11; Rev. 13:11-18,
cf. 17:1-18; 2 Thess. 2:8-12).
The most severe of the tribulation events will occur in the last
three and a half years of the period. All of the preceding distress of
the first half of the tribulation occurs during the time of the first four
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seals of Revelation 6:1-8 (cf. Matt 24:4-9). The fifth seal, which opens
the way for the Antichrist to persecute Christians to an extraordinary
degree, will occur shortly after the midpoint of the period (Rev.
6:9-11 cf. Matt. 24:9,15-22). Well into the second half of the tribulation, during the time of the sixth seal, an object, perhaps an asteroid
or comet, or fragment of such, will collide with the earth (Rev.
6:12-17); this event seems to serve as a warning of the divine wrath
to come during the seventh seal (Rev. 8:1). It is important to note the
distinction between “tribulation” and “divine wrath.” While all of
the seven-year period is tribulation (hence the name, “the tribulation”), it appears that only a portion of the second half, probably only
the seventh seal, constitutes divine wrath. During the time of the
seventh seal a manifold judgment composed of the seven trumpets
will be unleashed (Rev. 8:1-6). It is worth noting that none of the
activities of the tribulation prior to this point are characterized as
divine wrath, or judgment. Under the judgment of this period,
described in the Old Testament as “the day of the LORD,” much of
the world’s population will perish (Rev. 8:7-13). Following the astrophysical judgments of the first four trumpets, there will be demonic
affliction, war, and another manifold judgment referred to in Revelation as the “bowl” judgments (the seventh trumpet is comprised
of the seven bowls). The first five judgments in the bowl sequence
are plagues poured out upon the earth (Rev. 16:1-11). The sixth and
seventh bowls involve war, widespread destruction, and preparation for Armageddon—the final military campaign of the period
(Rev. 16:12-21). At the close of the tribulation the Antichrist will be
locked in conflict in an attempt to maintain control over his fragile
alliance (Dan. 11:29-45). The destruction from this conflict will be of
a magnitude never before seen in human history. It is only the
personal return of Christ in the midst of this conflict that ensures the
survival of God’s elect (Rev. 16:12-19:21). At his second coming
Christ will descend to the Mount of Olives (Zech. 14:1-4) and go forth
to vanquish the forces of the Antichrist. The Antichrist and his
prophet will be taken and thrown into the Lake of Fire, and their
armies will be destroyed (Rev. 19:19-20). Zechariah gives this account of the coming of Christ:
[Zech. 14:1-5] A day of the LORD is coming when your
plunder will be divided among you. I will gather all the
nations to Jerusalem to fight against it; the city will be
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captured, the houses ransacked, and the women raped.
Half of the city will go into exile, but the rest of the people
will not be taken from the city. Then the LORD will go out
and fight against those nations, as he fights in the day of
battle. On that day his feet will stand on the Mount of
Olives, east of Jerusalem, and the Mount of Olives will be
split in two from east to west, forming a great valley, with
half of the mountain moving north and half moving south.
You will flee by my mountain valley, for it will extend to
Azel. You will flee as you fled from the earthquake in the
days of Uzziah king of Judah. Then the LORD my God will
come, and all the holy ones with him.

In Revelation, John gives the following account of Christ’s second
coming.
[Rev. 19:11-21] I saw heaven standing open and there
before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful
and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes
are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He
has a name written on him that no one knows but he
himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his
name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were
following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine
linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp
sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule
them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the
fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his
thigh he has this name written: KING OF KINGS AND
LORD OF LORDS. And I saw an angel standing in the sun,
who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair,
“Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that
you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men,
of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free
and slave, small and great.” Then I saw the beast and the
kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to
make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But
the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet
who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf.
With these signs he had deluded those who had received
the mark of the beast and worshipped his image. The two
of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning
sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that
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came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the
birds gorged themselves on their flesh.

The Interlude Between the Tribulation and the Millennium
There will be an interlude of seventy-five days between the
tribulation and the millennium (Dan. 12:11-12). There are two events
that must take place before the millennium begins. The first event is
the confinement of Satan to the Abyss (Rev. 20:1-3); it is assumed that
his host of angelic followers, including the demons, will be confined
with him. Little is known of the Abyss; it is distinct from Hades (the
interim abode of all the dead prior to the cross, now the interim
abode only of the unrighteous) and the Lake of Fire (the eternal
abode of the unrighteous). The Abyss is a place of temporary confinement for evil spirits (i.e., fallen angels) who will eventually be
consigned to the Lake of Fire (Lk. 8:31; Rev. 9:1-12). The other event
that will take place prior to the beginning of the millennium is the
judgment described in Matthew 25:31-46. This judgment is necessary
in order to ensure that none of the unredeemed enter the millennial
kingdom from the tribulation.

The Millennial Kingdom
The millennial kingdom is the beginning of the fulfillment of
many promises made to Israel in the Old Testament. It is only the
first of two phases of the visible kingdom of Christ on earth. The
second phase of the kingdom will take place upon the new earth,
which will be created after the millennium and continue forever
(Rev. 21:1-5). The prophet Micah gave the following picture of the
coming kingdom.
[Mic. 4:1-5] In the last days the mountain of the LORD’s
temple will be established as chief among the mountains;
it will be raised above the hills, and peoples will stream to
it. Many nations will come and say, “Come, let us go up to
the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of
Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in
his paths.” The law will go out from Zion, the word of the
LORD from Jerusalem. He will judge between many peoples and will settle disputes for strong nations far and
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wide. They will beat their swords into plowshares and
their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up
sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.
Every man will sit under his own vine and under his own
fig tree, and no one will make them afraid, for the LORD
Almighty has spoken. All the nations may walk in the
name of their gods; we will walk in the name of the LORD
our God for ever and ever.

One of the first events of the millennium will be the resurrection
of the righteous dead (Rev. 20:4-6). Since the Church-age saints will
have been raised at the rapture, only the Old Testament saints, and
those saved after the rapture that do not survive until the Lord’s
coming are raised at this point. This resurrection likely marks the
beginning of the millennium. There are four distinct groups of
people who will enter the millennium: 1) the glorified Church-age
saints, having been raptured earlier, will return with Christ at the
second coming; 2) those saved after the rapture that survive until the
second coming will enter the millennium in their natural, untransformed bodies; 3) the Old Testament saints will be resurrected at the
beginning of the millennium; and, 4) those saved after the rapture
who do not survive until the Lord’s coming will be resurrected at
the beginning of the millennium, along with the Old Testament
saints. Only those saved after the rapture that survive until the
Lord’s coming will enter the millennium in natural (untransformed)
bodies; the rest will enter in transformed (glorified) bodies, having
either been changed or resurrected at the rapture (1 Cor. 15:51-53),
or resurrected soon after the second coming.
Life in the millennium will be different from past ages. Christ
will be personally present on earth to rule. The nations will continue
to govern themselves, but they will function under the overlordship
of Christ, and he will mediate international disputes (Mic. 4:1-8;
Zech. 14:17). The curse placed upon the earth at the fall of man will
be lifted, at least partly (Isa. 65:17-25). This change in the natural
order will affect both animal and plant life, and the earth will become
highly productive (Amos 9:13). Nevertheless, the millennium will
not be a perfect age. Although only redeemed people will enter the
millennium, those in their natural bodies will soon reproduce (Isa.
65:19-23), introducing unredeemed sons and daughters into the
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millennium. As the millennium progresses, the population of both
saved and lost will soar.
The millennium derives its name from the fact that its duration
is to be approximately one thousand years (Rev. 20:2,7-10). After
Satan has been confined for a thousand years he will be released.
God will allow Satan to orchestrate a final rebellion at the close of
the millennium. John describes that rebellion in Revelation 20:7-10.
[Rev. 20:7-10] When the thousand years are over, Satan will
be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the
nations in the four corners of the earth—Gog and
Magog—to gather them for battle. In number they are like
the sand on the seashore. They marched across the breadth
of the earth and surrounded the camp of God’s people, the
city he loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured them. And the devil, who deceived them, was
thrown into the lake of burning sulfur, where the beast and
the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented
day and night for ever and ever.

This rebellion will have the effect of polarizing humanity into two
camps—one belonging to God, the other to Satan. Christ’s enemies
will be consumed by fire, and Satan, along with his host, will be cast
into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:7-10); this will conclude the millennium,
the final dispensation of the present earth.

The Interlude Between the Millennium
and the New Creation
Following the millennium, the present heavens and earth will
pass away (2 Pt. 3:10-11; Rev. 20:11), and the unrighteous dead will
be resurrected to face judgment (Rev. 20:11-15). At that time it will
be demonstrated for all to see that the names of the unrighteous are
missing from the Book of Life, and they will be condemned to the
Lake of Fire, which is the second death (v.14). John records the
following account of the second resurrection and the judgment of
the unredeemed before the great white throne.
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[Rev. 20:11-15] Then I saw a great white throne and him
who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence,
and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great
and small, standing before the throne, and books were
opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of
life. The dead were judged according to what they had
done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead
that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that
were in them, and each person was judged according to
what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown
into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If
anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life,
he was thrown into the lake of fire.

The New Heavens and Earth
Having made a final disposition of sin forever, God will create
new heavens and a new earth (Rev. 21:1-5). In this eternally perfect
age the New Jerusalem, the heavenly city, will descend to rest upon
the earth (Rev. 21:9-22:5). This city will be the eternal home of the
saints. Sin, suffering, and sorrow will be no more, and God will dwell
forever in the midst of his people.
[Rev. 21:1-7] Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for
the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and
there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And
I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the
dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them.
They will be his people, and God himself will be with them
and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes.
There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain,
for the old order of things has passed away.” He who was
seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!”
Then he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha
and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who
is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring
of the water of life. He who overcomes will inherit all this,
and I will be his God and he will be my son.”
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3
How Systems of Belief Affect Our
View of Future Prophecy
[This chapter and the next discuss the hermeneutical basis of premillennialism. Hermeneutics is foundational to the question of what
prophecy means. However, it is a complex subject, with deep historical and theological roots. So as not to become bogged down at
the outset, some readers may want to skip these chapters and return
to them later.]
Scripture in general, and future prophecy in particular, is never
interpreted in a vacuum. We all come to the study of future prophecy
with prior theological constructs. These constructs should reflect the
truth of God’s word. In the study of future prophecy one of the
predisposing theological constructs that will greatly affect our understanding of prophecy is our view of Israel and the Church. The
reason is that one of the most important questions to be addressed
in the interpretation of any prophecy is: To whom was the prophecy
addressed, and consequently, to whom does it apply? In other
words, we need to know whether or not the prophecies that were
made to Abraham, David, or Israel are directly applicable to the
Church. As we will see, the nature of Israel and the Church, and their
relationship to one another is perhaps the single most important
issue to be resolved as far as the interpretation of future prophecy is
concerned.
Dispensationalism and covenant theology, the two major interpretive frames of reference, each have very different views of the
Church. These views lead to entirely different interpretations of
future prophecy. Understanding these systems and their theological
implications is fundamentally important if we are to understand
why interpreters disagree over the meaning of future prophecy.
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The Historical Development of Millennial Views
The early church was premillennial. That is to say, they believed
that Christ would come and personally establish his kingdom on
earth. That being the case, they believed his coming would be
pre-millennial (i.e., before the millennium). This belief was simply
the result of taking scripture at face value, according to the normal
understanding of language, since numerous passages clearly picture
the second coming as occurring immediately prior to the beginning
of the millennial kingdom (cf. Isa. 35:4-10; Zech. 2:10-11; 14:1-11;
Matt. 24:29-25:46, esp. 25:31-34; Rev. 19:11-20:6).
It was not until the third century that the method known as
“spiritualization,” the seeking of a higher, more sublime (and nonliteral) meaning of scripture became popular. We first encounter this
formally with Origen (A.D. 185-254). For Origen the spiritual sense
of a passage represented its highest meaning. Unfortunately,
Origen’s method of interpretation resulted in nothing more than a
highly subjective assessment of the meaning of scripture, usually
viewing it as an allegory to be unraveled. This jeopardized even the
most fundamental teachings of the Bible, all of which rest upon the
normal/objective sense of the text. Origen himself held many unorthodox views, including universalism (the view that everyone will
be saved and spared from eternal damnation). His system of interpretation is hardly worthy of emulation, yet many have followed in
Origen’s footsteps, ultimately to be led away from the truth into the
morass of subjective interpretation.
The second through the fifth centuries saw an increasing rejection of premillennialism. There were many reasons for this. In the
eastern churches, Greek philosophy, mysticism, and gnosticism all
had an impact on biblical interpretation. For a brief period some
eastern churches even removed the book of Revelation from their
canon in an effort to eliminate premillennialism. Meanwhile, in the
western churches premillennialism remained the dominate position
well into the fifth century. In the West the decline of premillennialism can be traced to the influence of Augustine (A.D. 354-430).
Augustine lived through a transitional period in church history.
Previously Rome had persecuted the church, but by Augustine’s day
it had developed a patron relationship. It must have seemed to
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Augustine that the church was being manifested as the kingdom of
God on earth, though in a spiritual (mystical) sense. Such a view was
propelled along by the influence of neo-Platonism (which viewed
the physical world as an inferior realm) and realized eschatology,
which was promoted largely by gnostics and other Christian sects.
Also, there was a need for a view of the kingdom that did not
exacerbate existing anti-Christian sentiment among Romans. In
Augustine’s day Rome’s decline was being attributed by many to its
rejection of the traditional Roman gods and the state’s adoption of
Christianity. Of course, this was a two-way street, for no doubt
Christians also wondered why Rome, having adopted Christianity,
had fallen into such a state of decline. Augustine’s work, City of God,
addressed these issues. Premillennialism could only have added fuel
to this fire, since premillennialism views the Gentile nations as being
subjugated to the rule of a Jewish Messiah reigning from a restored
and ascendant Israel—a nation the Romans had destroyed because
of its rebellion against the Empire. Augustine’s adoption of amillennialism probably saved the church’s relationship with Rome, but at
the high cost of biblical truth.
Since Augustine’s belief could not be derived from a normal/objective, grammatical and historical interpretation of scripture, it was necessary for him to develop a system of interpretation
that would support his theological ideas concerning the spiritual
nature of the kingdom. Thus, Augustine developed what today is
referred to as the dual interpretive system (or, “dual hermeneutic”),
wherein most of the Bible, except future prophecy, is to be understood normally/objectively, but future prophecy is to be understood
allegorically so as to conform to a mystical view of the messianic
kingdom. Essentially, Augustine applied Origen’s system of spiritualization in a highly selective manner, in order to ensure biblical
integration for his view of the kingdom. The gnostics of the second
through the fourth centuries also made use of allegorization in
general biblical interpretation, and Augustine was heavily influenced by gnosticism. Augustine’s view of the kingdom resulted in
the elevation of the status of the church and soon became the dominant view. Today, this view of the kingdom is referred to as “amillennialism,” or “realized eschatology.” [The term amillennialism is
of fairly recent origin. Prior to the beginning of the twentieth century
there was simply premillennialism and postmillennialism, with
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postmillennialism split into two groups: those who in the spirit of
Augustinian interpretation spiritualized the kingdom as a present
(realized) kingdom, and those that looked for a more literal golden
age to come. The former are now referred to as “amillennialists,” and
the latter as “postmillennialists”—though with respect to the second
coming of Christ, both views are postmillennial.]
At the time of the reformation the amillennialism of the Roman
Catholic Church, with some modifications, was simply carried over
into the reformed churches. However, the intellectual and scientific
revolution that followed opened the door to question Augustine’s
view. This not only afforded the opportunity for the re-emergence
of premillennialism (Joseph Mede, 1586-1638, seems to be the first
post-reformation scholar to embrace premillennialism), but also an
opportunity for the emergence of what today is referred to as “postmillennialism.”
Daniel Whitby (1638-1726) is generally credited with the development of modern postmillennialism—the belief that there will be
a progressing theocratic kingdom on earth that will be brought about
not by the personal presence of Christ, but through the agency of the
church. Postmillennialism quickly took two distinct forms. One form
held by theological conservatives maintained that the spread of the
gospel would bring about a golden age on the earth to be culminated
at the personal appearing of Christ at the end of the age. The other
form, held by theological liberals who did not accept the inspiration
of the Bible, took the position that the kingdom of God would be
brought about on earth through the combined efforts of Christian
morality, science and technology, and education. Since liberal theologians did not accept the deity of Christ or the reality of his resurrection, they did not expect the millennium to be followed by the
personal return of Christ. Postmillennial thinking was very widely
accepted in different forms in both conservative and liberal circles
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and even into the early
twentieth century. However, the events of two world wars dealt a
blow to the optimism of postmillennialism as it became apparent
that man could also employ his scientific and technological achievements to serve his own fallen nature. Before the conclusion of the
second world war, postmillennialism was effectively dead. After the
collapse of postmillennialism most postmillennial institutions
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(churches, seminaries, and other societies) were simply reabsorbed
back into amillennialism from whence modern postmillennialism
originated.
There were many similarities between classic postmillennialism
and amillennialism. In their more conservative forms both held that
the return of Christ would not occur until the end of the millennium.
Both views also held to a general resurrection at the end of the age,
and both views allegorized the tribulation prophecies. In short, both
views employed essentially the same method of biblical interpretation (selective non-normal/non-literal interpretation of future
prophecy). Seen in this light, it is not surprising that modern postmillennialism sprang from amillennialism only to be reabsorbed
when its theological conclusions failed the test of reality. Since the
1970s a new form of postmillennialism has emerged, called
“theonomic postmillennialism.” The term “theonomy” is derived
from the Greek words theos (”God”) and nomos (”law”). Theonomic
postmillennialism (also referred to as “reconstructionism”) is the
belief that the millennium will be brought about by world evangelism and the establishment of biblical law (principally the Mosaic
Law) as the absolute standard of conduct, both personal and civil;
thus making obedience to the Old Testament Law both a religious
and a civil obligation. Such a view leads to a highly legalistic view
of Christianity.
Meanwhile, the revival of premillennialism was slow. In the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the major church movements
and their schools were dominated either by amillennial or postmillennial interpretation. Nevertheless, premillennial teachings were
popularized by the Plymouth Brethren in England, especially J.N.
Darby, and through the ministries of influential revivalists in America. The latter part of the nineteenth century and early part of the
twentieth century in America saw the establishment of numerous
premillennial Bible institutes, colleges, and seminaries, as well as a
number of premillennial mission boards and other Christian societies. Today, while amillennialism is by far the dominant view,
premillennialism is again a major view among theological conservatives.

How Systems of Belief Affect Our View of the Future 45

Dispensationalism and Covenant Theology
as Views of Redemptive History
Premillennialism and amillennialism represent not only different conceptions of the kingdom, they also rest upon entirely different
views of redemptive history. Today, there are essentially two views
of redemptive history among biblical conservatives: covenant theology, and dispensationalism. Both views are relatively new, having
their origins in the reformation and post-reformation period. In the
middle ages there was little need for a defense of amillennialism; the
church simply declared it to be so, and as they say, “that was that.”
However, in the post-reformation era, even before the re-emergence
of premillennialism, it became clear that amillennialism rested upon
a poorly supported foundation. Previously, the dual interpretive
system employed by Augustine provided no real justification for its
highly selective use of allegorical interpretation. The bias of such
interpretation was obvious and would not do in the post-reformation era. Thus, amillennialism gave birth to covenant theology,
essentially a view of redemptive history that allows the kingdom
promises made to Israel to be applied directly to the Church, thus
affording justification for the selective use of allegorical (i.e., spiritualized) interpretation.
Covenant theology and its view of redemptive history
The central tenet of covenant theology is that all redemptive
history from the fall of man forward is the outworking of a singular
covenant, referred to as “the covenant of grace.” While covenant
theologians do not agree on the precise nature of this covenant, since
it is not explicitly referred to in the Bible, it is generally conceived as
a covenant between God and elect sinners, promising redemption
upon the exercise of true faith in God. Covenantalists refer to three
covenants: 1) the covenant of redemption, made between the members of the Godhead in eternity past, in which the redemptive roles
of the members of the Godhead were established; 2) the covenant of
works, made between God and Adam in which God promised
Adam eternal life, if he would obey him; and, 3) the covenant of
grace made between God and elect sinners after the fall, promising
life upon the exercise of genuine faith in God. This being the case,
covenant theology associates redemptive history from the fall of
man forward under one covenant—the covenant of grace (see Figure
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3.1, p. 51). According to this conception of redemptive history the
distinctive dealings of God with specific individuals and groups is
characteristically blurred, or simply ignored. The result is a view of
history in which all the redeemed share equally in all of the divine
promises, since all are redeemed under the same covenant and
therefore, according to covenantal reasoning, comprise the same
entity, whether it happens to be called “Israel” (in the Old Testament) or “the Church” (in the New Testament). Thus according to
covenantalism, the kingdom promises made to Abraham and to his
descendants, Israel, can be applied to the Church. Of course it would
be impractical for the physical and geopolitical promises to be
literally fulfilled to the Church, and therefore according to covenantal reasoning, these must be understood as representing spiritual
blessings to the Church.
Dispensationalism and its view of redemptive history
In the post-reformation era another view of redemptive history
arose called “dispensationalism.” A dispensation is a distinct era in
which a unique set of operative principles is in place governing
human life and man’s stewardship before God. The manifestation of
dispensational characteristics in redemptive history was recognized
very early; the New Testament writers themselves were well aware
of dispensational distinctives. On three occasions Paul made specific
reference to particular dispensations (Gr. oikonomia = “economy,” cf.
Eph. 1:10, 3:9, and 1 Tim. 1:4). The concept, however, is not limited
to a particular vocabulary, and was expressed in various forms in
many New Testament passages (e.g., Gal. 3:19; 4:1-5; Heb. 3:1-6;
7:11-25; 8:6-7; 9:15-28; 10:1-18; Rev. 20:4; 21:1-22:5). It is important to
point out that while each dispensation involves changes in man’s
responsibilities before God, this does not mean that dispensationalists believe there has been more than one way of salvation. No matter
what the dispensation, salvation is only by grace through faith since
there is no other way for men to be saved.
What distinguished the emerging dispensationalism was a commitment to interpret the Bible normally/objectively (i.e., exegetically), in the light of its dispensational context; this was something
that covenantalists had not done consistently. One fundamental
difference between covenantalism and dispensationalism is that
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dispensationalism recognizes that normal/objective interpretation
leads to the conclusion that Israel and the Church are distinct; and
therefore promises made to Israel must be fulfilled to Israel, not the
Church.
Dispensationalists contend that the Bible can only be properly
understood when it is understood in its grammatical, historical, and
dispensational context; and the covenantal conception of an overarching covenant of grace, if acknowledged at all, should not obscure
the dispensational context of a passage. When scripture is interpreted normally/objectively in its dispensational context, without
the imposition of covenantal assumptions, the result is inevitably a
premillennial conception of the future (see in the Appendix: “The
Biblical Basis of Premillennialism,” p. 251).

Dispensationalism and Covenant Theology
as Systems of Interpretation
Because dispensationalism and covenant theology are ways of
looking at redemptive history (past, present, and future), each view
naturally has a profound influence on how prophecy will be interpreted. The effects of applying either frame of reference will influence almost every area of one’s theology. Nowhere is this influence
more noticeable than in the study of future prophecy.
The point of controversy between these two frames of reference
is not, as might be supposed, the validity of the covenant of grace,
though that is a concern. Rather, the disagreement involves the
covenantalists’ use of the covenantal construct to equate Israel with
the Church. Even if Israel and the Church are saved under the same
covenant (they are; but the covenant is the new covenant, cf. Jer.
31:31-37), there is no necessity to view them as the same entity.
Viewing the Church as an extension of, or replacement for Israel
confuses two prophetic programs that scripture clearly presents as
distinct (Rom. 11:1-36).
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Covenant theology as a system of interpretation
If, as covenantalists believe, the Church is an extension of or
replacement for Israel, the interpretive implications would be almost
endless, but the final result would be that there could be no real
distinction between God’s revelation to and plan for Israel and that
of the Church. Obviously, such a view has far-reaching implications.
Covenantalists recognize the problems of a literal fulfillment of
Israel’s promises to the Church. The solution is to selectively allegorize any prophecies that present difficulties—which turns out to be
nearly all of them. Nevertheless, what covenant theology has not
been able to satisfactorily defend is its manifestly a priori approach
in applying a dual hermeneutic, that is, the selective, rather than
consistent use of allegorical interpretation. How does the covenantal
interpreter know when to switch from a normal/objective hermeneutic (used in interpreting most scripture) to an allegorical method
(used mainly with future prophecy)? The answer is simple: The
interpretation is not determined by the statements of scripture, but
by covenantal assumptions. Unfortunately, this practice reveals that
the covenantal interpreter is not really interpreting at all; insofar as
he chooses to engage in this practice, he is merely conforming
scriptural statements to his own preconceived theology. Allegorical
interpretation is an inherently eisegetical process, in which meaning
is read into a passage rather than derived from the passage. This can
be seen from the fact that there are no rules governing the process of
allegorical interpretation, nor can there be since the meaning originates in the subjective impression of the interpreter rather than from
the objective statements of the text. While this appears to have a
veneer of biblical facts and observations from which to work, the
core process is essentially subjective.
Dispensationalism as a system of interpretation
In contrast to covenant theology, which is based primarily on
the construct of the covenant of grace, dispensationalism does not
impose an artificial grid upon the interpretive process. Instead, it
recognizes the natural landscape of theological history as recorded
in scripture, and interprets accordingly. Dispensationalism maintains that instead of pre-concluding the nature of the kingdom and
then tailoring the interpretive process to support that pre-concluHow Systems of Belief Affect Our View of the Future 49

sion, one should simply interpret scriptural statements in light of
their clearly intended meaning, according to the normal rules of
grammatical and historical interpretation. In other words, dispensationalists maintain that the meaning of a text should be determined
by the text and its context, not the theological preconclusions of the
interpreter. If this point is sustained, it becomes apparent that the
interpreter cannot arbitrarily manipulate interpretation whenever
needed to support his theological assumptions. The interpreter
must, at the very least, apply his interpretive principles consistently;
failure to do so is an indication of theologically biased interpretation.
Dispensationalists reject the notion that simply because people
are saved under the same covenant, that automatically makes the
promises made to one person or group applicable to all people or
groups under the same covenant. If specific promises made to individual believers cannot be applied to others (e.g., that Abram would
become the father of many nations, or that Hezekiah would live
another fifteen years), it does not seem logical that promises made
to Israel should be applied to the Church, particularly in view of the
fact that the New Testament makes a clear distinction between the
two (Rom. 11:1-36). Again, dispensationalists maintain that the
meaning of a passage must be derived from the text according to the
only rules of communication suitable—the customary usage of language, understood in its historical and dispensational context. When
this is done, premillennialism is the clear and natural conclusion.
Covenant premillennialism
Since covenant theology was developed largely as an explanation of, and interpretive framework for amillennialism, it is strange
that a premillennial form of covenant theology would emerge. Covenant premillennialists hold to the same basic assumptions about the
nature of the Church as do amillennialists—that is, that all believers
throughout history are part of the Church. However, when it comes
to applying to the Church the millennial promises made to Israel,
covenant premillennialists object to the degree of allegorization
found in amillennialism, and take a more moderate position, holding
to covenant theology’s view of the Church, but dispensationalism’s
view of the millennium. As will be discussed later, such a position
leads to what is referred to as “premillennial posttribulationism,” (or
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Figure 3.1 A Comparison of Dispensationalism and Covenant Theology
Covenantalists view all redemptive history as falling under the covenant of grace, and therefore blur the
dispensations and the distinction between Israel and the Church; this results in confusion over how the
promises made to Israel will be fulfilled. Covenantalists generally apply those promises to the Church
spiritually.

just “posttribulationism”)—the belief that the rapture of the Church
will occur at the second coming. While meditate positions tend to be
attractive, in that they appear to avoid extremes, they are sometimes
the product of internal inconsistencies. If covenant theology’s
assumption that Israel and the Church are the same entity is accepted
as true (which covenant premillennialists do accept), the natural
conclusion should be that the millennial promises will not be fulfilled to Israel, but to the Church (spiritually), leading to amillennialism. Yet, premillennialism is based upon those promises being
fulfilled to Israel (as distinct from the Church). Thus, premillennialism is not compatible with covenant theology’s view of Israel and
the Church. Consequently, covenant premillennialism is a theological paradox.
Progressive Dispensationalism
Progressive dispensationalism is a movement among some dispensationalists to bridge the gap with covenant premillennialism.
The basic tenets of progressive dispensationalism are that there is
one people of God, and that the kingdom rule of Christ has already
been inaugurated. Progressive dispensationalists see the Church as
a co-inheritor with Israel of the Old Testament promises, rather than
a parenthetical entity as in classic dispensationalism. This is accomplished through the progressive subsuming of one dispensation into
the next. This then becomes a mechanism for folding, or graduating
the people of God under the Old Testament into the Church. The
difficulty is that this simply does not represent a biblical picture of
Israel, or the Church, or the kingdom of God; and such a view
requires significant reinterpretation of scripture. While progressive
dispensationalists insist they continue to accept the basic tenets of
dispensationalism, the fact is, they do not, since the hallmark of
classic dispensationalism is the recognition of the distinctness of
both Israel and the Church. Neither Paul’s teaching concerning the
relationship between Israel and the Church (Rom. 11:1-36) nor the
prophetic plan revealed for Israel’s future in both the Old and New
Testaments (cf. Zech. 14:1-21; Matt. 24-25; Rev. 19:11-20:4) fit with
the scheme proposed by progressive dispensationalists. Additionally, the idea that Christ’s kingdom has already been inaugurated
and that he is now ruling over that kingdom is explicitly contradicted
by Christ’s own teaching in Matthew 25:31.
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Why the Bible Should be Interpreted Normally
Of the two major interpretive systems found in conservative
Christianity, only dispensationalism subscribes to a consistently
normal/objective interpretation of scripture. At its best, dispensationalism represents a truly exegetical method of interpretation.
By normal/objective interpretation dispensationalists do not
mean that one should ignore figures of speech or literary devices
such as symbols. Normal interpretation requires that these forms of
expression be understood according to the prevailing usage in the
culture and at the time they were recorded. Thus, the key to interpreting symbols is to ask the question, “How would they have been
understood by the writer’s contemporary audience?”
A consistently normal/objective method of interpretation is
superior for at least two reasons. First, it is the only method by which
exegesis (deriving meaning out of the text) is possible. If we accept
as fact that the Bible is God’s communication to man and that God
intends for man to understand that communication, we can only
conceive of God as using human language in a conventional manner.
The reason is that this is the only way man could ever discern the
intended meaning, because the rules of language apply only when
language is being used in its normal, conventional sense. (Languages
are, in their most basic sense, conventions for communications.)
Second, scripture in general, and prophecy in particular, makes
sense when interpreted normally/objectively. It is worth observing
that prophecy that has been fulfilled has been fulfilled in a manner
consistent with normal/objective interpretation.
The application of a dual (normal/allegorical) system of interpretation results in inconsistencies. For example, it results in the first
sixty-nine weeks of Daniel’s seventy-weeks prophecy (Dan. 9:24-27)
being interpreted literally, but the last, or seventieth week, being
taken figuratively (unless, of course, the entire prophecy is allegorized). Or, in the case of Christ’s advent, it requires a literal interpretation of the first advent and a non-literal interpretation of the events
associated with the second coming, even though they may be contained within the same passage (cf. Isa. 61:1-3). Once the decision is
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pretation becomes merely the opinion of the interpreter. In reality
allegorization doesn’t derive meaning from the text, it simply uses
the text as a medium through which to project the interpreter’s own
preconceived theology.
In summary, there are at least three key advantages to the
normal/objective method of interpretation: 1) The normal/objective
method anchors interpretation in fact, rather than subjective opinion. 2) The normal/objective method promotes restraint in the interpretive process, since interpretation cannot go beyond the objective
statements of scripture. 3) The normal/objective method is the cornerstone of most orthodox theology; its abandonment in other areas
of theology can lead, and has led, to apostasy, and its abandonment
in the area of future prophecy is often the first step in that direction.
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4
Understanding Apocalyptic
Literature
[See the introductory note at the beginning of Chapter Three.]
The word “apocalyptic” comes from the Greek apokalupsis,
which means, “a revelation” or “disclosure.” Because this term
appears in the title of the book of Revelation, which has much to say
about the future, apocalyptic has come to be associated with prophetic literature dealing with the end of the present age and beyond.

The Distinguishing Features of Apocalyptic Literature
Apocalyptic literature in the Bible is not easily distinguished
from non-apocalyptic prophecy. In fact, about the only significant
feature that can be pointed to is its focus on events associated with
the end of the age and the coming kingdom of God. If we were to
suggest that biblical apocalyptic literature is characterized by visions
and dreams, we can find that in non-apocalyptic prophecy; if we
were to suggest the use of symbolic language as a distinguishing
feature, we can also find abundant examples of that in non-apocalyptic prophecy; again, if we were to suggest a judgment theme as
characteristic of apocalyptic prophecy, we can find an abundance of
non-apocalyptic prophecies dealing with judgment. Actually, it is
difficult to find any trait that consistently characterizes biblical
apocalyptic writings other than a focus on the culmination of the age
and the coming kingdom of God. Perhaps the conclusion to be
drawn from this is that far too much has been made over the
distinction of future prophecy as a distinct literary genre. The segregation of future prophecy into a special category has been unfortunate because it is often construed as validation for the dual hermeneutic applied by covenantal interpreters. In other words, it becomes
a pretext for the application of a special hermeneutic (i.e., “spiritualization”). Future prophecy is simply Bible prophecy that has not
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yet been fulfilled. All fulfilled prophecies, including those of Christ’s
birth, were at one time unfulfilled. As such, they were at one time
future prophecies; in the course of time, as they were fulfilled, they
no longer pertained to the future. Someday much of what we now
consider future prophecy will have been fulfilled, and will no longer
be considered future prophecy. The point is this: Other than theme,
there is no real difference between future prophecy and fulfilled
prophecy, and there is certainly no justification for applying a special
hermeneutic to prophecy simply because it has not yet been fulfilled.
Having said that, there are some general principles of interpretation
that we need to be aware of, as well as some special considerations
in the interpretation of prophecy in general.

Applying Normal Interpretation to Prophecy
Whatever conclusion one may reach regarding the nature of
apocalyptic literature as a distinct literary genre in the Bible, one
thing is clear: Only the normal/objective method of interpretation
can ensure that the intended meaning of scripture is correctly understood, because only the literal method is truly exegetical. We will
now look at some of the principles for interpreting the Bible in
general, and for interpreting prophecy as a general class of literature
within the Bible.
General interpretive principles
There are some general principles of interpretation that should
be applied to any biblical text, whether or not it is prophetic. Those
principles are summarized below.
Determining what the text says
It should go without saying that before one can determine what
a text means, they must first determine what the text says (literally).
This means that the interpreter must determine the proper reading
of the text in the original language and resolve as many difficulties
in the wording of the text as possible prior to attempting an interpretation. This requires that the interpreter be familiar with the
lexicography (word meanings), accidence (inflectional forms of
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words), syntax (the use and significance of inflectional forms of
words), and grammar (relationships among words and sentence
parts) of the passage.
Determining the historical context
Every communication is context sensitive; that is to say, the
meaning of any passage hinges on the context in which, and concerning which the communication was made. Therefore, determining the historical context is essential for understanding any passage
of scripture. Lack of historical context can be as much of an impediment to interpretation as uncertainty over the meaning of words,
phrases, and sentences.
Determining the theological and dispensational context
The Bible is a progressive revelation; God revealed his truth a
little at a time as man was able to receive that truth. In the progressive
revelation of truth, later revelations are generally more specific and
complete; however, the later revelations are built on the foundation
of the earlier revelations, and the later never contradicts the earlier
when correctly understood. Earlier revelations are stepping stones
to understanding later revelations of the same truth. Taking a verse
or passage out of its biblical context removes it from the only setting
in which it can be properly understood. Every statement must be
understood in the light of what God revealed up to that point in
history. The interpreter must be aware of the predisposing (antecedent) theology of the passage he is attempting to interpret. In other
words, he must know the theological context in which the passage
sits. Not only that, but the interpreter must also be aware of the
dispensational context of the passage; he must ask himself, “What
are the operative principles of the era in which this passage was
written?” “Did the events or statements occur before the fall of man,
under the law, after the cross, or were they spoken prophetically in
reference to some future age?” With all of the foregoing information
in hand, the interpreter is usually ready to put forward an interpretation. However, there are some special considerations when dealing
with prophetic passages.
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Special considerations in the interpretation of prophecy
While the same principles given above apply to both prophetic
and non-prophetic passages, there are some features of prophecy
that complicate the application of those principles, such as the presence of figurative language, symbols, time compression, historical
foreshortening, and parabolic format. It is important to realize that
these features do not mitigate against the application of the normal/objective method of interpretation, they simply make it more
challenging. The following are things to bear in mind when interpreting biblical prophecy.
Observing time relationships
Sometimes prophecies seem to compress or expand time by
devoting more space to a shorter span of events than to a longer span
(e.g., Revelation 4:1-20:10, in which sixteen chapters are devoted to
the seven years of the tribulation, and only seven verses are devoted
to the thousand years of the millennium). In other cases prophecies
may contain large gaps in a timeline (e.g., Isaiah 61:1-3, where the
first and second advents of Christ are pictured as one event; or Daniel
9:24-27, where the Church age is entirely omitted), or they may
contain no timeline at all and events may not be in chronological
order (e.g., Isaiah 65:17-25, where eternity is described before the
millennium). In some cases, prophecies can supply time relationships for other prophecies. However, the interpreter must be careful
in comparing the information and arriving at conclusions. Also, the
supplied time relationship, while helping to understand the overall
truth of the subject or event, should not be read back into the more
obscure prophecy as if the author were aware of that information;
this is particularly the case where a later prophecy clarifies an earlier
one. Remember, revelation of truth was progressive, and one revelation builds upon another.
Interpreting symbols
At times Bible prophecy makes use of symbols, including symbolic objects, actions, representations of people, and symbolic use of
names and numbers. The challenge for the interpreter is to determine
(literally) what the symbol represents. One pitfall that students of
prophecy must avoid is identifying as symbolic things that were not
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intended as symbols. The fact that a prophecy contains symbols does
not mean that everything in the prophecy is symbolic. Generally, one
should only identify something as symbolic when any other interpretation is nonsensical or conflicts with clearly established facts.
In seeking to interpret symbols, one should check the immediate
context carefully; the meaning of the symbol may be identified in the
passage. If the immediate context does not supply the meaning of
the symbol, the larger context of scripture should be checked. It is
possible that the symbol is used elsewhere, and its meaning may be
more apparent from another passage, which in most cases will be a
chronologically prior passage. One should always look for the first
occurrence of any symbol; often the key to interpreting a symbol will
be found where it is first used. In seeking to interpret symbols, one
must remember that symbols, by their nature, bear some affinity to
what is symbolized. Paying careful attention to the properties of the
symbol might provide clues as to the meaning. Also, just because a
prophecy contains symbols does not mean that the prophecy should
be spiritualized (i.e., interpreted non-literally). A symbol serves as
an analogy to a literal idea (e.g., the sword in Christ’s mouth in
Revelation 19:15 is certainly symbolic, but it pictures a literal truth:
when Christ returns, he will speak, and his enemies will be slain
—literally).
The student of prophecy should be especially careful about
interpreting numbers as symbolic. Biblical numerology is often just
another form of spiritualization. Even in the case in which a number
may have some special significance elsewhere, the use of the number
in a prophecy does not necessarily mean that it should be interpreted
as a symbol. The rule to follow is this: “If the plain sense makes sense,
seek no other sense.”
Interpreting prophetic parables
A parable is an extended simile, often in the form of a story; thus,
it conveys a truth through the medium of an analogy. Several things
should be kept in mind when seeking to interpret parables, whether
or not they are prophetic: 1) One should not try to find some special
significance for every detail of the parable. Some details are only
given to complete a similitude. Even when Jesus interpreted his own
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parables, he did not assign significance to every detail. 2) As an
extended figure of speech, and like all figures of speech, parables
generally teach a central truth; the goal is to identify that truth.
3) Some parables are interpreted within the context of the passage;
one should look for the interpretation to see if it is supplied. When
interpreting parables from the gospels, always check the parallel
material in the other gospels. The gospels are highly condensed
reports of Jesus’ life and teaching, and each writer condensed that
material differently. It is not unusual to find explanations in one
gospel that do not appear in others. 4) Even if the interpretation is
not given, the context may contain clues as to why the parable was
spoken and what it means.
Observing the larger context of prophecy
A great many prophetic events are dealt with in more than one
place; therefore, interpretation should take into account details revealed elsewhere. This does not mean that those details should be
imported into the passage under consideration, only that the final
interpretation should be in harmony with other scripture. For example, there are over a dozen passages that describe the second coming
in detail. Not all of these passages include the same details, but they
are all accurate, though individually incomplete descriptions of the
event. The complete description of the event, so far as we have it, is
the sum of all the biblical information. Therefore, the interpreter
should seek to interpret each of these passages in the light of the
broader prophetic context of the Bible.
The single sense of scripture
Students of the Bible have debated the question of whether there
is a fuller meaning to some passages than what the human authors
may have been aware. After all, if the ultimate author of scripture is
God, why could he not have infused within it a deeper meaning than
even the human authors were aware? Of course, he could have, and
undoubtedly did in some cases. However, in such cases that deeper
meaning cannot be determined through the exegetical process; it
must be identified by a subsequent revelation from God (the meaning of which must be determined by the normal/objective method
of interpretation). Whether there is, in some biblical statements, a
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meaning beyond the obvious normal/objective meaning, only God
knows, and only God can reveal. Unless subsequent scripture identifies a hidden meaning, the interpreter should not seek one. (If God
subsequently reveals a hidden meaning to a previous passage, that
is a revelation concerning the prior passage, not an interpretation of
the prior passage, and we must be very careful to distinguish between revelations and interpretations.) In the absence of a subsequent revelation concerning the meaning of a specific passage, the
only legitimate interpretation is what the passage says, as determined by the normal/objective method of interpretation. In keeping
with this, a passage can have only one correct interpretation, even if
God subsequently reveals a hidden meaning. (In such a case, the
subsequent revelation would have its own interpretation.)
The question of near versus distant fulfillment
In some cases prophecies seem to have both a near and a more
distant fulfillment. This does not imply a double meaning, rather it
may refer to a work spread over time, or accomplished in stages; it
may also be that a near event is merely a foreshadowing of the
ultimate fulfillment to come. In any case, just as a passage can have
only one correct interpretation, a prophecy can have only one fulfillment, even if it is spread over time, or foreshadowed in various ways.

Summary
Biblical apocalyptic literature should not be regarded as a separate literary genre from fulfilled prophecy. This does not prevent us
from viewing future prophecy as a subset of prophecy in general, as
long as we understand that this classification is relative to our
position in history, rather than something peculiar to the nature of
future prophecy. As with all scripture, prophecy must be interpreted
normally/objectively, giving due consideration to figures and symbols. Spiritualization (allegorical interpolation) is an inherently subjective process, since it breaks with the normal/objective and conventional use of language. Spiritualization should never be viewed
as legitimate biblical interpretation.
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5
The Kingdom of God and
The Millennium
The kingdom of God is one of the central themes of the Bible;
some view it as “the” central theme. In many ways the Bible relates
to us that God is the sovereign Lord of creation, though the expression of that kingdom, at least from the human perspective, may take
different forms. The kingdom of God encompasses several distinct
aspects, which are examined below.

Aspects of the Kingdom of God
At least three distinct aspects of the kingdom of God are alluded
to in the Bible; they are: the universal kingdom, the visible kingdom,
and the invisible kingdom (see Figure 5.1, p. 65). While our present
study is concerned primarily with the visible kingdom, and particularly its millennial aspect, it would be helpful to survey all three
aspects.
The universal aspect of the kingdom of God
God’s sovereignty over his creation is referred to as his universal
kingdom. This concept appears early in Israel’s history and is a
frequent theme in the Psalms (cf. 10:16; 29:10; 103:19-22; 145:10-13).
The universal kingdom encompasses all of creation, and includes
even the ungodly, both human and angelic, for all creation is subject
to the sovereign rule of God. David says of this aspect of God’s
kingdom:
[Psa. 103:19-22]
The LORD has established his throne in heaven,
and his kingdom rules over all.
Praise the LORD, you his angels,
you mighty ones who do his bidding,
who obey his word.
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Praise the LORD, all his heavenly hosts,
you his servants who do his will.
Praise the LORD, all his works
everywhere in his dominion.
Praise the LORD, O my soul.

The visible aspect of the kingdom of God
To the Hebrew mind in the Old Testament, the kingdom of God
was his theocratic rule over the nation of Israel. Ultimately this rule
was to have its fullest expression in the reign of Messiah, when Israel
would be vindicated and exalted, and experience the joy of profuse
divine blessing and peace (Isa. 9:6-6; 65:18-25).
Only in the New Testament does the millennial aspect of the
visible kingdom come into sharp focus, in contrast to the Old Testament, which made no distinction between the millennium and eternity (cf. Isa. 65:17-25). In the book of Revelation we learn that the
earthly kingdom will occur in two phases (see Figure 5.2, p. 69). The
first phase, referred to as “the millennium,” is to occur on the present
earth before its re-creation (Rev. 20:4 cf. Rev. 21:1-6). As the name
“millennium” suggests, this phase encompasses the first thousand
years of the visible kingdom. The second phase of the visible kingdom occurs in what is commonly referred to as “eternity,” which
begins with the creation of the new heavens and earth, and the
descent of the New Jerusalem to rest upon the earth (Rev. 21:1-22:5).
The invisible aspect of the kingdom of God
The invisible aspect of the kingdom of God refers to God’s rule
in the hearts of those yielded to him. This aspect, like the universal
aspect, is a present reality. This facet of the kingdom is largely
developed in the gospels (cf. Matt. 6:33; 18:1-4; Mk. 9:1; Lk. 17:20-24;
Jn. 18:36), but can be found elsewhere in the New Testament (e.g.,
Col. 1:13). Many Bible interpreters confuse the visible and invisible
aspects of the kingdom, and incorrectly view references to the invisible aspect of the kingdom as support for a spiritualized (allegorized)
view of the millennium, as found in amillennialism.
It is not uncommon for dispensationalists to distinguish between the kingdom of Heaven and the kingdom of God; however,
such a distinction is unsupported biblically. Of course, the kingdom
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Figure 5.1 Aspects of the Kingdom of God
The term “kingdom of God” is used in various ways. It can refer to God’s
universal kingdom, which includes everything, and it can refer corporately
to the redeemed (also referred to as “the kingdom of Heaven”). The visible
manifestation of that kingdom is, of course, corrupted by the presence of
those who profess, but do not possess faith unto salvation. The visible rule
of Christ upon the earth, both in the millennium and beyond, is also
referred to as the kingdom of God. Confusing these ideas invariably results
in incorrect biblical interpretation.
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of Heaven, which is composed of the redeemed, does have an earthly
manifestation, and in the present age the kingdom of Heaven is
manifested in and through the Church. The parables of Matthew 13
indicate that as the kingdom of Heaven progresses, its visible (outward) manifestation will be corrupted by a growing presence of
unredeemed people who profess, but do not possess true faith unto
salvation. (See in the Appendix, “The Kingdom of Heaven and the
Course of the Present Age,” p. 301.)

The Necessity of a Future Earthly Kingdom
The Old Testament concept of an earthly kingdom emerges first
from the Abrahamic covenant and is then expanded upon in the land
covenant, the Davidic covenant, and the new covenant. These four
covenants shape the Old Testament picture of the visible kingdom
of God, which as we will see, is inseparably linked to national Israel.
A simple analogy may help to illustrate the relationship of these
covenant promises to other Old Testament prophecies concerning
the kingdom. If we think of the covenants (the Abrahamic, the land,
the Davidic, and the new covenants) as the bold lines of a coloring
book, determining the shape of the picture, we could then think of
other prophecies as the colors applied within those lines. The covenant promises form the outline of God’s plan for Israel; other prophecies supply additional details that must be understood within the
framework of the covenant promises. Together they form a picture
of God’s plan for Israel’s future, which includes blessings for the
Gentiles, though the Gentiles should not be viewed as co-inheritors,
but as secondary beneficiaries. Since the covenants define the kingdom program for Israel, and in a larger sense, God’s program for
future world history, it is important that we begin with a thorough
examination of these covenants before looking at the other prophetic
passages.
The Abrahamic covenant
The provisions of the Abrahamic covenant are stated in Genesis
12:1-3,6-7; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-14 and 22:15-18. It is important to
examine each of these passages in order to understand all of the
provisions. Genesis 15:1-12 is of particular interest, since it also
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includes the account of the solemn ceremony in which God sealed
his promises as an unconditional covenant with Abraham (Abram)
and his descendants after him, forever.
[Gen. 12:1-3] The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave your
country, your people and your father’s household and go
to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great
nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great,
and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you,
and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on
earth will be blessed through you.”
[Gen. 12:6-7] Abram traveled through the land as far as the
site of the great tree of Moreh at Shechem. At that time the
Canaanites were in the land. The LORD appeared to
Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.”
So he built an altar there to the LORD, who had appeared
to him.
[Gen. 13:14-17] The LORD said to Abram after Lot had
parted from him, “Lift up your eyes from where you are
and look north and south, east and west. All the land that
you see I will give to you and your offspring forever. I will
make your offspring like the dust of the earth, so that if
anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be
counted. Go, walk through the length and breadth of the
land, for I am giving it to you.”
[Gen. 15:1-21] After this, the word of the LORD came to
Abram in a vision: “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your
shield, your very great reward.” But Abram said, “O Sovereign LORD, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of
Damascus?” And Abram said, “You have given me no
children; so a servant in my household will be my heir.”
Then the word of the LORD came to him: “This man will
not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body
will be your heir.” He took him outside and said, “Look
up at the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can
count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring
be.” Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him
as righteousness. He also said to him, “I am the LORD,
who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans to give you
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this land to take possession of it.” But Abram said, “O
Sovereign LORD, how can I know that I will gain possession of it?” So the LORD said to him, “Bring me a heifer, a
goat and a ram, each three years old, along with a dove and
a young pigeon.” Abram brought all these to him, cut them
in two and arranged the halves opposite each other; the
birds, however, he did not cut in half. Then birds of prey
came down on the carcasses, but Abram drove them away.
As the sun was setting, Abram fell into a deep sleep, and
a thick and dreadful darkness came over him. Then the
LORD said to him, “Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they
will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years. But I
will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward
they will come out with great possessions. You, however,
will go to your fathers in peace and be buried at a good old
age. In the fourth generation your descendants will come
back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached
its full measure.” When the sun had set and darkness had
fallen, a smoking firepot with a blazing torch appeared and
passed between the pieces. On that day the LORD made a
covenant with Abram and said, “To your descendants I
give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the
Euphrates—the land of the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites, Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites and Jebusites.”
[Gen. 17:1-14] When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the
LORD appeared to him and said, “I am God Almighty;
walk before me and be blameless. I will confirm my covenant between me and you and will greatly increase your
numbers.” Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, “As
for me, this is my covenant with you: You will be the father
of many nations. No longer will you be called Abram; your
name will be Abraham, for I have made you a father of
many nations. I will make you very fruitful; I will make
nations of you, and kings will come from you. I will
establish my covenant as an everlasting covenant between
me and you and your descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your
descendants after you. The whole land of Canaan, where
you are now an alien, I will give as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you; and I will be
their God.” Then God said to Abraham, “As for you, you
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Figure 5.2 Phases of the Visible Kingdom of God
The visible (earthly) kingdom of God will unfold in two phases. The millennium (the first one-thousand years) is the
first phase. The second phase, referred to as “eternity,” will take place on the new earth to be created after the
destruction of the present earth at the end of the millennium. The New Jerusalem, the heavenly city, will be present
during the eternal phase of the kingdom.

must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after
you for the generations to come. This is my covenant with
you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are
to keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised. You
are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the
covenant between me and you. For the generations to
come every male among you who is eight days old must
be circumcised, including those born in your household or
bought with money from a foreigner—those who are not
your offspring. Whether born in your household or bought
with your money, they must be circumcised. My covenant
in your flesh is to be an everlasting covenant. Any uncircumcised male, who has not been circumcised in the flesh,
will be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.”
[Gen. 22:15-18] The angel of the LORD called to Abraham
from heaven a second time and said, “I swear by myself,
declares the LORD, that because you have done this and
have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely
bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the
stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your
descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, and through your offspring all nations on earth will
be blessed, because you have obeyed me.”

In these passages God made the following personal promises to
Abraham: 1) Abraham’s name will be great (12:2). 2) He will be the
father of many nations (17:5). 3) His descendants will be innumerable (13:16; 15:5; 22:17). 4) Kings will come from him (17:6). 5) God
will be his God (17:7). 6) The one who blesses Abraham will be
blessed, and the one who curses Abraham will be cursed (12:3).
7) The covenant is to be a perpetual (eternal) covenant (17:7).
In addition to the personal promises made to Abraham, God
also made the following promises to his descendants: 1) They will
become a great nation (12:2). 2) They will, at some time, come to
possess the promised land forever (17:8). 3) God will be their God
(17:8). 4) They will be victorious over their enemies (22:17). 5) God’s
covenant will be established with them forever (17:7). While the
covenant also includes a blessing for the Gentiles, that they would
be blessed through Abraham (12:3; 22:18), it is important to point out
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that while Gentiles benefit from this covenant, they are not a direct
party to the covenant.
The Abrahamic covenant expressly promises that Abraham’s
descendants will come to possess the land God showed to Abraham,
and that they will live in that land as recipients of divine favor
forever. That these promises have never been forfeited or invalidated
is a point that will be considered later; first we will look at the
relationships between the Abrahamic, land, Davidic, and new covenants.
The land covenant
The land covenant (so called because it was made with Israel
upon their entrance into the promised land) is recorded in Deuteronomy 29:1-30:20. Moses indicated its connection to the Abrahamic
covenant when he said:
[Deut. 29:12-13] You are standing here in order to enter into
a covenant with the LORD your God, a covenant the LORD
is making with you this day and sealing with an oath, to
confirm you this day as his people, that he may be your
God as he promised you and as he swore to your fathers,
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

What God swore to Abraham and subsequently confirmed to
Isaac and Jacob, he was prepared to implement as Abraham’s children stood on the verge of their entrance into the land over four
hundred years later. This covenant seems to have had two purposes:
1) to ensure that the people understood their inheritance of the land
was the result of the promises previously made to Abraham (29:1213); and, 2) to clarify the condition under which they could expect to
enter into the enjoyment of this promise—the condition being
Israel’s continued obedience to God (29:16-29). One of the most
interesting features of this covenant is found in 30:1-10; there God
indicated that Israel would rebel in the future, and their rebellion
would cost them the enjoyment of the covenant blessings such that
they would be dispersed from the land, but the covenant itself would
not be invalidated; rather, the blessings would be reserved for a
generation that return to him.
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[Deut. 30:1-10] When all these blessings and curses I have
set before you come upon you and you take them to heart
wherever the LORD your God disperses you among the
nations, and when you and your children return to the
LORD your God and obey him with all your heart and with
all your soul according to everything I command you
today, then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes
and have compassion on you and gather you again from
all the nations where he scattered you. Even if you have
been banished to the most distant land under the heavens,
from there the LORD your God will gather you and bring
you back. He will bring you to the land that belonged to
your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will
make you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers. The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and
the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him
with all your heart and with all your soul, and live. The
LORD your God will put all these curses on your enemies
who hate and persecute you. You will again obey the
LORD and follow all his commands I am giving you today.
Then the LORD your God will make you most prosperous
in all the work of your hands and in the fruit of your womb,
the young of your livestock and the crops of your land. The
LORD will again delight in you and make you prosperous,
just as he delighted in your fathers, if you obey the LORD
your God and keep his commands and decrees that are
written in this Book of the Law and turn to the LORD your
God with all your heart and with all your soul.

The land covenant should be seen as a reaffirmation and amplification of the land promises previously made to Abraham, and its
perpetual validity is apparent.
The Davidic covenant
The Davidic covenant is found in 2 Samuel 7:12-17. There God
said to David:
[2 Sam. 7:12-17] ”When your days are over and you rest
with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring to succeed
you, who will come from your own body, and I will
establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build a house
for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be his father, and he will be my son.
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When he does wrong, I will punish him with the rod of
men, with floggings inflicted by men. But my love will
never be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul,
whom I removed from before you. Your house and your
kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will
be established forever.”

There are four key provisions of this covenant: 1) David will
have a son who will build the house of the Lord (v.13), which was
fulfilled in Solomon. 2) While God would correct David’s son, he
would never take the throne from him (vv.14-15). 3) God promised
that David’s house (i.e., his lineage) would endure forever (v.16).
4) God also promised that the right to the throne of Israel would
forever remain with David’s line (v.16).
While the text of the covenant does not make reference to the
Abrahamic covenant, the connection is apparent since the people
that David’s line will perpetually have the right to rule, are the
people of promise under the Abrahamic covenant. The prophet
Jeremiah later demonstrated a connection between these two covenants in the following prophecy.
[Jer. 33:25-26] . . . This is what the LORD says, “If I have
not established my covenant with day and night and the
fixed laws of heaven and earth, then I will reject the descendants of Jacob and David my servant and will not
choose one of his sons to rule over the descendants of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. For I will restore their fortunes
and have compassion on them.”

The Davidic covenant expands upon the national and governmental aspect of the Abrahamic covenant by stating that the right to
the throne of Israel will forever remain with David’s line. This is the
reason the New Testament makes the point of establishing that
Christ is a descendant of David. [Luke 3:23-38 gives Jesus’ physical
line of descent from David through Mary, who was not of the kingly
(Solomonic-Jeconiah) line; and Matthew 1:1-17 gives Jesus’ adoptive
genealogy through Joseph, who was of David’s kingly (SolomonicJeconiah) line. Although the right to inherit the throne of Israel
passed through King Jeconiah, had Mary been a descendant of
Jeconiah as was Joseph, Jesus would have come under the curse
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placed on that line in Jeremiah 22:24-30. However, being a descendent of David through another line, the line of Nathan, as well as the
legal heir of Joseph, Jesus met all of the qualifications to be the king
of Israel, without contracting the curse that God placed on the kingly
line during the rule of Jeconiah.]
The new covenant
The prophecy of the new covenant is found in Jeremiah 31:31-34.
There Jeremiah prophesied:
[Jer. 31:31-34] ”The time is coming,” declares the LORD,
”when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel
and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant
I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand
to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them,” declares the
LORD. “This is the covenant I will make with the house of
Israel after that time,” declares the LORD. ”I will put my
law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their
God, and they will be my people. No longer will a man
teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, Know the
LORD, because they will all know me, from the least of
them to the greatest,” declares the LORD. ”For I will
forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no
more.”

Through Jeremiah, God promised that he will someday establish a
new covenant with Israel, a covenant by which he will write his laws
on their hearts (v.33)—probably a reference to the giving of the Holy
Spirit. The result will be that all Israel will know the LORD (v.34).
While the implementation of this covenant is dependent upon the
work of Christ on the cross, that work does not in itself fulfill this
promise, for it has not yet resulted in the conversion of Israel.
Therefore, we must conclude that the new covenant, while presently
in force and enjoyed by the Church (as a wild olive branch, cf. Rom.
11:7-36), is yet to have its effect on the nation of Israel. The new
covenant reveals the nature of the special relationship that Israel is
to have with God. Gentiles are not left out, since they too are to be
blessed under the Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 12:3; 22:18).
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The unconditional nature of the covenants
It is important to recognize that the Abrahamic covenant, as well
as the other three covenants, are unconditional in nature. This does
not mean that there is no condition to be met in order for them to be
fulfilled; the fulfillment is clearly conditioned upon faith. Rather,
their unconditional nature refers to the fact that Israel’s disobedience, both past and present, has not, indeed cannot invalidate these
covenants, because their continuance was never linked to Israel’s
faithfulness, only the enjoyment of their blessings was conditioned
upon faith. Though generations of Abraham’s descendants have
turned from God, yet God maintains his covenanted promises, ready
to fulfill them to an elect generation who turn in faith to their true
Messiah, Jesus Christ.
When the unconditional nature of these covenants is understood, it is apparent that whatever partial benefits Israel may have
enjoyed historically as a result of these covenants, in no sense can it
be said that they have been fulfilled. The position of covenant
theology, which generally sees no place for the fulfillment of these
covenants in the future, is that their continuance was conditioned
upon Israel’s faith; and since Israel broke faith with God, manifested
ultimately in the rejection of their Messiah, these covenants have
been invalidated as far as Israel is concerned, and the promised
blessings have, in some higher spiritual sense, been transferred to
the Church.
There are at least three reasons for believing that God has not
abandoned his covenant with Abraham. 1) The form of the covenant
given in Genesis 15:9-21 is that of an unconditional, or unilateral
covenant, in which all of the responsibility for the fulfillment rests
solely with one party, in this case with God. The scene in Genesis
15:1-21 in which Abraham divided various animals, and God, depicted by a great smoking furnace, passed between the divided
pieces, is a picture of the ratification of the Abrahamic covenant,
equivalent to the signing of a treaty. The fact that only God passed
between the divided pieces is significant. Normally in a suzeraintyvassal treaty such as this both parties would pass between the pieces
together, indicating their mutual obligation to keep the conditions
of the covenant. That God alone passed between the pieces is indica-
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tive that the covenant obligations rest solely upon him. In other
words, it was not up to Abraham or his descendants to do anything
to validate this covenant. Of course no individual or generation
could enter into the blessings of the covenant apart from faith (Gen.
17:13-14). Nevertheless, faithlessness on the part of an individual, or
an entire generation, could not invalidate the covenant itself; it
would merely exclude that individual or generation from the blessings of the covenant. In other words, the validity of the covenant,
and the enjoyment of its provisions by a specific set of people are
two entirely distinct issues. God rejected those who rejected the
covenant relationship, but he did not reject the covenant itself. If a
generation of Abraham’s descendants should arise that will accept
the covenant relationship by faith, they will have the covenant
fulfilled to them. 2) Even though Abraham’s descendants were
disobedient and fell into idolatry, subsequent statements made in
scripture indicate that their disobedience had not invalidated the
covenant. For example, the Abrahamic covenant was invoked in
1 Chronicles 16:16-18 a thousand years after it was made; during
much of the intervening time Israel had lived in idolatry, yet the
covenant, as seen from the perspective of this passage, was perpetually valid, needing only to be appropriated by faith. The psalmist in
Psalm 105:8-11 said:
[Psa. 105:8-11] He remembers his covenant forever, the
word he commanded, for a thousand generations, the
covenant he made with Abraham, the oath he swore to
Isaac. He confirmed it to Jacob as a decree, to Israel as an
everlasting covenant: “To you I will give the land of Canaan as the portion you will inherit.”

Given what we know of Israel’s early history, if disobedience or
the lack of faith could invalidate the Abrahamic covenant it surely
would not have survived the first one thousand years of Israel’s
history. Need we recount the almost continual apostasy of the nation? 3) The land, Davidic, and new covenants are also indicated as
being unconditional and eternal covenants. Concerning the unconditional nature of the Davidic covenant, God, through the psalmist,
said in Psalm 89:
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[Psa. 89:28-37] “I will maintain my love to him forever, and
my covenant with him will never fail. I will establish his
line forever, his throne as long as the heavens endure. If
his sons forsake my law and do not follow my statutes, if
they violate my decrees and fail to keep my commands, I
will punish their sin with the rod, their iniquity with
flogging; but I will not take my love from him, nor will I
ever betray my faithfulness. I will not violate my covenant
or alter what my lips have uttered. Once for all, I have
sworn by my holiness and I will not lie to David that his
line will continue forever and his throne endure before me
like the sun; it will be established forever like the moon,
the faithful witness in the sky.”

Almost four hundred years later on the eve of Israel’s expulsion from
the land because of rampant idolatry, God spoke these words
through Jeremiah:
[Jer. 33:20-22] This is what the LORD says: “If you can
break my covenant with the day and my covenant with the
night, so that day and night no longer come at their appointed time, then my covenant with David my servant—and my covenant with the Levites who are priests
ministering before me—can be broken and David will no
longer have a descendant to reign on his throne. I will
make the descendants of David my servant and the Levites
who minister before me as countless as the stars of the sky
and as measureless as the sand on the seashore.”

Both the nature of these covenants and subsequent biblical statements reflecting on them indicate they were made unconditionally;
meaning they have not been invalidated by Israel’s past unbelief,
and that God intends to fulfill them through his sovereign election
of a future generation (Jer. 31:31-37).
The implications of the Abrahamic, land, Davidic, and new
covenants
The Abrahamic covenant, which promises the descendants of
Abraham a land forever, has neither been invalidated nor fulfilled;
thus, the fulfillment of these promises must occur in the future. The
connection between the Abrahamic covenant and the subsequent
prophetic descriptions of the kingdom (e.g., Isa. 11:4-10; 35:5-10;
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60:1-22; 65:17-25; Ezek. 34:25-31; Joel 2:21-27; 3:18-21) leaves no doubt
that the Abrahamic covenant is the basis of the kingdom promises
to Israel.
The land covenant repeats the land provisions of the Abrahamic
covenant and further expands upon the basis for Israel’s enjoyment
of this promise—which is faith and faithfulness. In this covenant,
God foresaw Israel’s disobedience and dispersion (Deut. 30:1-8) and
promised their restoration upon a return to faith in him. Of course,
Israel’s ultimate return to the Lord can only occur as a result of
inward spiritual conversion.
The Davidic covenant is an expansion upon the national aspect
of the Abrahamic covenant, in that it specifies that David’s house is
to have a perpetual right to the throne of Israel. The promise requires
that when the kingdom prophecies are fulfilled, a member of David’s
house must rule over Israel. This will ultimately be fulfilled in the
person of David’s Son, Jesus Christ, the Messiah (Isa. 9:6-7, cf. Lk.
2:11).
The prophecy of the new covenant specifies how God intends
to bring about the implementation of the Abrahamic covenant—by
genuine spiritual renewal on the part of Abraham’s descendants. It
would not be reasonable to suppose that a non-elect, unregenerate
people could live in a state of perpetual blessing and special divine
relationship as envisioned in the Abrahamic covenant. Therefore,
before God can fulfill his promises to Abraham he must raise up an
elect generation of Jews who will respond to his offer of salvation. It
is important to recognize that election is at the heart of Israel’s
conversion, for if salvation ultimately depended upon man, the
fulfillment of these promises could never be anything more than a
remote prospect. Yet God intends, by his sovereign choice, to bring
spiritual life to Israel so that his covenanted promises can be infallibly brought to pass. (See in the Appendix: “The Biblical Basis of
Premillennialism,” p. 251.)
In summary, God intends to regather Abraham’s children,
breathe spiritual life into them and plant them securely in their land,
with David’s Son, their Messiah, ruling over them. The implementation of this program will necessitate a partial regathering of Israel
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prior to the millennium, and a full regathering during the millennium (Isa. 11:12; 49:8-26; 66:1-20; Amos 9:11-15; Zech. 8:1-23).

The Millennial Phase of the Visible Kingdom
Naturally, since the promises made in the Abrahamic covenant
and subsequently confirmed to Israel are eternal, they cannot be
fulfilled in a finite period of time. The visible kingdom envisioned
in Old Testament prophecy is an eternal kingdom. As stated previously, it is only in the New Testament we learn this kingdom is to
be manifested in two phases. The first phase, generally referred to
as “the millennium,” involves the first one thousand years of the
kingdom and will take place on the present earth (Rev. 20:4-7). The
second phase will be manifested forever in the new heavens and
earth (Rev. 21:1-22:5). Because the characteristics of these two phases
differ significantly they are generally regarded as distinct periods,
with the first called “the millennium,” and the last referred to as
“eternity” (see Figure 5.2, p. 69). The eternal phase of the kingdom
will be discussed in Chapter 9: ”What Eternity Will Be Like.”
The time, location, duration, and general character of the millennial kingdom
The timing of the millennium
Contrary to the claim of amillennialists, the millennium has not
yet begun; this is apparent from the following: 1) The promises and
prophecies concerning the millennium have never been fulfilled, nor
are they being fulfilled today. 2) Scripture indicates that the millennium will be inaugurated shortly after the second coming of Christ
(Zech. 14:1-9; Matt. 25:31; Rev. 19:11-20:6). 3) Revelation 20:3-6 indicates that the resurrection of the Old Testament saints and those
saved after the rapture of the Church (who do not survive until the
second coming) will occur at the beginning of the millennium.
Obviously, this resurrection has not yet taken place. While many
amillennialists view this resurrection as a spiritual event, the scriptures clearly present it as physical; that is of course the whole point
of a resurrection—to resurrect the body, for the spirit requires no
resurrection.
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The location of the millennium
The millennial kingdom will be global; however, Israel, and
Jerusalem in particular, will be the center of attention during the
period, since it is from there that Messiah will reign (Isa. 2:1-4), and
Israel will occupy a special place of honor at the head of the nations
(Isa. 60:1-22; 61:4-9; 62:1-12; Jer. 16:14-18; 30:18-22; Mic. 4:1-2; Zeph.
3:20). Isaiah describes Israel during the millennium in these words:
[Isa. 60:1-22]
”Arise, shine, for your light has come,
and the glory of the LORD rises upon you.
See, darkness covers the earth
and thick darkness is over the peoples,
but the LORD rises upon you
and his glory appears over you.
Nations will come to your light,
and kings to the brightness of your dawn.
”Lift up your eyes and look about you:
All assemble and come to you;
your sons come from afar,
and your daughters are carried on the arm.
Then you will look and be radiant,
your heart will throb and swell with joy;
the wealth on the seas will be brought to you,
to you the riches of the nations will come.
Herds of camels will cover your land,
young camels of Midian and Ephah.
And all from Sheba will come,
bearing gold and incense
and proclaiming the praise of the LORD.
All Kedar’s flocks will be gathered to you,
the rams of Nebaioth will serve you;
they will be accepted as offerings on my altar,
and I will adorn my glorious temple.
”Who are these that fly along like clouds,
like doves to their nests?
Surely the islands look to me;
in the lead are the ships of Tarshish,
bringing your sons from afar,
with their silver and gold,

80 What the Bible Says About the Future

to the honor of the LORD your God,
the Holy One of Israel,
for he has endowed you with splendor.
”Foreigners will rebuild your walls,
and their kings will serve you.
Though in anger I struck you,
in favor I will show you compassion.
Your gates will always stand open,
they will never be shut, day or night,
so that men may bring you the wealth of the
nations—their kings led in triumphal procession.
For the nation or kingdom that will not serve you will
perish; it will be utterly ruined.
”The glory of Lebanon will come to you,
the pine, the fir and the cypress together,
to adorn the place of my sanctuary;
and I will glorify the place of my feet.
The sons of your oppressors will come
bowing before you;
all who despise you will bow down at your feet
and will call you the City of the LORD,
Zion of the Holy One of Israel.
”Although you have been forsaken and hated,
with no one traveling through,
I will make you the everlasting pride
and the joy of all generations.
You will drink the milk of nations
and be nursed at royal breasts.
Then you will know that I, the LORD, am your Savior,
your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob.
Instead of bronze I will bring you gold,
and silver in place of iron.
Instead of wood I will bring you bronze,
and iron in place of stones.
I will make peace your governor
and righteousness your ruler.
No longer will violence be heard in your land,
nor ruin or destruction within your borders,
but you will call your walls Salvation
and your gates Praise.
The sun will no more be your light by day,
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nor will the brightness of the moon shine on you,
for the LORD will be your everlasting light,
and your God will be your glory.
Your sun will never set again,
and your moon will wane no more;
the LORD will be your everlasting light,
and your days of sorrow will end.
Then will all your people be righteous
and they will possess the land forever.
They are the shoot I have planted,
the work of my hands,
for the display of my splendor.
The least of you will become a thousand,
the smallest a mighty nation.
I am the LORD;
in its time I will do this swiftly.”

The duration of the millennium
As the name implies, the millennium will last approximately a
thousand years (Rev. 20:2,3,4,6,7). Satan’s confinement, which begins prior to the millennium, is to last for one thousand years, after
which he will be released for a short time. His release will result in
a rebellion and the destruction of those who follow him (Rev. 20:710). How much time lapses between Satan’s release and the final
rebellion is not stated, thus it is not possible to give a precise figure
for the length of the period. The destruction of those who follow
Satan will mark the end of the millennium. It may well be that the
destruction of these rebels invokes the dissolution of the present
heavens and earth, and prepares the way for the new heavens and
earth (Rev. 20:7-21:8).
The general character of the millennium
Humanly, the millennium will be a period characterized by
health, prosperity, satisfaction, and longevity (Isa. 65:18-25, cf. 35:37). Isaiah’s description of the earthly kingdom, though he does not
distinguish between the millennial and eternal phases, is one of the
earliest in the prophetic writings of the Old Testament.
[Isa. 65:18-25]
“But be glad and rejoice forever
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in what I will create,
for I will create Jerusalem to be a delight
and its people a joy.
I will rejoice over Jerusalem
and take delight in my people;
the sound of weeping and of crying
will be heard in it no more.
”Never again will there be in it
an infant who lives but a few days,
or an old man who does not live out his years;
he who dies at a hundred
will be thought a mere youth;
he who fails to reach a hundred
will be considered accursed.
They will build houses and dwell in them;
they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit.
No longer will they build houses and others live in
them, or plant and others eat.
For as the days of a tree,
so will be the days of my people;
my chosen ones will long enjoy
the works of their hands.
They will not toil in vain
or bear children doomed to misfortune;
for they will be a people blessed by the LORD,
they and their descendants with them.
Before they call I will answer;
while they are still speaking I will hear.
The wolf and the lamb will feed together,
and the lion will eat straw like the ox,
but dust will be the serpent’s food.
They will neither harm nor destroy
on all my holy mountain,”
says the LORD.

Only the redeemed will enter the millennial kingdom from the
tribulation (Matt. 25:31-46, cf. Matt. 13:29,40,47-49). They will be
joined by the glorified Church saints, having been raptured from the
earth prior to the outpouring of divine wrath at the day of the LORD,
as well as the resurrected tribulation saints who do not survive to
the second coming, and the resurrected Old Testament saints. Of
these four groups, only the saints who survived the tribulation will
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enter in natural (untransformed) bodies. While scripture does not
explicitly address the question of whether those saints living in their
natural bodies will be subject to death during the millennium, there
is reason to believe they will survive the entire period, since the
resurrection of the righteous occurs at the beginning of the millennium and there is no mention of any subsequent resurrection of the
righteous dead. If this hypothesis is true, then only the unsaved will
die during the millennium. (This would also seem to be consistent
with Isaiah 65:20.) The unsaved will be the descendants of the
redeemed who enter the millennium in their natural bodies from the
tribulation. These unredeemed descendants, though subject to
death, will live much longer lives than is presently possible (Isa.
65:20-22). As the period progresses the population of unsaved people will swell to enormous proportions, possibly far exceeding the
population of the saints (Rev. 20:7-9).
Governmentally the millennium will be a theocratic kingdom,
with Christ ruling the world from Jerusalem, which will serve as the
religious and political center (cf. Isa. 9:6; Rev. 20:6). Concerning this,
Micah prophesied:
[Mic. 4:1-3]
In the last days
the mountain of the LORD’s temple will be established
as chief among the mountains;
it will be raised above the hills,
and peoples will stream to it.
Many nations will come and say,
“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,
to the house of the God of Jacob.
He will teach us his ways,
so that we may walk in his paths.”
The law will go out from Zion,
the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.
He will judge between many peoples
and will settle disputes for strong nations far and wide.
They will beat their swords into plowshares
and their spears into pruning hooks.
Nation will not take up sword against nation,
nor will they train for war anymore.”
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Nations will continue to exist in the millennium, and each nation will
have a significant measure of freedom and self-governance under
the overlordship of Christ (Isa. 2:2-5; Rev. 12:5; 19:15). The presence
of an increasing number of unregenerated people, especially toward
the end of the period, will result in problems. Disputes between
nations will still occur, but undoubtedly with less frequency and less
intensity. Apparently it will be necessary on occasion for some of the
nations to be reminded of their obligations to Christ as Lord (Zech.
14:16-19). While it will be a great improvement over prior conditions
on earth, the millennium will not be a perfect age. Perfection will
only come after the earth has been purified and re-created, and the
eternal age begins (Rev. 21:1-22:5 cf. 20:9).
Economically the millennium will represent a time of unparalleled prosperity (Joel 2:21-27; Amos 9:13-15). Amos prophesied,
[Amos 9:13] “The days are coming,” declares the LORD,
“when the reaper will be overtaken by the plowman and
the planter by the one treading grapes. New wine will drip
from the mountains and flow from all the hills.”

The amelioration of the effects of the Edenic curse upon the earth (cf.
Isa. 11:6-9; Rom. 8:18-24) will undoubtedly account for much of this
prosperity; however, the presence of Christ and the influence of
godliness in business, government, social institutions, education,
and the sciences will certainly have great effect, not to mention the
positive economic impact brought about by the elimination of international conflict. (Isa. 2:4).
Socially the millennium will be characterized as a time of unprecedented peace, world harmony, and justice (Isa. 9:1-7). The
presence of Christ and the absence of Satan’s influence, at least until
the end of the period, will affect the world in such a positive way
that even with an ever increasing population of unredeemed people,
the world will experience unparalleled harmony both in the natural
and human realms not seen since before the fall of man. At the
present time the ways of the world dominate society; in the millennium, the knowledge of the LORD and his ways will be the predominant influence (Isa. 9:11; 54:13; Hab. 2:4). The blessings that will flow
out of this are impossible to overestimate.
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Religiously the peoples of the earth will worship only the true
God, at least overtly. In Ezekiel 40-48, The prophet records what
must be the plan for a millennial temple. Isaiah also mentions a
millennial temple (Isa. 2:3; 60:13), and adds that burnt sacrifices will
be offered (Isa. 56:6-7; 60:7). Jeremiah echoed the same thought when
he prophesied that the Levitical priests would never fail to have a
man to stand before God continually, “to offer burnt offerings and
to present sacrifices” (Jer. 33:18). Zechariah, while not making explicit reference to the temple, did indicate that all the peoples of the
earth will be represented at the celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles. Although worship will be quite natural for the saved that enter
the period, as time progresses and the population of the unsaved
increases, there will be increased reluctance to render worship to
God (Zech. 14:16-19). The idea that there are to be animal sacrifices
in the millennium (i.e., burnt offerings, cf. Jer. 33:18) has proved to
be problematic for some who perceive this as a reversion to the Old
Testament economy. However, when the historical significance of
the biblical sacrifices is understood as pointing to Christ’s sacrifice,
their use in millennial worship is easily understood as a memorial
to Christ’s work on the cross. As such, any sacrifices in the millennial
temple do not indicate a reversion to an earlier economy, rather they
function as a remembrance, much like the present celebration of the
Lord’s supper.
Events of the millennium
While many of the more general features of the millennium are
described in the Bible, very little is known of actual events. In fact,
only three specific events are mentioned: the resurrection of the
righteous at the beginning of the period, the release of Satan after a
thousand years, and the final rebellion that marks the conclusion of
the period. The judgment of the nations (Matt. 25:31-46, cf. 7:21-23
and Lk. 13:22-28), though not strictly a millennial event, will take
place during the short interval between the second coming and the
beginning of the millennium. At that judgment Christ will determine
who will enter the kingdom.
The judgment of the nations
The judgment of the nations occurs during the interlude between the tribulation and the millennium (cf. Dan. 12:11-12; Matt.
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25:31-46). Since only the redeemed will enter the millennium (cf.
Matt. 13:30, 41-43, 49-50) the purpose of this judgment is to exclude
the unredeemed, who will be consigned to Hades until their final
judgment. How Christ will judge so many in so short a period of
time is not stated. Since the righteous and the unrighteous will be
separated from one another by the angels at the second coming
(Matt. 13:29 cf. v.40, 47-49; 24:31), it is possible that this is a summary
judgment wherein the righteous and unrighteous are dealt with as
groups. If that is the case, and there is strong reason to believe it is,
then it stands in contrast to the final judgment of the lost after the
millennium, in which everyone’s works will be examined individually. In any case, only the righteous will be allowed to enter the
kingdom.
The resurrection of the righteous
Daniel 12:11-12 indicates that those who survive to seventy-five
days after the close of the tribulation period are “blessed.” [From the
midpoint of the tribulation to the end is 1260 days (Rev. 12:6,14 cf.
Dan. 7:25). The one who survives to the 1335th day is blessed (Dan.
12:11-12). The 1290 day figure in Dan. 12:11-12 terminates 30 days
after the second coming. What occasion the 1290th day marks is
unknown.] It is possible that the reason for this is that the resurrection occurs on the seventy-fifth day and thus, those survivors will
have escaped physical death forever. (An alternate explanation for
the statement in Daniel is that if one survives to the seventy-fifth day
beyond the close of the tribulation, he or she has successfully come
through the judgment of the nations and is thus assured of a place
in the kingdom.) Whether the resurrection occurs on the seventyfifth day from the second coming, or close thereto, that occasion
likely signals the beginning of the millennium. In Revelation 20:4
John gives the following description of this resurrection.
[Rev. 20:4] I saw thrones on which were seated those who
had been given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of
those who had been beheaded because of their testimony
for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not
worshipped the beast or his image and had not received
his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to
life and reigned with Christ a thousand years.
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Satan’s release and deception of the nations
After the resurrection of the righteous dead there is no mention
of specific events until the release of Satan after his thousand year
confinement. We know only that the saints will rule with Christ
during this period (Rev. 20:4-5) and the general characteristics of the
age, which have already been noted. The release of Satan marks a
turning point in the millennium. Satan will quickly exploit, consolidate, and organize any disaffection present on the part of those
confirmed in their rejection of Christ. How long it will take for this
rebellion to mature is not certain; it could be months or years. The
immediate effects of Satan’s release on the millennial environment
are not stated, but it would seem likely that as the rebellion grows,
conditions within the millennium will deteriorate. This rebellion will
ultimately turn to overt conflict. Scripture presents the rebellious as
vastly outnumbering the saints. John relates the following prophetic
picture:
[Rev. 20:7-9] When the thousand years are over, Satan will
be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the
nations in the four corners of the earth—Gog and Magog
to gather them for battle. In number they are like the sand
on the seashore. They marched across the breadth of the
earth and surrounded the camp of God’s people, the city
he loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured
them.

After the destruction of those rebelling against Christ, Satan (and
presumably his host of fallen angels) will be cast into the Lake of Fire
(Rev. 20:10).

Summary
The millennium is the first phase of the visible kingdom of God
on earth. The Abrahamic covenant, along with the land covenant,
the Davidic covenant, and the new covenant, provides the biblical
framework for our concept of the visible kingdom of God. Although
Israel has been unfaithful, their unfaithfulness has not, indeed cannot invalidate the promises God has made. God has sworn and will
bring his promises to pass. There is an elect generation of Jews who
88 What the Bible Says About the Future

will, by faith, enter into the blessings of the covenant that their
forefathers forsook. It is to that generation, as well as the righteous
dead of Israel who will be raised, that God will fulfill his promise of
an eternal kingdom, first in the millennium, then forever in the new
creation.
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6
The Tribulation Described
Both the Old and New Testaments speak of a time of great
distress immediately preceding the second coming of Christ. According to the prophecy of the seventy weeks in Daniel 9:24-27, this
period is to be seven years long. It is usually referred to as “the
tribulation.” Part of this period includes the beginning of the day of
the LORD—a time beginning with an extraordinary outpouring of
divine wrath upon the world, which afterward transitions into a time
of great blessing for the redeemed, first in the millennium, then in
eternity. The tribulation should not be confused with “the day of the
LORD.” The day of the LORD is the time during which God will
judge the earth and ultimately establish his earthly kingdom; it
almost certainly begins sometime in the second half of the tribulation
(cf. 2 Thess. 2:3-4) and continues from that point forward into eternity. It is a common mistake to identify the entire seven-year period
of tribulation as divine wrath. Such a view, though popular among
dispensationalists, lacks biblical support and leads to incorrect conclusions regarding both the nature of the tribulation period and the
rapture of the Church. The hardship of the tribulation ensues from
two primary sources. Much of the difficulty of the period, at least
initially, results from the activities of godless men, especially a world
leader commonly referred to as “the Antichrist.” Once the day of the
LORD begins, the element of divine wrath will be added to the
difficulty already being experienced, and the hardship of the period
will be greatly multiplied.

The Purpose of the Tribulation
The tribulation serves a dual purpose. It includes a time for
preparing an elect people, both Jew and Gentile, and an elect nation,
Israel, to enter the millennium at Christ’s return; it is also a time of
judgment upon the world for its rebellion against God and its
ill-treatment of God’s people, especially during the tribulation
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period. As such, the tribulation plays a vital role in preparing the
world for the return of the Lord and the establishment of his kingdom on earth (cf. Matt. 24-25).
The preparation of Israel to receive its Messiah
The figure of the refiner’s fire is one of the metaphors employed
in the Old Testament to illustrate how God will use this time of great
distress to prepare a people and nation for entrance into the millennium. As the prophet Daniel said,
[Dan. 12:10] Many will be purified, made spotless and
refined, but the wicked will continue to be wicked. None
of the wicked will understand, but those who are wise will
understand.

This passage reveals three important truths concerning the tribulation period: 1) God will use this time to purify a people for himself.
2) The wicked will not understand what is happening, and in spite
of the intense distress of this period, they will not repent—a theme
echoed repeatedly in the book of Revelation (Rev. 9:20-21;
16:9,11,21). 3) Those who are wise, who know and believe the scriptures, will understand what is happening. God also revealed to the
prophet Zechariah that he would use the intense heat of distress to
purify Israel as a people for himself, and thus enable the fulfillment
of his promises to their fathers.
[Zech. 13:8-9] “In the whole land,” declares the LORD,
“two thirds will be struck down and perish; yet one third
will be left in it. This third I will bring into the fire; I will
refine them like silver and test them like gold. They will
call on my name and I will answer them; I will say, ‘They
are my people,’ and they will say, ‘The LORD is our God.’”

It was also revealed to Zechariah that only about one third of the
Jewish nation entering the period will survive; God will purify that
third and they will come into right relationship with him through
this great ordeal. Ezekiel also foresaw the conversion of Israel during
this time.
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[Ezek. 20:33-38] As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign
LORD, I will rule over you with a mighty hand and an
outstretched arm and with outpoured wrath. I will bring
you from the nations and gather you from the countries
where you have been scattered—with a mighty hand and
an outstretched arm and with outpoured wrath. I will
bring you into the desert of the nations and there, face to
face, I will execute judgment upon you. As I judged your
fathers in the desert of the land of Egypt, so I will judge
you, declares the Sovereign LORD. I will take note of you
as you pass under my staff, and I will bring you into the
bond of the covenant. I will purge you of those who revolt
and rebel against me. Although I will bring them out of the
land where they are living, yet they will not enter the land
of Israel. Then you will know that I am the LORD.

According to Ezekiel’s prophecy, God’s rule over Israel will be
brought about through a great outpouring of judgment. Having
gathered Israel from the nations, he will execute judgment upon
them as he did upon their fathers in the desert during the exodus
from Egypt. He will purge Israel of unbelief, and those who remain
will know the LORD. By the time the tribulation is concluded at the
second coming, God will have purified a people to whom he can
fulfill the promises he made to their fathers concerning a land, a
kingdom, and a relationship with him forever.
Judgment upon the world
The other purpose of the tribulation is to execute judgment upon
the world for its great sin and rebellion. While the entire tribulation
will be a time of distress, sometime in the second half of the period
the day of the LORD will begin. During this time God will pour out
great wrath upon the world. The result will be great devastation and
loss of life; only a fraction of the world’s population will survive to
the end of the period.
Several factors must be considered in understanding the nature
and severity of this coming global judgment. 1) The generation
living at the end of the age will have had more knowledge, more
time, and greater opportunity than any preceding generation to
respond to God’s mercy; yet their response will be a worldwide
rejection of God and severe persecution of his people. 2) During the
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tribulation period salvation will continue to be available to anyone
who will respond to the gospel. 3) The spiritual delusion that characterizes the latter part of the period is the result of the world’s choice
of darkness rather than light, so they will be given over to darkness
(2 Thess. 2:9-12). 4) Once the day of the LORD begins, the intensity
of divine judgment will be proportional to the intensity of the
world’s rejection of God (cf. Rev. 9:20-21; 16:9,11,21). Isaiah commented on this judgment when he prophesied:
[Isa. 13:9-13] See, the day of the LORD is coming—a cruel
day, with wrath and fierce anger—to make the land desolate and destroy the sinners within it. The stars of the
heavens and their constellations will not show their light.
The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give
its light. I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for
their sins. I will put an end to the arrogance of the haughty
and will humble the pride of the ruthless. I will make man
scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Ophir.
Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth
will shake from its place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of his burning anger.

Note the details of Isaiah’s prophecy: 1) The day of the LORD will
be “cruel,” filled with “wrath” and “fierce anger.” 2) The land (i.e.,
the surface of the earth) will be made desolate, and its people will
perish. 3) At least for a portion of the period, the light of the stars
will not be visible from the earth, and the sun and moon will be dark.
4) Man in his pride will be humbled. 5) A large portion of the earth’s
population will perish, so much so that men will become more scarce
than fine gold. 6) The heavens and the earth will shake, indicating
great geophysical and astrophysical disturbances. Concerning the
day of the LORD as a time of judgment, Paul said:
[2 Thess. 2:8-11] The coming of the lawless one will be in
accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds
of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every
sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing. They
perish because they refuse the love of the truth and so be
saved. For this reason God sends them a powerful delusion
so that they will believe the lie and so that all will be
condemned who have not believed the truth but have
delighted in wickedness.
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Not only will the wicked refuse to repent, they will fall under a
delusion; this delusion will be sent by God as a form of judgment.
Since the world will reject the true God, God will allow men to fall
under a delusion so they will believe the lie that the Antichrist is God
(2 Thess. 2:11 cf. 3-4).

Biblical Background
No individual prophet revealed all of the features of the tribulation. It is only by comparing one prophecy with another that we
are able to assemble the details of the period (see Figure 6.1, p. 97).
Also, it is important to remember that most of the Old Testament
prophecies pertaining to this period are focused on the judgment to
be poured out at the day of the LORD. (Daniel 9:24-27 is a notable
exception, in that it encompasses the entire seven-year period.) If we
fail to recognize this fact, it presents the illusion that the entire
seven-year period is divine wrath. It is easy to confuse the part (the
wrath at the day of the LORD), with the whole (the seven-year period
of tribulation). Having pointed that out, as we look at the scriptures
that follow, we should keep in mind that virtually all of the Old
Testament references to this period focus on the judgment at the day
of the LORD, rather than the broader seven-year period that was
revealed to Daniel.
One of the earliest mentions of the tribulation occurs in Psalm
110:1-7. There God spoke of judging the nations and crushing their
rulers in preparation for the rule of Messiah. Other early references
to the period occur in Joel (c. 835 B.C.), Amos (755 B.C.), and Isaiah
(740-680 B.C.). (For a more complete listing of references see the
“Index to Future Prophecy” in the Appendix, p. 333.) Joel pictured
the tribulation as a devastating military campaign (2:11), and a
judgment upon the nations for their rebellion against the LORD
(3:1-16). Amos referred to the period as “a day of darkness.” The
tribulation is a major theme in Isaiah, where it is the focus in several
extended passages. Isaiah pictured the period as a terrible time of
judgment in which the splendor of the LORD’s majesty will be
revealed, and the eyes of arrogant men will be humbled (Isa. 2:10-11).
Furthermore, he said that it is to be a time of wailing; all hands will
go limp; every man’s heart will melt; they will be seized by terror,
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pain, and anguish (13:6-8). It is significant that in Isaiah the period
is not viewed as local, but global, even cosmic. Speaking through
Isaiah, God said:
[Isa. 13:13] Therefore I will make the heavens tremble and
the earth will shake from its place at the wrath of the LORD
almighty, in the day of his burning anger.

Again, he is clear about the reason for this catastrophic judgment.
[Isa. 13:10] I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked
for their sins. I will put an end to the arrogance of the
haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless.

The language of Isaiah’s prophecies reaches a crescendo in chapter
twenty-four where he said: “See, the LORD is going to lay waste the
earth and devastate it, he will ruin its face and scatter its inhabitants”
(v.1); “The earth will be completely laid waste and totally plundered” (v.3); “The earth’s inhabitants are burned up and very few
are left” (v.6). According to Isaiah, this period will also include
celestial judgments.
[Isa. 34:4] All the stars of the heavens will be dissolved and
the sky rolled up like a scroll; all the starry host will fall
like withered leaves from the vine, like shriveled figs from
the fig tree.

The book of Daniel (c. 530 B.C.) provides the first and most
precise chronological statements in the Bible concerning the tribulation period, and it lays the foundation for understanding the prominent role played by the individual referred to there as “the Prince to
come” (Dan. 9:26, AV). It is only in Daniel we learn that Israel’s final
great time of distress in this age is to be a seven-year period (9:24-27
cf. 12:11) divided into two equal segments of three and a half years.
Even the book of Revelation, which devotes sixteen chapters to the
discussion of the tribulation (chaps. 4-19), doesn’t give a clue to the
period’s chronological superstructure other than a simple sequence
of events. Daniel also yields considerable information regarding a
key figure, “the Prince to come.” This individual plays a central role
in world political events, religious apostasy, and the persecution and
death of many believers during the tribulation period (7:25; 9:27;
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Judgment determining entrance
to kingdom

Regal appearance of Christ

Cosmic disturbances

Salvation of Gentiles

Gentile world power to be broken

Conversion of Israel

War

Abomination that makes desolate

Antichrist (person/work)

Spiritual deception

Satanic/demonic involvement

Spiritual/moral degradation

Apostasy

Persecution/martyrdom

Divine wrath (General)
Joel 835 B.C.
Amos 760 B.C.
Isaiah 739 B.C.
Zephaniah 640 B.C.
Jeremiah 627 B.C.
Daniel 605 B.C.
Ezekiel 593 B.C.
Zechariah 520 B.C.
Jesus A.D. 30
Paul A.D. 50-51
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John (the Apostle) A.D. 81-96.

See the "Index to Future Prophecy" (p. 335) for specific references. Dates given for O.T. prophets are for the approximate beginning of their ministry.
Indicates an explicit reference.
Indicates an implied reference.

Figure 6.1 The Tribulation as Foreseen by the Prophets
The prophets are listed in chronological order. As can be seen from this table no single prophet spoke of all the
elements of the tribulation. It is only through a comparative study of the details revealed to each prophet that we
are able to derive a comprehensive description of the period.

11:36-39). Likewise, it is in Daniel we learn of the coming alliance
that will be in operation just prior to and throughout the period, and
through which the Prince to come, the Antichrist (cf. 1 Jn. 2:18), will
exercise his power (Dan. 2:40-45; 7:19-27). The term “Antichrist”
occurs only in 1 John 2:18,22; 4:1-3, and 2 John 7; however, it has
become the universal name employed by students of biblical prophecy to refer to the satanically controlled leader to come. This individual is referred to by several names and descriptions in scripture,
including: “the Prince to come” cf. Dan. 9:24-27, “the man of lawlessness” (2 Thess. 2:3-11), and “the first beast” (Rev. 13:1-10).
While numerous passages picture this period as immediately
preceding the millennial kingdom (Joel 2-3; Isa. 24-25; 34-35, Dan.
9:24-27), it is Zechariah (520-518 B.C.) who tells us that the tribulation
will be brought to a conclusion at the personal appearing of the
LORD to judge his enemies and to establish his kingdom. Speaking
through Zechariah, God said:
[Zech. 14:2-4] I will gather all the nations to Jerusalem to
fight against it; the city will be captured, the houses ransacked, and the women raped. Half the city will go into
exile, but the rest of the people will not be taken from the
city. Then the LORD will go out and fight against those
nations, as he fights in the day of battle. On that day his
feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem,
and the Mount of Olives will be split in two from east to
west, forming a great valley, with half of the mountain
moving north and half moving south.

Demonstrating the close connection of this event with the beginning
of the millennial kingdom, Zechariah continued:
[Zech. 14:9] The LORD will be king over the whole earth.
On that day there will be one LORD, and his name the only
name.

The connection between the second coming and the conclusion
of the tribulation period was reinforced by Christ in Matthew 24:1-31
(cf. 25:31-45) and repeated in Revelation 19:11-16. Jesus’ discourse
recorded in Matthew 24-25 provides additional details concerning
the character of the period. He mentioned the profusion of false
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Christs and false prophets (24:5,11,24), as well as persecution (vv.1522), apostasy (v.10), and lawlessness (v.12). He also made the only
reference to the sign that will precede his second coming (v.30). As
will be seen in the next chapter, another important feature of Jesus’
teaching on this subject in Matthew 24-25 is that he provided important chronological clues that help in linking the timelines of Daniel
and Revelation. (For a more complete discussion of the Olivet Discourse see: The Olivet Discourse: A Reconstruction of the Text From
Matthew, Mark, and Luke, with Commentary, by the author, Biblical
Reader Communications, 2010.)
With the exception of Jesus’ discourse in Matthew 24-25 and the
book of Revelation, the New Testament does not add significantly
to the body of truth already revealed about the events of the tribulation. The Lord gave a condensed view of the entire tribulation in
his Olivet Discourse (Matt. 24-25), with an overview of the entire
period (24:4-14), and a section focusing on certain features of the
second half of the period (vv.15-31), including details of his second
coming (vv.29-31). As we will see when we come to tribulation
chronology, the Lord’s discourse in Matthew 24:4-31 is of great
importance in understanding the internal chronology of the tribulation. Paul mentions the nature of the abomination spoken of by
Daniel (and referred to by Christ in Matthew 24:15) as an act in which
the Antichrist (referred to by Paul as “the Man of Lawlessness”), will
enter the temple and proclaim himself to be God, and demand
worship (2 Thess. 2:4). Paul also linked the power of the Antichrist
with the activity of Satan (2 Thess. 2:9), and mentioned a strong
delusion that will be sent upon the followers of the Antichrist, so that
they will be deceived into worshiping him (2 Thess. 2:9-12). Perhaps
Paul’s greatest contribution to the discussion of the tribulation is his
revelation in 2 Thessalonians 2:3-4 that the day of the LORD will not
come until after the Antichrist is revealed in the temple, thus placing
the beginning of the day of the LORD sometime in the second half
of the tribulation. (This point will be discussed further along in this
chapter and the next, and in Chapter 8: “The Rapture of the
Church.”)
The book of Revelation greatly advances our knowledge of the
tribulation period. It is here, for the first time, that we are given a
glimpse of the period from the heavenly perspective. Through John’s
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narration of his vision we see Christ in Heaven before the throne of
the Father, breaking the seals of a book, the contents of which are a
series of greatly distressing events, all of which are “tribulation,” but
only some of which are identified as divine wrath. There are three
prominent series in the book of Revelation: the seven seals, the seven
trumpets, and the seven bowls. The seven seals represent the major
movements of the period, with the seventh seal being different than
the others. Seven trumpets unfold during the time of the seventh
seal, and seven bowls unfold from the seventh trumpet. Due to the
unique nature of the seventh seal, it is possible that this seal represents the period within which the judgments of the day of the LORD
will occur. The seventh seal has a unique and momentous introduction: heaven is silent for the span of half an hour. The seventh seal is
also the only multifaceted seal; it contains two sequences of judgment, thirteen in all. (Only the trumpets and bowls of the seventh
seal are specifically designated as divine wrath.) The seventh seal
embodies all of the elements attributed to the day of the LORD by
the Old Testament prophets, and it is pictured as the answer to the
prayer for vengeance (wrath) upon those on the earth who killed the
saints during the time of the fifth seal (Rev. 8:3-5 cf. 6:9-11). These
reasons, in combination with Paul’s statement in 2 Thessalonians
2:3-4 that the day of the LORD will not come until after the Antichrist
has been revealed in the temple (an event that occurs at the midpoint
of the period) and the subsequent apostasy has taken place, make a
strong case that the day of the LORD begins with the opening of the
seventh seal, or close thereto. While many contemporary interpreters view the entire tribulation as the day of the LORD, that view is
of fairly recent origin. Dispensational interpreters prior to the mid1900s generally regarded the day of the LORD as beginning sometime in the latter portion of the tribulation, in close connection with
the second coming of Christ (for example, see: The Scofield Reference
Bible, 1917 ed., p. 1349, footnote 1).
Not only does John record the major movements of the period
(i.e., the seals), he includes a considerable amount of information
regarding other events. For instance, he records the tribulation scene
as viewed from Heaven (4:1-5:14; 15:1-8), the sealing of the 144,000
Jewish servants of God (7:1-8), the great congregation of martyrs
appearing in Heaven (7:9-17), the ministry of the two witnesses on
earth (11:1-14), war on earth and in heaven (12:1-17), the great
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persecution of the saints (13:1-10), the ministry of the false prophet
(13:11-18), world evangelism during the tribulation (14:6-7), the final
end of those who worship the Antichrist (14:9-13), the destruction of
Babylon (representing worldwide Gentile political, religious, and
economic dominance over Israel, 17:1-19:10), the second coming of
Christ (19:11-16), and Armageddon (19:17-21). As we will see further
along, John is also a major source of information for events following
the tribulation, and an especially important source for events following the millennium.

Description of the Tribulation
In surveying the tribulation period we will depend primarily on
the books of Daniel and Revelation, along with information from
Matthew 24. The reason is that almost every detail of the period is
contained in one of these three sources. Although the tribulation
events will be set into a chronological framework, the rationale for
that chronology will be presented in the next chapter.
Preconditions for the period
The book of Daniel lays the framework for the study of the
tribulation, and Daniel alone gives the two critical preconditions for
the beginning of the period: 1) the existence of national Israel; and,
2) the existence of an extension of a form of the Roman Empire under
the leadership of a group of ten leaders, from which the Antichrist
(who is not one of the ten) will derive his authority to rule (Dan.
9:26-27, cf. Rev. 17:12-13). Since the period formally begins with the
signing of a treaty between Israel and this alliance of nations (Dan.
9:27), it is evident that the absence of either or both parties would
preclude the start of the period (see Figure 6.2, p. 109). Therefore, in
order for the tribulation to begin, both national Israel and a modern
alliance of nations having some historic connection to the ancient
Roman Empire must be in place. (We should bear in mind that the
ancient Roman Empire was centered in the Mediterranean region,
and included Asia Minor and North Africa.)
At the time Daniel wrote, Israel was in captivity, first to Babylon,
then to the Medes and the Persians. It would have been apparent to
Daniel that in order for the prophecies to be fulfilled, the nation
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would have to be regathered from captivity. Additionally, it would
have been possible for Daniel to discern a second dispersion and
regathering, based on information supplied in the prophecy of the
seventy weeks (Dan 9:24-27). The book of Daniel is clear on this
point: Israel is at the center of tribulation prophecy. Failure to
recognize this fact has led to many incorrect interpretations of both
scripture and history. One error that must be avoided is confusing
Israel and the Church; these two are distinct in the prophetic program. The Church is not an extension of, or replacement for Israel
(cf. Rom. 11); both are distinct elements in God’s unified program
for history. (For a more extended discussion of the distinction between Israel and the Church, see Chapter 8: ”The Rapture of the
Church,” and the discussion of Romans 11:1-36 in the Appendix
under, ”Who is the Seed of Abraham?” p. 282.)
We learn from Daniel not only that the nation of Israel must be
in existence prior to the beginning of the tribulation, but we also
learn of an alliance of nations that will be in existence during the
period, and through whose rulers the Antichrist will derive his
authority. In order to understand the place this alliance of nations
occupies in God’s plan for the future, we must understand Daniel
2:1-45, the account of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, and Daniel 7:1-28,
the account of Daniel’s prophetic vision (see Figure 6.2, p. 109).
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (Daniel 2:1-45)
The first information regarding the empire over which the
Antichrist will rule was revealed in Daniel 2:1-45 (603/602 B.C.). This
revelation is in two parts: a dream given to Nebuchadnezzar, King
of Babylon (vv.29-35), and the interpretation of that dream given to
Daniel (vv.36-45). Since Daniel’s interpretation includes the content
of the dream itself, we need only quote the interpretation.
[Dan. 2:27-45] “As you were lying there, O king, your mind
turned to things to come, and the revealer of mysteries
showed you what is going to happen. As for me, this
mystery has been revealed to me, not because I have
greater wisdom than other living men, but so that you, O
king, may know the interpretation and that you may understand what went through your mind. You looked, O
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mous, dazzling statue, awesome in appearance. The head
of the statue was made of pure gold, its chest and arms of
silver, its belly and thighs of bronze, its legs of iron, its feet
partly of iron and partly of baked clay. While you were
watching, a rock was cut out, but not by human hands. It
struck the statue on its feet of iron and clay and smashed
them. Then the iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver and the
gold were broken to pieces at the same time and became
like chaff on a threshing floor in the summer. The wind
swept them away without leaving a trace. But the rock that
struck the statue became a huge mountain and filled the
whole earth. This was the dream, and now we will interpret it to the king. You, O king, are the king of kings. The
God of heaven has given you dominion and power and
might and glory; in your hands he has placed mankind and
the beasts of the field and the birds of the air. Wherever
they live, he has made you ruler over them all. You are that
head of gold. After you, another kingdom will rise, inferior
to yours. Next, a third kingdom, one of bronze, will rule
over the whole earth. Finally, there will be a fourth kingdom, strong as iron—for iron breaks and smashes everything—and as iron breaks things to pieces, so it will crush
and break all the others. Just as you saw that the feet and
toes were partly of baked clay and partly of iron, so this
will be a divided kingdom; yet it will have some of the
strength of iron in it, even as you saw iron mixed with clay.
As the toes were partly iron and partly clay, so this kingdom will be partly strong and partly brittle. And just as
you saw the iron mixed with baked clay, so the people will
be a mixture and will not remain united, any more than
iron mixes with clay. In the time of those kings, the God of
heaven will set up a kingdom that will never be destroyed,
nor will it be left to another people. It will crush all those
kingdoms and bring them to an end, but it will itself
endure forever. This is the meaning of the vision of the rock
cut out of a mountain, but not by human hands—a rock
that broke the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver and the
gold to pieces. The great God has shown the king what will
take place in the future. The dream is true and the interpretation is trustworthy.”
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In his dream Nebuchadnezzar saw a great statue with a head of
gold, chest and arms of silver, belly and thighs of bronze, legs of iron,
and feet partly of iron and partly of clay. As Nebuchadnezzar
continued to watch, a rock was cut out, but not by human hands;
that rock struck the statue on its feet and toes and crushed them. At
the same time the entire statue crumbled and was swept away by
the wind, but the rock that struck the statue became a great mountain, filling the whole earth. God revealed the meaning of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream to Daniel, and Daniel explained it to the King (2:2745). According to the interpretation, each of the parts of the statue
(the head, the chest and arms, the belly and thighs, the legs and feet)
represent a world empire, four in all (vv.37-40). Nebuchadnezzar,
representing Babylon, was the head of gold. Afterward there were
to be three more world empires (prophetically corresponding to
Media-Persia, Greece, and Rome). Interestingly, the fourth empire
was different from the rest in that it was described as having two
forms: the first form being the legs of iron, and the second being the
feet partly of iron and partly of clay. As we proceed from the head
to the feet we move forward in time; thus it is that the form represented by the feet and toes is to be the final form of the fourth empire.
God also revealed to Daniel the meaning of the rock that was cut out,
not by human hands, that crushed the feet and toes and caused the
entire statue to crumble and be blown away. The rock represents the
kingdom of God that will replace all of the previous world empires,
and which will never be destroyed but will endure forever (v.44).
There are several important observations to be made from this
passage, all of which will be confirmed subsequently in Daniel’s
vision (7:1-28). First, the dream relates to that period of time elsewhere referred to as “the times of the Gentiles” (Lk. 21:24), the time
during which Israel is to be under the domination of the Gentile
powers, beginning with Babylon and extending through the tribulation up to the point at which Christ will appear at his second
coming. Second, the dream relates to the future, since it pictures the
inauguration of the eternal kingdom to be set up on earth by God
(cf. 7:13-14, 26-27; 12:9). Third, some form of the fourth world empire
must be in existence immediately prior to the time God establishes
his earthly kingdom. The latter form of this empire will be different
from its original form, in that as the feet and toes of the statue were
composed of iron and clay, which do not adhere, so the final form
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will be an amalgam of nations, some weak and some strong, each
with its own characteristics (vv.42-44); it will begin as an alliance of
ten rulers, but three of these will be removed by one who is not one
of the ten, who will eventually come to power over this group of
nations. In destroying this alliance God will end the long period of
Gentile political, religious, and economic dominance that began with
Israel’s Babylonian captivity.
Daniel’s vision (Daniel 7:1-28)
Fifty-one years after Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, God communicated a similar revelation directly to Daniel in the form of a vision.
The main points of Daniel’s vision correspond to the main points of
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (see Figure 6.2, p. 109). Daniel related his
vision as follows.
[Dan. 7:1-28] In the first year of Belshazzar king of Babylon,
Daniel had a dream, and visions passed through his mind
as he was lying on his bed. He wrote down the substance
of his dream. Daniel said: “In my vision at night I looked,
and there before me were the four winds of heaven churning up the great sea. Four great beasts, each different from
the others, came up out of the sea. The first was like a lion,
and it had the wings of an eagle. I watched until its wings
were torn off and it was lifted from the ground so that it
stood on two feet like a man, and the heart of a man was
given to it. And there before me was a second beast, which
looked like a bear. It was raised up on one of its sides, and
it had three ribs in its mouth between its teeth. It was told,
Get up and eat your fill of flesh! After that, I looked, and
there before me was another beast, one that looked like a
leopard. And on its back it had four wings like those of a
bird. This beast had four heads, and it was given authority
to rule. After that, in my vision at night I looked, and there
before me was a fourth beast—terrifying and frightening
and very powerful. It had large iron teeth; it crushed and
devoured its victims and trampled underfoot whatever
was left. It was different from all the former beasts, and it
had ten horns. While I was thinking about the horns, there
before me was another horn, a little one, which came up
among them; and three of the first horns were uprooted
before it. This horn had eyes like the eyes of a man and a
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mouth that spoke boastfully. As I looked, thrones were set
in place, and the Ancient of Days took his seat. His clothing
was as white as snow; the hair of his head was white like
wool. His throne was flaming with fire, and its wheels
were all ablaze. A river of fire was flowing, coming out
from before him. Thousands upon thousands attended
him; ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him.
The court was seated, and the books were opened. Then I
continued to watch because of the boastful words the horn
was speaking. I kept looking until the beast was slain and
its body destroyed and thrown into the blazing fire. (The
other beasts had been stripped of their authority, but were
allowed to live for a period of time.) In my vision at night
I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man,
coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the
Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was
given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples,
nations and men of every language worshiped him. His
dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass
away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.
I, Daniel, was troubled in spirit, and the visions that passed
through my mind disturbed me. I approached one of those
standing there and asked him the true meaning of all this.
So he told me and gave me the interpretation of these
things: ‘The four great beasts are four kingdoms that will
rise from the earth. But the saints of the Most High will
receive the kingdom and will possess it forever—yes, for
ever and ever.’ Then I wanted to know the true meaning
of the fourth beast, which was different from all the others
and most terrifying, with its iron teeth and bronze
claws—the beast that crushed and devoured its victims
and trampled underfoot whatever was left. I also wanted
to know about the ten horns on its head and about the other
horn that came up, before which three of them fell—the
horn that looked more imposing than the others and that
had eyes and a mouth that spoke boastfully. As I watched,
this horn was waging war against the saints and defeating
them, until the Ancient of Days came and pronounced
judgment in favor of the saints of the Most High, and the
time came when they possessed the kingdom. He gave me
this explanation: ‘The fourth beast is a fourth kingdom that
will appear on earth. It will be different from all the other
kingdoms and will devour the whole earth, trampling it
down and crushing it. The ten horns are ten kings who will
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come from this kingdom. After them another king will
arise, different from the earlier ones; he will subdue three
kings. He will speak against the Most High and oppress
his saints and try to change the set times and the laws. The
saints will be handed over to him for a time, times and half
a time. But the court will sit, and his power will be taken
away and completely destroyed forever. Then the sovereignty, power and greatness of the kingdoms under the
whole heaven will be handed over to the saints, the people
of the Most High. His kingdom will be an everlasting
kingdom, and all rulers will worship and obey him.’ This
is the end of the matter. I, Daniel, was deeply troubled by
my thoughts, and my face turned pale, but I kept the
matter to myself.”

In his vision Daniel saw four beasts; the first was like a lion and
had the wings of an eagle. As Daniel watched, its wings were torn
off and the beast was lifted from the ground so that it stood on its
two feet like a man, and the heart of a man was given to it. As Daniel
continued to look, he saw another beast that looked like a bear. This
second beast was raised up on one of its sides, and it had three ribs
in its mouth (v.5). Afterwards, Daniel saw a third beast that looked
like a leopard with four wings on its back. This beast had four heads,
and was given authority to rule. Finally, Daniel saw a fourth beast
with iron teeth, terrifying and very powerful. It crushed and devoured its victims and trampled whatever was left of the former
beasts. The fourth beast had ten horns, and another horn came up
among them; this horn uprooted three of the original horns. Daniel
described it as having eyes like the eyes of a man and a mouth
speaking boastfully (vv.7-8). Next Daniel saw thrones set in place,
and the Ancient of Days taking his seat of judgment. As Daniel
continued to look, the little horn was slain and his body was thrown
into the fire. At this point Daniel saw one “like a son of man”
approach the Ancient of Days. This one was given authority, glory,
and sovereign power to rule, and all the people of the earth worshiped him; his kingdom is to be an everlasting kingdom, one that
will never be destroyed. Daniel did not understand the meaning of
these things, so he approached one standing nearby and asked the
meaning of the vision. He was told that the four beasts represent four
kingdoms that will arise on the earth, and that the saints of the Most
High will receive the kingdom and possess it forever (vv.15-16). He
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was still concerned over the meaning of the fourth beast. As he
continued to watch, this beast was waging war with the saints and
overcoming them (vv.19-21 cf. Matt. 24:9). The explanation that
Daniel received concerning the fourth beast is this: The fourth beast
is a fourth kingdom that will arise on the earth; it is to be different
from all the previous kingdoms which it will crush. The ten horns
on the beast represent ten kings (leaders) who will arise, and the little
horn represents another king who will arise and remove three of the
ten. The king represented by the little horn will speak against God
and oppress the saints who will be given into his hand for three and
a half (years). However, God will judge this king and turn the
kingdom over to the saints who will possess it forever (vv.23-27).
Correlating Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and Daniel’s vision
Both Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and Daniel’s vision pertain to a
period in history known as “the times of the Gentiles” (Lk. 21:24); it
is the period during which Israel is to be under the domination of
the Gentile nations. As can be seen in Figure 6.2 (p. 109), each beast
in Daniel’s vision corresponds to part of the statue in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. Both Nebuchadnezzar’s dream and Daniel’s vision deal
with the successive world empires of Babylon, Media-Persia, Greece,
Rome, and the future alliance that emerges out of the ancient Roman
world. Both prophetic revelations foresaw the final form of the
fourth kingdom as being displaced by God’s eternal kingdom.
From a comparison of these two prophetic revelations it is
possible to construct the following picture of the confederation that
will be in place at the beginning of the tribulation, over which the
Antichrist will exercise control. Both revelations indicate that this
final kingdom will consist of a confederation of ten nations, or
groups of nations. This is represented in Nebuchadnezzar’s statue
by the ten toes, and in Daniel’s vision by the ten horns. (Some of the
peoples involved are listed in Ezekiel 38:2-6; they include: Rosh,
Meshech, Tubal [all three of these may be connected to regions of the
former Soviet Union], Persia [Iran], Ethiopia [likely including the
present region of Sudan], Put [Libya], Gomer, and Beth-togarmah
[Turkey and its environs].) Daniel 2:40-43 indicates that this final
empire is to be an amalgam, as indicated by the fact that while iron
and clay can be molded together, they do not combine. By comparing
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Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream (Daniel 2:1-45)

Representation in History

Head of gold
(Dan. 2:32,37-38)

Lion
Babylon (Nebuchadnezzar)

Medo-Persia

Bear
(Dan. 7:5)

(Dan. 2:32,39)

Leopard

Belly and thighs of bronze
(Dan. 2:32,39)

(Dan. 7:4)

The times of the Gentiles

Breast and arms of silver

Daniel’s Vision (Daniel 7:1-28)

Greece

(Dan. 7:6)

Legs of iron

Rome

Beast with iron teeth

Feet partly of iron and partly of clay

Rome (latter form)

(Dan. 7:7)

Stone cut out without hands
(Dan. 2:34-35,44-45)

The Kingdom of God

Figure 6.2 Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream and Daniel’s Vision

Dominion given to the Son of Man
(Dan. 7:13-14,22,25-27)

{

The day of the LORD
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(Tribulation Period)

(Dan. 2:33,40-43)

these two revelations with Daniel 9:24-27, it is possible to identify
the little horn of Daniel 7:24-25 as the individual who will make the
covenant with Israel, beginning the seven-year period of tribulation
(i.e., the Prince to come, the Antichrist, also referred to as “Gog” in
Ezekiel 38-39).
The first half of the seven-year period
We learn from Daniel 9:27 that the tribulation divides into two
equal parts (see Figure 6.3, p. 144). It was revealed to Daniel that at
the midpoint of the period the Prince to come will break his covenant
with Israel and desecrate the temple. Paul expanded on the nature
of this desecration (referred to by Christ in Matthew 24:15 as “the
abomination”) as the time when the Antichrist will enter the temple,
proclaiming himself to be God. Paul said:
[2 Thess. 2:4] He opposes and exalts himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, and even sets
himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming himself to be
God.

Jesus described this event as the onset of a persecution so severe that
he referred to it as a time of great distress (AV, “tribulation”),
unequaled from the beginning of the world.
[Matt. 24:15-22] “So when you see standing in the holy
place ‘the abomination that causes desolation,’ spoken of
through the prophet Daniel—let the reader understand—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. Let no one on the roof of his house go down to take
anything out of the house. Let no one in the field go back
to get his cloak. How dreadful it will be in those days for
pregnant women and nursing mothers! Pray that your
flight will not take place in winter or on the Sabbath. For
then there will be great distress, unequaled from the beginning of the world until now—and never to be equaled
again. If those days had not been cut short, no one would
survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be
shortened.”

110 What the Bible Says About the Future

The covenant that begins the tribulation period
The tribulation formally begins with the signing of a treaty
between “the Prince to come” and Israel, who at that point will not
yet perceive the true character of this Prince. While the precise nature
and provisions of this treaty are not stated (it is only mentioned
briefly in Daniel 9:27), it is likely that it will be some sort of peace
treaty with Israel. It is possible that this treaty allows for the rebuilding of the Jewish temple, since it must be in operation by the
midpoint of the period, and since the breaking of this treaty at the
midpoint involves a desecration of the temple (Dan. 9:27). Perhaps
this treaty will be the occasion of great celebration and hopefulness
on the part of the people of the world that the Middle-East conflict,
which has been the greatest threat to peace in modern time, is finally
at an end. This may account for why Paul, in 1 Thessalonians 5:3,
said: “While people are saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ destruction will
come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and
they will not escape.” Paul was clearly referring to the onset of the
events leading up to the day of the LORD (cf. v.2), and it is interesting
to note that “labor pains” is the metaphor used by Christ in Matthew
24:8 to describe the opening phase of the tribulation (cf. Isa. 26:1727:1). Just as labor pains are not the main event, but merely lead up
to the birth, so there will be waves of distress in the tribulation
leading up to the main event, which is the day of the LORD.
The rebuilding of the Jewish temple (Israel’s third temple)
The Jewish temple must be rebuilt in order for some of the
tribulation prophecies to be fulfilled. The construction of this temple
could begin either before or after the seven-year period begins;
however, it must be sufficiently complete prior to the midpoint of
the period for the sacrificial system to be operational (Dan. 9:27).
Since the reintroduction of the sacrificial system supposes not only
the temple structure, but also a qualified and trained priesthood with
all of its intricate procedures and implements for worship, one could
conclude the necessity for advance preparation extending back well
before the beginning of the tribulation. Not only must the Jews
relearn the intricacies of temple worship, much research and preparation will be required both for the qualification of priests, including
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fication of the temple and its implements, all of which must be
re-created. In any case, the temple and sacrificial system must be in
place prior to the middle of the period; there are several reasons for
this: 1) Daniel 9:27 states that in the middle of the tribulation the
Prince to come will put a stop to sacrifice and grain offering, even
desecrating the holy place (i.e., the inner sanctuary of the temple).
2) In Matthew 24:15 Jesus referred to Daniel 9:27, and warned that
when his followers see the abomination spoken of by Daniel standing in the holy place, they are to realize that the time of great
tribulation (beginning at the midpoint of the period) is upon them.
3) The Apostles Paul and John both referred to the tribulation temple. Paul, alluding to the abomination in the temple, said that the
Man of Lawlessness (the Antichrist) will set himself up in God’s
temple proclaiming himself to be God (2 Thess. 2:3-4). John in his
vision of the tribulation was asked to measure the temple and the
altar (Rev. 11:1).
The beginning of the tribulation events [Seals 1-4]
The most detailed account of the events of the tribulation is
recorded in the book of Revelation. In John’s vision he saw the
tribulation events unfold from the heavenly perspective, and it is
from that perspective that he related his description. In his vision
John saw the Father seated on his heavenly throne attended by
myriads of the heavenly host, who were adoring, worshiping, and
ascribing glory and honor to God (Rev. 4:1-11). As John stood in awe
of the scene, he noticed a scroll in the right hand of God; the scroll
was sealed with seven seals. A proclamation was heralded by a
mighty angel, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the
scroll?” John wept because no one in Heaven, or on earth was found
who was worthy to open the scroll; but then John saw in his vision
a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing by the throne. The
Lamb reached out and took the scroll from him who sat on the
throne. Suddenly Heaven erupted in praise, adoration, and worship
of the Lamb. As John continued to watch, the Lamb began to break
the seals of the scroll (Rev. 5:1-14). Most of the events recorded in the
book of Revelation are associated with the breaking of these seals.
(The seals are not judgments, but seven periods, or movements
within the tribulation, during which certain events will be divinely
permitted to occur.) While the book of Revelation generally proceeds
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sequentially, there are some parenthetical and recursive sections that
interrupt the chronological flow (see Figure 7.5, p. 165). It is possible,
though not certain, that the day of the LORD begins with the opening
of the seventh seal. Paul indicated in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-3 that the
day of the LORD cannot begin until after the abomination in the
temple, which occurs at the midpoint of the period. (For further
discussion on this point see pages 126-133.)
Four of the seven seals will be broken in the first half of the
tribulation. (In the next chapter we will discuss how we know this.)
The first seal allows for the geopolitical events associated with the
rise of the Antichrist’s kingdom (Rev. 6:1-2). The breaking of the
second seal allows the outbreak of wars (Rev. 6:3-4). We are not told
the identity of the nations involved, but it would not be unreasonable
to suggest that at least some of the conflict is related to the formation
of the final empire under the authority of the Antichrist, though he
is not revealed to the world in his true character until the middle of
the period (cf. 2 Thess. 2:1-9). Daniel indicates that “the little horn”
(the Antichrist), will uproot three of the leaders of the ten-nation
alliance. The third seal allows for famine (Rev. 6:5-6), and during the
time of the fourth seal a quarter of the world’s population will perish
as a result of wars, famine, and pestilences (Rev. 6:7-8).
The invasion of Israel by the Antichrist
In Ezekiel 38-39, Ezekiel described a great invasion that will take
place involving Gog of the land of Magog, the prince of Rosh,
Meshech, and Tubal. The region referred to is located to the north
and east of the Black Sea, now occupied largely by Islamic states that
once formed part of the Soviet Union (and which might also include
Russia), along with its allies (Persia [Iran], Ethiopia [including Sudan], Put [Libya], Gomer and Beth-Togarmah [the region of Asia
Minor around modern Turkey]). These nations, along with Egypt
(Zech. 14:12-19), as well as several additional unnamed nations, will
invade Israel and eventually experience their destruction as God
intervenes to save his people. Ezekiel pictures this happening at a
time when Israel will be living in peace and safety, but prior to their
national conversion (39:22-29). This invasion is described in Joel 1-3,
Ezekiel 38-39, Zechariah 12:2-14:8, and Revelation 19:11-21 (cf. 16:1216); it will involve a gathering of armies in the land of Israel and a
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siege of Jerusalem and Judea beginning at the midpoint of the
tribulation. This siege will continue until the final battle, the battle
of Armageddon, when the Antichrist and his armies will be defeated
by Christ at his return.
Since the mid-1900s the “two-invasion theory” has been popular among premillennialists. According to this view the invasion
described in Ezekiel 38-39 is not the invasion by the Antichrist at the
midpoint of the tribulation, but a prior invasion, possibly in the first
half of the tribulation period. However, there are very serious problems with this theory. First, there is no singular prophecy that clearly
pictures two distinct invasions of Israel associated with the approach
of the day of the LORD. Secondly, in all three of the major descriptions of an invasion of Israel during the tribulation (Joel 1-3; Ezek.
38-39; and Zech. 12:2-14:8), the deliverance of God is said to be
accompanied by spiritual renewal on the part of Israel (Joel 2:18-32,
esp. vv.27-29; 3:17; Ezek. 39:22; Zech. 12:10-13), including the outpouring of the Spirit (Joel 2:28-29; Ezek. 39:29; Zech. 12:10). This
would seem to identify all three descriptions as the same invasion.
Third, while the two-invasion theory requires the Ezekiel 38-39
invasion to be distinct, the prophecy specifically states that it is the
same invasion prophesied by the former prophets (38:17). Thus, the
case that Ezekiel 38-39 refers to a different invasion appears to be
contradicted by the prophecy. Fourth, in Joel’s description he said,
“There has never been anything like it, nor will there be again after
it to many generations” (Joel 2:2); this statement is clearly at odds
with the two-invasion theory. Fifth, in all three of the major descriptions, the conclusion of this war results in the permanent restoration
of Israel (Joel 2:18-27; 3:18-21; Ezek. 39:25-29; Zech. 14:8-21) and the
establishment of the kingdom (Joel 2:18-3:21; Ezek. 39:21-29; Zech.
14:8-21). Sixth, the condition of the land of Israel at the time of the
invasion by the Antichrist (“like the garden of Eden,” cf. Joel 2:3)
could hardly be so if a prior invasion of such proportions as described in Ezekiel 38-39 (cf. 38:17-23; 39:9-16) had occurred at most,
only a few years earlier. Seventh, the language of Revelation 19:1718, which describes the final battle of Armageddon, is in substance
virtually identical to Ezekiel 39:17-20 (cf. 39:4). Obviously if the
description given in Ezekiel 39:17-20 is connected to Armageddon it
could not refer to any invasion other than the one by the Antichrist
at the midpoint of the tribulation period. In view of these observa114 What the Bible Says About the Future

tions it seems best to regard Ezekiel 38-39 as describing the invasion
by the Antichrist. Consequently, the nations listed in Ezekiel 38-39
(along with Egypt, mentioned in Zechariah 14:12-19) comprise a
partial list of the nations that will make up the kingdom of the
Antichrist. Ezekiel further described this invasion as follows:
[Ezek. 38:1-13] The word of the LORD came to me: “Son of
man, set your face against Gog, of the land of Magog, the
chief prince of Meshech and Tubal; prophesy against him
and say: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I am
against you, O Gog, chief prince of Meshech and Tubal. I
will turn you around, put hooks in your jaws and bring
you out with your whole army—your horses, your horsemen fully armed, and a great horde with large and small
shields, all of them brandishing their swords. Persia, Cush
and Put will be with them, all with shields and helmets,
also Gomer with all its troops, and Beth Togarmah from
the far north with all its troops—the many nations with
you. Get ready; be prepared, you and all the hordes gathered about you, and take command of them. After many
days you will be called to arms. In future years you will
invade a land that has recovered from war, whose people
were gathered from many nations to the mountains of
Israel, which had long been desolate. They had been
brought out from the nations, and now all of them live in
safety. You and all your troops and the many nations with
you will go up, advancing like a storm; you will be like a
cloud covering the land. This is what the Sovereign LORD
says: On that day thoughts will come into your mind and
you will devise an evil scheme. You will say, “I will invade
a land of unwalled villages; I will attack a peaceful and
unsuspecting people—all of them living without walls and
without gates and bars. I will plunder and loot and turn
my hand against the resettled ruins and the people gathered from the nations, rich in livestock and goods, living
at the center of the land.” Sheba and Dedan and the merchants of Tarshish and all her villages will say to you,
“Have you come to plunder? Have you gathered your
hordes to loot, to carry off silver and gold, to take away
livestock and goods and to seize much plunder?”’

Ezekiel also described the destruction of the invading army on the
mountains of Israel.
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[Ezek. 39:1-6] ”Son of man, prophesy against Gog and say:
‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I am against you,
O Gog, chief prince of Meshech and Tubal. I will turn you
around and drag you along. I will bring you from the far
north and send you against the mountains of Israel. Then
I will strike your bow from your left hand and make your
arrows drop from your right hand. On the mountains of
Israel you will fall, you and all your troops and the nations
with you. I will give you as food to all kinds of carrion birds
and to the wild animals. You will fall in the open field, for
I have spoken, declares the Sovereign LORD. I will send
fire on Magog and on those who live in safety in the
coastlands, and they will know that I am the LORD.’”

The spiritual rebirth of Israel
Although there is to be a partial regathering of Israel to the land
prior to the beginning of the tribulation period, which has already
begun, and almost certainly additional migrations throughout the
first part of the tribulation period, the Jewish people will be gathered
to their homeland in unbelief of their Messiah, Jesus Christ. Ezekiel
indicates this in the prophecy of the “dry bones” (Ezek. 37:1-14). In
that prophecy God showed Ezekiel a field of dry bones representing
Israel; then Ezekiel saw the bones come together and flesh cover
them (representing the restoration of the nation), but there was no
life in the bodies (signifying the lack of spiritual regeneration).
[Ezek. 37:7-14] So I prophesied as I was commanded. And
as I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound,
and the bones came together, bone to bone. I looked, and
tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered
them, but there was no breath in them. Then he said to me,
“Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to
it, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come from the
four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they
may live.’” So I prophesied as he commanded me, and
breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on
their feet—a vast army. Then he said to me: “Son of man,
these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our
bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.’
Therefore prophesy and say to them: ‘This is what the
Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open
your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you
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back to the land of Israel. Then you, my people, will know
that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring
you up from them. I will put my Spirit in you and you will
live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you will
know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it,
declares the LORD.’”

Zechariah further places this conversion at the point when God
defends Israel from the nations that have invaded the land.
[Zech. 12:2-10] “I am going to make Jerusalem a cup that
sends all the surrounding peoples reeling. Judah will be
besieged as well as Jerusalem. On that day, when all the
nations of the earth are gathered against her, I will make
Jerusalem an immovable rock for all the nations. All who
try to move it will injure themselves. On that day I will
strike every horse with panic and its rider with madness,”
declares the LORD. “I will keep a watchful eye over the
house of Judah, but I will blind all the horses of the nations.
Then the leaders of Judah will say in their hearts, ‘The
people of Jerusalem are strong, because the LORD Almighty is their God.’ On that day I will make the leaders
of Judah like a firepot in a woodpile, like a flaming torch
among sheaves. They will consume right and left all the
surrounding peoples, but Jerusalem will remain intact in
her place. The LORD will save the dwellings of Judah first,
so that the honor of the house of David and of Jerusalem’s
inhabitants may not be greater than that of Judah. On that
day the LORD will shield those who live in Jerusalem, so
that the feeblest among them will be like David, and the
house of David will be like God, like the Angel of the
LORD going before them. On that day I will set out to
destroy all the nations that attack Jerusalem. And I will
pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of
Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look
on me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for
him as one mourns for an only child, and grieve bitterly
for him as one grieves for a firstborn son.”

The second half of the seven-year period
The majority of events associated with the tribulation occur in
the second half of the period. Not only is the frequency of events
increased, but the intensity grows as the end approaches, just as in
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the labor of childbirth. The intensity appears to reflect the level of
the world’s rebellion against God as the period progresses (cf. Rev.
9:20-21; 16:9,11,21).
Satan and his host thrown down to the earth
The book of Revelation records a conflict between Michael and
his angels, and Satan and his angels, which appears to occur near the
midpoint.
[Rev. 12:7-10] And there was war in heaven. Michael and
his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and
his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and
they lost their place in heaven. The great dragon was
hurled down—that ancient serpent called the devil or
Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled
to the earth, and his angels with him. Then I heard a loud
voice in heaven say: “Now have come the salvation and
the power and the kingdom of our God, and the authority
of his Christ. For the accuser of our brothers, who accuses
them before our God day and night, has been hurled
down.”

As a result of this conflict, Satan and his host will be confined to the
earth. “heaven,” in Revelation 12:7, denotes the physical heavens
(note the use of the plural, “heavens,” in v.12). This event signals the
beginning of a period of great joy in the heavens (the domain of
certain angels, cf. v.12), but great distress upon the earth. As Satan
sees that his time is short, he will persecute Jews and Christians with
great fury (v.12). His wrath will be particularly focused on Israel
(vv.13-17). Clearly from this point forward things on earth are going
to go from bad to worse. Nevertheless, God’s wrath is yet to come;
all that has occurred up to this point is tribulation caused by human
and angelic rebellion against God.
The abomination (desecration) in the temple
The midpoint of the period is marked by the abomination in the
temple, an event first mentioned in Daniel 9:27. Jesus warned that
this event would mark the beginning of the time of severe persecution (Matt. 24:15-22). But what is the abomination? Interestingly, this
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major event that marks the midpoint of the period is neither expanded upon by Christ, nor specifically mentioned by John in Revelation, though John does mention the worship of the Antichrist (Rev.
13:1-8), which is directly related. It was Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2:2-4
who pulled back the curtain of mystery and gave a glimpse into the
nature of this event. Paul indicated that the Antichrist (the Man of
Lawlessness) will oppose every god or object of worship, even
taking his seat in the temple of God in an attempt to manifest himself
as being God.
Piecing together the accounts from Matthew 24:15 22 and Revelation 12:7-13:18, the sequence of events beginning at the midpoint
of the tribulation appears to be as follows: Satan and his host will be
confined to the earth (Rev. 12:7-12). The Antichrist will enter the
temple, claiming to be God and demanding worship (Rev. 13:1-18
cf. 2 Thess. 2:3-4). Those with discernment will recognize the significance of this event and flee (Matt. 24:15-22). God will provide a place
of safety for those who flee into the wilderness (Rev. 12:14). Satan
will attempt to destroy those who flee, but divine intervention will
prevent him from carrying this out (Rev. 12:15-16). Enraged at his
inability to destroy those believers, the Antichrist will turn his wrath
on those within his reach (Rev. 12:17).
The new world economic and religious order
Once the true character of the coming world leader is revealed
through his desecration of the temple, two things will quickly fall
into place. First, in a well-orchestrated move, a satanically empowered false prophet, referred to in Revelation 13:11-15 as “a second
beast,” will immediately begin to perform false signs and wonders
in attestation to the deity of the Antichrist (Rev. 13:11-18). Secondly,
Revelation 17 indicates that an apostate religious system already in
place will be utilized to promote the worship of the Antichrist, at
least until that system is no longer needed. In Revelation 13:11-15,
John described the appearing of the false prophet.
[Rev. 13:11-15] Then I saw another beast, coming out of the
earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he spoke like a
dragon. He exercised all the authority of the first beast on
his behalf, and made the earth and its inhabitants worship
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the first beast, whose fatal wound had been healed. And
he performed great and miraculous signs, even causing
fire to come down from heaven to earth in full view of men.
Because of the signs he was given power to do on behalf
of the first beast, he deceived the inhabitants of the earth.
He ordered them to set up an image in honor of the beast
who was wounded by the sword and yet lived. He was
given power to give breath to the image of the first beast,
so that it could speak and cause all who refused to worship
the image to be killed.

The reference to the healing of the fatal wound of the first beast might
refer to an attempt on the part of the Satanic trio (Satan, the Antichrist, and his false prophet) to mimic the resurrection, and thus
claim messianic status for the Antichrist. As further inducement to
worship the Antichrist, the false prophet will be empowered to
implement a system by which every person must receive a mark on
his or her forehead or right hand, possibly indicating acceptance of
the religion of the Antichrist (Rev. 13:16-18). Possession of that mark
or number will be required in order to buy or sell. The precise form
of the mark or number (666) is not revealed.
[Rev. 13:16-18] He also forces everyone, small and great,
rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on his right
hand or on his forehead, so that no one could buy or sell
unless he had the mark, which is the name of the beast or
the number of his name. This calls for wisdom. If any one
has insight, let him calculate the number of the beast, for
it is man’s number. His number is 666.

Despite the fact that some will be thoroughly deceived into believing
that the Antichrist is God, the very necessity for such a coercive
policy certainly indicates that there will be significant resistance to
the worship of the Antichrist. Nevertheless, it appears that many will
choose to receive the mark.
The ministry of God’s two prophets
At the midpoint of the tribulation God will raise up two prophets who will prophesy for most of the remainder of the period (Rev.
11:3-13). These two prophets will testify to the true God, and their
enemies will be powerless to stop them (v.5). Not only will they
120 What the Bible Says About the Future

prophesy, they will have power to call down various plagues on the
earth (v.6), clearly demonstrating the powerlessness of the Antichrist
to stop the coming judgment and the return of the Lord. At the close
of their ministry, God will allow the Antichrist to kill these prophets.
Their bodies will lie in public view for three and a half days, while
the unsaved of the earth celebrate their deaths and the power of the
Antichrist. However, that celebration will be cut short when the two
prophets are raised from the dead and ascend into heaven in plain
sight of their enemies (11:7-13).
The martyrdom of Christians
The fifth seal will be broken shortly after the midpoint of the
tribulation and allows the Antichrist to overcome and martyr many
of the saints (Rev. 6:9-10). This persecution was foreseen in Daniel,
Matthew, and Revelation. Concerning this, the following was revealed to Daniel.
[Dan. 7:25] He will speak against the Most High and oppress his saints and try to change the set times and the laws.
The saints will be handed over to him for a time, times and
half a time.

Jesus also made mention of the severity of this persecution when he
said:
[Matt. 24:9] Then you will be handed over to be persecuted
and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations
because of me.

John adds little in the way of additional information on this
subject, except that he places the martyrdom of the saints during the
time of the fifth seal, and seems to indicate that the intense persecution will continue until the time that God’s wrath is poured out.
Regarding the opening of the fifth seal, John said:
[Rev. 6:9-11] When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under
the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of
the word of God and the testimony they had maintained.
They called out in a loud voice, “How long, Sovereign
Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the
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earth and avenge our blood?” Then each of them was given
a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until
the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were
to be killed as they had been was completed.

Matthew 24:10 indicates that this persecution will lead to apostasy
for many who once claimed to be Christians. During the time of this
seal many who apostatize will deliver believers to be put to death
(cf. v.9).
Cosmic disturbance—the final warning
The sixth seal allows for a great cosmic disturbance that will
affect the earth (Rev. 6:12-17). As terrifying as this event will be, it
seems that it is only a warning of what is yet to come with the
breaking of the seventh seal. John gives the following description of
this ominous event.
[Rev. 6:12-17] I watched as he opened the sixth seal. There
was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red,
and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as late figs drop from
a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. The sky receded
like a scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and island was
removed from its place. Then the kings of the earth, the
princes, the generals, the rich, the mighty, and every slave
and every free man hid in caves and among the rocks of
the mountains. They called to the mountains and the rocks,
“Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on
the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb! For the great
day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?”

Astronomy has greatly illuminated our understanding of the
nature of what will take place during the time of the sixth seal. There
can be little doubt from the description that what John saw in his
vision was the collision of an object from space with our planet;
possibly this object will be an asteroid or comet, or fragments of such.
The details given, though set in phenomenological speech as they
appeared to John in his vision, correspond closely with modern
scientific observations (e.g., the Shoemaker-Levy Comet impact on
Jupiter in July, 1994). Note the details: 1) a large shock wave (“a great
earthquake”); 2) obstruction of the atmosphere (“the sun turned
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black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood
red”); 3) debris falling through the atmosphere in a meteoric display
(“the stars in the sky fell to earth”); 4) a blast-hole in the atmosphere
arching upward from the impact site (“the sky receded like a scroll,
rolling up”); 5) effects of a great shockwave (“every mountain and
island was removed from its place”). These are precisely the same
details, and even the same sequence as events hypothesized by
astrophysicists were the earth to be hit by a sufficiently large object
from space. Prior to the impact of fragments from the ShoemakerLevy Comet on Jupiter in July of 1994, some scientists doubted
whether the impacts would result in thermonuclear-like explosions.
However, once the Shoemaker-Levy fragments hit Jupiter all doubt
was erased. Even some of the smallest of the these twenty-one
fragments exploded with the impact of a huge nuclear arsenal. Had
one of the larger fragments hit the earth, this book would never have
been written. Even one of the smaller fragments hitting our planet
would have done catastrophic damage and killed untold numbers
of people. Is it merely a coincidence that we have so recently been
given a front-row seat to witness such an event? It is a terrible
thought; nonetheless, the Scriptures clearly indicate that there are
objects right now speeding toward a divinely appointed encounter
with planet earth.
That the event described in the sixth seal is astrophysical in
nature is further supported by two additional observations: 1) The
response of those dwelling on the earth will be to hide in caves and
the rocks of the mountains (v.16); such would not be the expected
response were this simply a geophysical event, such as an earthquake. Also, the fact that the unredeemed of earth will be able to
predict and anticipate this event is consistent with an astrophysical
phenomenon. 2) This incident immediately precedes the first four
trumpet judgments (Rev. 8:7-13), which are all clearly described as
astrophysical events. Perhaps the sixth seal is earth’s final warning
before devastating divine wrath is poured out upon the earth during
the seventh seal. It is this event more than any other that will signal
that the great day of God’s wrath is imminent (cf. Rev. 6:16-17). The
Antichrist will watch in impotence at what is about to happen.
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The 144,000 Jewish men sealed
Although the distress of the first six seals will be difficult, it will
pale in comparison to the divine judgment that will come afterward.
It will be well into the second half of the period when God seals
144,000 Jewish male virgins (Rev. 7:1-8 cf. 14:4); this sealing apparently protects these servants of God from certain aspects of the
judgments to follow (v.3 cf. 9:4), and signifies their election to a
unique body of believers (Rev. 14:1-5). Beyond these simple statements we do not know the full significance of this group. The 144,000
reappear in Revelation 14:1-4 where they are pictured on Mount
Zion with Christ, apparently after the tribulation is over, singing a
song only they could learn.
The day of God’s wrath (the day of the LORD)
While it is not possible to be dogmatic on this point, it seems
likely that the day of the LORD begins with the opening of the
seventh seal (Rev. 8:1-6); consider the following: Of the three major
passages from which it is possible to discern any tribulation chronology (Daniel 9:27; Matthew 24:3-31; and Revelation 6-19), the only
passages that specifically designate elements of the tribulation as
divine wrath are Revelation 6:16-17 (spoken after the events of the
sixth seal) and 15:1-16:21 (in regard to the seven bowls of wrath).
Revelation 6:16-17 says,
[Rev. 6:16-17] …and they said to the mountains and to the
rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the presence of Him
who sits on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb,
for the great day of their wrath has [is come]; and who is
able to stand. [Clarification in brackets]

John’s statement in Revelation 6:16-17 is made after the terrifying
astrophysical event that occurs during the time of the sixth seal.
Whether it is spoken in an actual or anticipatory sense is not known.
However, it seems likely that the sixth seal is the final warning of the
wrath to come. The two witnesses will have been prophesying the
coming day of the LORD for some time before this event happens.
When the impact occurs during the time of the sixth seal, it will
convey an unmistakable message: Time has run out. Even those who
reject Christ will be fully aware of the fact that divine judgment is
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now imminent. While it is tempting to include the sixth seal as part
of the day of the LORD simply because of the nature of the event and
the fact that it is so similar to the first four trumpets (which are clearly
divine wrath), from a purely literary standpoint it is clear that the
intended break in the flow of events falls between the sixth and
seventh seals, not between the fifth and sixth seals.
There also seems to be a profound qualitative shift in the nature
of the events beginning with the seventh seal. Consider the following. In Revelation 7:1-8, John recorded information revealed to him
concerning the sealing of the Jewish servants of God. Why are the
144,000 sealed at this point (Rev. 7:3), between the sixth and seventh
seals, if the sealing is a protection from at least some of the effects of
divine wrath? When John finally comes to the breaking of the
seventh seal (Rev. 8:1ff.), our attention is immediately arrested in the
first verse, for there John records something of great significance that
is said in relation to no other seal; he wrote, “And when He broke
the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.”
What sound is continually heard in Heaven other than the praise of
God? Was there ever silence in Heaven before? We do not know; the
Bible does not tell us. But one thing we do know is this signals that
something momentous is about to happen. As John continues with
his description we see seven angels standing before the throne of
God, and each is given a trumpet; we also see another angel holding
a golden censer with much incense, and added to it are the prayers
of the saints from under the golden altar that is before God. This altar
was mentioned earlier in the book; it is the altar referred to in 6:9,
from which the saints who were slain during the tribulation made
their petition for vengeance (wrath) upon those who slew them (the
world system under the influence of the Antichrist). The imagery is
clear: God is now ready to judge the world through the undiluted
outpouring of his wrath. The implication is unmistakable, what has
happened so far is that God has allowed evil people, with the help
of demons, latitude to manifest their evil natures as never before in
history. They have made war, caused destruction and death, and
killed the saints. God now intends to judge them by an unprecedented outpouring of divine wrath. It is also worth noting that the
activities recorded as occurring during the time of the first six seals
are intense forms of ordinary events; that is to say, they are the kinds
of things common in human history. But many of the elements of the
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seventh seal seem altogether of a different nature. These unique
features seem to distinguish the seventh seal from all that has gone
before.
To the above we need to add a couple of additional observations. In 2 Thessalonians 2:1-9, Paul indicated that the day of the
LORD cannot begin until sometime in the second half of the tribulation period; he said,
[2 Thess. 2:1-9] Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus
Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some
prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us,
saying that the day of the LORD has already come. Don’t
let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not
come, until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness
is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called
God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God’s
temple, proclaiming himself to be God. Don’t you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things?
And now you know what is holding him back, so that he
may be revealed at the proper time. For the secret power
of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who holds it
back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way.
And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord
Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth and
destroy by the splendor of his coming. The coming of the
lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan
displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and
wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceived those who
are perishing. They perish because they refuse to love the
truth and so be saved. For this reason God sends them a
powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie and so
that all will be condemned who have not believed the truth
but have delighted in wickedness.

Paul stated that the day of the LORD would not begin until after the
Antichrist is revealed and “the rebellion” (NASB, “the apostasy”)
takes place. Paul clearly intended for his audience to understand that
the apostasy he had in mind was the apostasy that will occur in
connection with the revealing of the lawless one (i.e., the Antichrist)
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in the temple (v.4). Note that both the apostasy and the revealing are
closely related elements within the same sentence (vv.3-4). Since the
revealing of the Antichrist in the temple occurs at the midpoint of
the period, and the subsequent persecution and apostasy occurs
shortly afterward, this would place the beginning of the day of the
LORD sometime in the second half of the tribulation period.
How do we know that the apostasy to which Paul referred
occurs in connection with the abomination in the temple? There are
two reasons: 1) The structure of Paul’s statement in 2 Thessalonians
2:3-4 (which is one sentence) clearly indicates such a relationship.
2) It appears that Paul had Jesus’ Olivet Discourse in mind when he
penned 2 Thessalonians 2:3-12, for Jesus was the first to mention this
particular apostasy (Matt. 24:10), which occurs after the persecution
that follows on the heels of the abomination in the temple. Note that
Matthew 24:4-31 has a recursive structure in that verses 4-8 describe
the first half of the tribulation, and verses 9-14 describe the second
half, with verse 15 starting back at the midpoint and continuing
forward to the second coming (v.30). As can be seen, this results in
overlap between verses 9-14 and verses 15-28 (see Figure 7.4, p. 163).
Thus some of the events in verses 9-14 occur after the abomination
in verse 15. Once we understand this structure, we can see that the
apostasy Jesus mentioned in verse 10, actually occurs as a result of
the persecution mentioned in verses 15-22. How do we know that
Paul had this in mind as he penned his letter? First, from the way
Paul mentions “the” apostasy in 2 Thessalonians 2:3 it is apparent
that he was referring to a particular well known future apostasy, i.e.,
“the” apostasy with which the Thessalonians were already familiar.
Second, while the gospels might not have been written at the time of
this letter, undoubtedly early accounts of Jesus’ teaching had circulated in Paul’s home church at Syrian Antioch, and he would not
have been unfamiliar with such important doctrinal material. (Note
Peter’s statement in 2 Peter 3:1-2 to the effect that the apostles had
from the earliest days communicated the Lord’s commandment
concerning the last days—likely a reference to the cumulative commands embodied in the Olivet Discourse.) That Paul had Jesus’
Olivet Discourse in mind is virtually certain from the fact that in this
very passage he mentions five points that appear nowhere else in the
Bible other than Jesus’ Olivet Discourse. In his description of the
second half of the tribulation, Jesus mentioned: apostasy (Matt.
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24:10), lawlessness (v.12), the abomination in the temple (v.15),
spiritual deception involving false signs and wonders (vv.23-24),
and his second coming (v.30). Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2:3-12 referred
to: “the” apostasy (v.3), lawlessness (vv.4, 7), the abomination in the
temple (v.4), spiritual deception involving false signs and wonders
(vv.9-10), and Jesus’ second coming (v.8). Reiterating the point: If, as
appears almost certain, Paul referred to the apostasy that will occur
in connection with the abomination in the temple, his statement in
this passage means that the day of the LORD will not begin until
sometime in the second half of the period.
One argument often used to classify the entire tribulation as
divine wrath is that the seals seem to span the entire tribulation
period. However, we must bear in mind that the seals are not
judgments, but movements within the period. For example, the
martyrdom of believers that occurs during the time of the fifth seal
(Rev. 6:9-11) argues that the seals are not judgments; after all, if the
fifth seal involves the persecution and martyrdom of the saints, how
can it be characterized as the judgment of God? Not only that, but
the slain saints appear in Heaven beseeching God for justice in
avenging their unjust deaths (Rev. 6:9-11), and God promises that
their petition will be granted (Rev. 8:1-6, esp. v.3, cf. 6:9-10). Clearly
the seals do not represent judgments, but periods during which
certain events occur (some of which are divine judgment). Thus, the
argument that the entire tribulation is divine judgment because the
seals are all divine wrath, is built upon an incorrect assumption
regarding the nature of the seals. When we recognize that the day of
the LORD cannot begin until sometime after the middle of the
period, and we note the significant change in character of the events
occurring during the seventh seal, there is reason to suspect that the
day of the LORD, and the wrath of God associated with it, begins
with the breaking of the seventh seal—though as stated previously,
one cannot be dogmatic on this point.
The seventh seal encompasses a series of seven judgments
referred to as the trumpet judgments, and the seventh trumpet
unfolds into another series of seven judgments, referred to as bowls
of wrath. Both the frequency and intensity of these judgments will
increase as the end of the period approaches. So severe is this time
of judgment that Jesus said if it were allowed to continue longer than
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the time appointed, no one would be left alive; however, for the sake
of God’s elect, he will not allow that to happen (Matt. 24:22). God’s
preservation of his elect is both merciful and a necessary part of the
divine program, since it is those survivors who will enter the millennium in their natural, untransformed bodies to repopulate the earth
during the millennium (Isa. 65:17-25).
a. The trumpet judgments 1-6
The trumpets comprise a seven-fold judgment. The first four
judgments are astrophysical events unleashing enormous destruction upon the earth. The first trumpet pictures something similar to
hail burning as it falls from the sky. Its mixture with blood indicates
the terrible result. John gives the following description:
[Rev. 8:7] The first angel sounded his trumpet, and there
came hail and fire mixed with blood, and it was hurled
down upon the earth. A third of the earth was burned up,
a third of the trees were burned up, and all the green grass
was burned up.

The devastation will be catastrophic. Falling debris will burn a third
of the earth. The second trumpet depicts an object falling to the earth
that John could only liken to a huge mountain ablaze. He said,
[Rev. 8:8-9] The second angel sounded his trumpet, and
something like a huge mountain, all ablaze, was thrown
into the sea. A third of the sea turned into blood, a third of
the living creatures in the sea died, and a third of the ships
were destroyed.

The impact of this object will destroy a third of the ocean life and
ships. It is of such destructive proportions as to be rivaled only by
the biblical flood. The third angel sounded his trumpet, and something in appearance like a star, burning as a torch, fell from heaven.
John described it as follows:
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[Rev. 8:10-11] The third angel sounded his trumpet, and a
great star, blazing like a torch, fell from the sky on a third
of the rivers and on the springs of water—the name of the
star is Wormwood. A third of the waters turned bitter, and
many people died from the waters that had become bitter.

Of course John was speaking phenomenologically, describing the
event as it appeared to him. He described an object that looked like
a star. The result of the impact of this object was that a third of the
fresh water was contaminated, and many people died as a result.
The fourth trumpet is another astrophysical judgment. We know
only that some event will affect the visibility of the sun, moon, and
stars, for a third of the day and a third of the night. This event is
probably the phenomena described in Isaiah 13:9-10, where Isaiah
prophesied:
[Isa. 13:9-10] Behold, the day of the LORD is coming, cruel,
with fury and burning anger, to make the land a desolation; and he will exterminate its sinners from it. For the
stars of heaven and their constellations will not flash forth
their light; the sun will be dark when it rises, and the moon
will not shed its light.

Isaiah provided a summary of this entire sequence of judgments
when he said:
[Isa. 24:19-23] The earth is broken up, the earth is split
asunder, the earth is thoroughly shaken. The earth reels
like a drunkard, it sways like a hut in the wind; so heavy
upon it is the guilt of its rebellion that it falls—never to rise
again. In that day the LORD will punish the powers in the
heavens above and the kings on the earth below. They will
be herded together like prisoners bound in a dungeon;
they will be shut up in prison and be punished after many
days. The moon will be abashed, the sun ashamed; for the
LORD almighty will reign on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, and before its elders, gloriously.

Undoubtedly these four judgments will comprise the greatest catastrophe the earth has seen since the flood destroyed almost all life on
this planet.
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John’s attention was next turned to the voice of an angel (referred to symbolically as “an eagle”), who was flying and proclaiming, “Woe! Woe! Woe! to the inhabitants of the earth, because of the
trumpet blasts about to be sounded by the other three angels” (Rev.
8:13). It is difficult to imagine anything more severe than what has
already taken place, but that is what the angel proclaims. These last
three trumpets are sometimes referred to as “the woe judgments”
because of the way they are introduced. They are terrible beyond
imagination.
As the fifth angel sounded his trumpet, John saw an angel
(referred to as a “star,” literally, “a bright one”) who had fallen from
heaven (Rev. 9:1-12). While the identity of the angel is not stated, it
seems likely that it is a reference to Satan, having previously been
cast out of heaven (Rev. 12:7-10). John does not say the angel fell to
the earth at this point in the period, merely that he had already fallen.
(The confinement of Satan to the earth occurs near the midpoint of
the tribulation.)
[Rev. 9:1-12] The fifth angel sounded his trumpet, and I
saw a star that had fallen from the sky to the earth. The star
was given the key to the shaft of the Abyss. When he
opened the Abyss, smoke rose from it like the smoke from
a gigantic furnace. The sun and sky were darkened by the
smoke from the Abyss. And out of the smoke locusts came
down upon the earth and were given power like that of
scorpions of the earth. They were told not to harm the grass
of the earth or any plant or tree, but only those people who
did not have the seal of God on their foreheads. They were
not given power to kill them, but only to torture them for
five months. And the agony they suffered was like that of
the sting of a scorpion when it strikes a man. During those
days men will seek death, but will not find it; they will long
to die, but death will elude them. The locusts looked like
horses prepared for battle. On their heads they wore something like crowns of gold, and their faces resembled human
faces. Their hair was like women’s hair, and their teeth
were like lions teeth. They had breastplates like breastplates of iron, and the sound of their wings was like the
thundering of many horses and chariots rushing into battle. They had tails and stings like scorpions, and in their
tails they had power to torment people for five months.
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They had as king over them the angel of the Abyss, whose
name in Hebrew is Abaddon, and in Greek, Apollyon. The
first woe is past; two other woes are yet to come.

The angel who had previously fallen to the earth was given the key
to the Abyss, where certain demons are imprisoned (cf. Lk. 8:31, Rev.
20:1-3, and Jude 5-7). When the angel opened the Abyss, the sun and
the sky were darkened by the smoke that arose, smoke like that of a
gigantic furnace. Out of the smoke that had risen came something
that looked like locusts descending out of the cloud upon the earth
(v.3). These creatures were given the power to afflict men for five
months. That these creatures are demons, or controlled by demons,
is supported by two observations: 1) they come from the Abyss, a
place populated by demons; and, 2) their leader, called “Abaddon”
in Hebrew, or “Apollyon” in Greek, is referred to as “the angel of
the Abyss” (v.11). Although they do not have the power to kill, their
“sting” is like the sting of a scorpion (v.5). During the five months
of this plague, men will be tormented so severely that they will long
for death; however, the sting from these creatures is not lethal, it
simply leaves its victim in lingering agony (v.6). Only those 144,000
who have the seal of God will be exempt from this terrifying ordeal
(v.4). Perhaps these creatures will not approach those having the seal
of God; this might explain, at least partially, the success of the
144,000; perhaps people will view these servants of God as affording
them some measure of protection from this plague.
The sixth trumpet, which is the second “woe judgment,” signals
the release of four angels that have been prepared for this time (Rev.
9:13-19). These fallen angels will be responsible for the deaths of
one-third of the world’s population by provoking a massive war.
This passage depicts an army of immense size and destructive force.
It is likely that the huge number of combatants (translated “two
hundred million” in the English —Gr. dismuriades muriadon, meaning, “myriads of myriad{s}”) is figurative, meaning a vast or innumerable host. In any case, from the description this certainly ranks
as one of the most destructive wars in history. John stated that fire,
smoke, and brimstone proceeded from the mouths of the horses
upon which the army rode. Again, we see a phenomenological
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description of this future war for which John had no appropriate
vocabulary. He also remarked on the response of unsaved humanity
to these judgments.
[Rev. 9:20-23] The rest of mankind that were not killed by
these plagues still did not repent of the work of their hands;
they did not stop worshipping demons, and idols of gold,
silver, bronze, stone and wood—idols that cannot see or
hear or walk. Nor did they repent of their murders their
magical arts, their sexual immorality or their thefts.

b. The seventh trumpet: the bowl judgments
Finally, the seventh trumpet was blown; this is the third “woe”
judgment. John described the opening scene of this judgment in
Revelation 11:15-19.
[Rev. 11:15-19] The seventh angel sounded his trumpet,
and there were loud voices in heaven, which said: “The
kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our
Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever.”
And the twenty-four elders, who were seated on their
thrones before God, fell on their faces and worshiped God,
saying: “We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, the
One who is and who was, because you have taken your
great power and have begun to reign. The nations were
angry; and your wrath has come. The time has come for
judging the dead, and for rewarding your servants the
prophets and your saints and those who reverence your
name, both small and great—and for destroying those who
destroy the earth.” Then God’s temple in heaven was
opened, and within his temple was seen the ark of his
covenant. And there came flashes of lightning, rumblings,
peals of thunder, an earthquake and a great hailstorm.

After an excursus in 13:1-15:4, John picked up again at the last
trumpet judgment and the final seven bowl judgments. In Revelation 15:5-16:21 he said:
[Rev. 15:5-16:21] After this I looked and in heaven the
temple, that is, the tabernacle of Testimony, was opened.
Out of the temple came the seven angels with the seven
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plagues. They were dressed in clean, shining linen and
wore golden sashes around their chests. Then one of the
four living creatures gave to the seven angels seven golden
bowls filled with the wrath of God, who lives for ever and
ever. And the temple was filled with smoke from the glory
of God and from his power, and no one could enter the
temple until the seven plagues of the seven angels were
completed. Then I heard a loud voice from the temple
saying to the seven angels, “Go, pour out the seven bowls
of God’s wrath on the earth.” The first angel went and
poured out his bowl on the land, and ugly and painful
sores broke out on the people who had the mark of the
beast and worshiped his image. The second angel poured
out his bowl on the sea, and it turned into blood like that
of a dead man, and every living thing in the sea died. The
third angel poured out his bowl on the rivers and springs
of water, and they became blood. Then I heard the angel
in charge of the waters say: “You are just in these judgments, you who are and who were, the Holy One, because
you have so judged; for they have shed the blood of your
saints and prophets, and you have given them blood to
drink as they deserve.” And I heard the altar respond:
“Yes, Lord God Almighty, true and just are your judgments.” The fourth angel poured out his bowl on the sun,
and the sun was given power to scorch people with fire.
They were seared by the intense heat and they cursed the
name of God, who had control over these plagues, but they
refused to repent and glorify him. The fifth angel poured
out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and his kingdom
was plunged into darkness. Men gnawed their tongues in
agony and cursed the God of heaven because of their pains
and their sores, but they refused to repent of what they had
done. The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the great
river Euphrates, and its water was dried up to prepare the
way for the kings from the East. Then I saw three evil
spirits that looked like frogs; they came out of the mouth
of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast and out of the
mouth of the false prophet. They are spirits of demons
performing miraculous signs, and they go out to the kings
of the whole world, to gather them for the battle on the
great day of God Almighty. “Behold, I come like a thief!
Blessed is he who stays awake and keeps his clothes with
him, so that he may not go naked and be shamefully
exposed.” Then they gathered the kings together to the
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place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon. The seventh
angel poured out his bowl into the air, and out of the
temple came a loud voice from the throne, saying, “It is
done!” Then there came flashes of lightning, rumblings,
peals of thunder and a severe earthquake. No earthquake
like it has ever occurred since man has been on earth, so
tremendous was the quake. The great city split into three
parts, and the cities of the nations collapsed. God remembered Babylon the Great and gave her the cup filled with
the wine of the fury of his wrath. Every island fled away
and the mountains could not be found. From the sky huge
hailstones of about a hundred pounds each fell upon men.
And they cursed God on account of the plague of hail,
because the plague was so terrible.

(Bowl judgments 1-5)
The seventh trumpet is a seven-fold judgment consisting of the
seven bowls of divine wrath. The first bowl causes malignant sores
to break out on those who have received the mark of the Antichrist
or worshiped his image (16:1-2). The second bowl struck the sea such
that the water was fouled, becoming like blood, and all the sea
creatures died (v.3). The third bowl affected the fresh waters in the
same way (vv.4-7). The fourth bowl resulted in men being scorched
by the heat of the sun (vv.8 9, cf. Isa. 24:6). Yet even after these severe
judgments John records that men would not repent, but blasphemed
God, whom they recognized as controlling these plagues. Perhaps
this awareness will be due to the ministry of the two prophets of
God. The fifth bowl caused darkness to fall over the kingdom of the
Antichrist (vv.10-11). By this point the cumulative effects of these
plagues were almost unbearable. John recorded that men gnawed
their tongues in great pain, but still they would not repent.
(Bowl judgment 6)
The sixth bowl prepares the way for the military campaign that
will lead up to Armageddon (Rev. 16:12-16). This is presented under
the figure of the drying up of the Euphrates River. Satan, the
Antichrist, and his false prophet will call forth demonic spirits
(vv.13-14); these spirits will gather the nations of the world together
for the period’s final conflict, “the great day of God, the Almighty.”
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[Rev. 16:12-14] The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the
great river Euphrates, and its water was dried up to prepare the way for the kings from the East. Then I saw three
evil spirits that looked like frogs; they came out of the
mouth of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast and out
of the mouth of the false prophet. They are spirits of
demons performing miraculous signs, and they go out to
the kings of the whole world, to gather them for the battle
on the great day of God Almighty.

In order to understand the events leading up to this final conflict
we must recall the nature of the Antichrist’s kingdom. It is an alliance
of nations, a confederation that will begin to fall apart toward the
end of the period (Dan 11:40-45). The fragile nature of this alliance
can be seen from its description in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (Dan.
2:1-45) where it is pictured as composed of iron and clay, which do
not adhere. Daniel interpreted the meaning of this when he said:
[Dan. 2:41-43] Just as you saw that the feet and toes were
partly of baked clay and partly of iron, so this will be a
divided kingdom; yet it will have some of the strength of
iron in it, even as you saw iron mixed with clay. As the toes
were partly iron and partly clay, so this kingdom will be
partly strong and partly brittle. And just as you saw the
iron mixed with baked clay, so the people will be a mixture
and will not remain united, any more than iron mixes with
clay.

Daniel 2:41-43 implies the breakup of the Antichrist’s kingdom, and
11:40-45 gives details of the ensuing conflict that will occur toward
the end of the tribulation period. (Note that Daniel 11:29-45 pertains
to the future activities of the Antichrist, whereas 11:1-28 pertains to
events that have been fulfilled historically.)
[Dan. 11:40-45] At the time of the end the king of the South
will engage him in battle, and the king of the North will
storm out against him with chariots and cavalry and a
great fleet of ships. He will invade many countries and
sweep through them like a flood. He will also invade the
beautiful land. Many countries will fall, but Edom, Moab
and the leaders of Ammon will be delivered from his hand.
He will extend his power over many countries; Egypt will
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not escape. He will gain control of the treasures of gold and
silver and all the riches of Egypt, with the Libyans and
Nubians in submission. But reports from the east and the
north will alarm him, and he will set out in a great rage to
destroy and annihilate many. He will pitch his royal tents
at the beautiful holy mountain. Yet he will come to his end,
and no one will help him.

This is perhaps the same event pictured in Joel, where the prophet
said,
[Joel 3:9-14] Proclaim this among the nations: Prepare for
war! Rouse the warriors! Let all the fighting men draw near
and attack. Beat your plowshares into swords and your
pruning hooks into spears. Let the weakling say, “I am
strong!” Come quickly all you nations from every side, and
assemble there. “Bring down your warriors, O LORD! Let
the nations be roused; let them advance into the valley of
Jehoshaphat, for there I will sit to judge all the nations on
every side. Swing the sickle, for the harvest is ripe. Come,
trample the grapes, for the winepress is full and the vats
overflow—so great is their wickedness!” Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! For the day of the LORD
is near in the valley of decision.

When these passages (Daniel 11:40-45 and Joel 3:9-14) are compared
with Matthew 24:4-31 and Revelation 16-19, the scene seems to
unfold in the following way: 1) The Antichrist will invade Israel and
capture a portion of Jerusalem including the temple, at the midpoint
of the tribulation. (According to Zechariah 12:2 this will happen in
connection with a siege of both Jerusalem and Judea.) 2) Sometime
in the second half of the period spiritual powers will incite a broader
war (Rev. 16:12-16). 3) Nations opposed to the Antichrist will challenge him in battle (Dan. 11:40). 4) The Antichrist will experience
remarkable success (Dan. 11:42-43). 5) He will set up his headquarters between the seas (Dan. 11:45; i.e., between the Mediterranean
Sea and the Sea of Galilee) in the vicinity of the plain at the base of
Meggido (Gr. Armageddon, cf. Rev. 16:16). This will set the stage for
the final confrontation between the Antichrist and Christ at his
second coming.
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(Bowl judgment 7)
It is uncertain whether the destruction that occurs next under
the seventh bowl is the product of the military conflict already in
progress, or some additional factor. In any case, the seventh bowl
brings large-scale destruction to the earth of the sort that might be
expected from a nuclear war, or possibly another cosmic impact.
John records the following description:
[Rev. 16:17-21] The seventh angel poured out his bowl into
the air, and out of the temple came a loud voice from the
throne, saying, “It is done!” Then there came flashes of
lightning, rumblings, peals of thunder and a severe earthquake. No earthquake like it has ever occurred since man
has been on earth, so tremendous was the quake. The great
city split into three parts, and the cities of the nations
collapsed. God remembered Babylon the Great and gave
her the cup filled with the wine of the fury of his wrath.
Every island fled away and the mountains could not be
found. From the sky huge hailstones of about a hundred
pounds each fell upon men. And they cursed God on
account of the plague of hail, because the plague was so
terrible.

The various elements associated with this final judgment are:
1) flashes of light like lightning, 2) tremendous noises like thunder,
3) a shaking of the ground more powerful than any earthquake the
earth has yet experienced, 4) the destruction of the cities of the
nations, 5) great geologic disturbance, 6) heavy debris falling from
the sky over a large area of the earth; its surface will be left in ruins,
yet men still will not repent (v.21).
The destruction of the world religious system
Christ described the tribulation period as a time of religious
apostasy (Matt 24:4-5,11,23-26). Revelation 17:1 18 gives a symbolic
representation of the apostate religious system that will be in place
during the period until it is destroyed by the Antichrist.
[Rev. 17:1-18] One of the seven angels who had the seven
bowls came and said to me, “Come, I will show you the
punishment of the great prostitute, who sits on many
waters. With her the kings of the earth committed adultery
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and the inhabitants of the earth were intoxicated with the
wine of her adulteries. Then the angel carried me away in
the Spirit into a desert. There I saw a woman sitting on a
scarlet beast that was covered with blasphemous names
and had seven heads and ten horns. The woman was
dressed in purple and scarlet, and was glittering with gold,
precious stones and pearls. She held a golden cup in her
hand, filled with abominable things and the filth of her
adulteries. This title was written on her forehead: MYSTERY BABYLON THE GREAT THE MOTHER OF PROSTITUTES AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE
EARTH. I saw that the woman was drunk with the blood
of the saints, the blood of those who bore testimony to
Jesus. When I saw her, I was greatly astonished. Then the
angel said to me: “Why are you astonished? I will explain
to you the mystery of the woman and of the beast she rides,
which has the seven heads and ten horns. The beast, which
you saw, once was, now is not, and will come up out of the
Abyss and go to his destruction. The inhabitants of the
earth whose names have not been written in the book of
life from the creation of the world will be astonished when
they see the beast, because he once was, now is not, and
yet will come. This calls for a mind with wisdom. The
seven heads are seven hills on which the woman sits. They
are also seven kings. Five have fallen, one is, the other has
not yet come; but when he does come, he must remain for
a little while. The beast who once was, and now is not, is
an eighth king. He belongs to the seven and is going to his
destruction. The ten horns you saw are ten kings who have
not yet received a kingdom, but who for one hour will
receive authority as kings along with the beast. They have
one purpose and will give their power and authority to the
beast. They will make war against the Lamb, but the Lamb
will overcome them because he is Lord of lords and King
of kings—and with him will be his called, chosen and
faithful followers.” Then the angel said to me, “The waters
you saw, where the prostitute sits, are peoples, multitudes,
nations and languages. The beast and the ten horns you
saw will hate the prostitute. They will bring her to ruin and
leave her naked; they will eat her flesh and burn her with
fire. For God has put it into their hearts to accomplish his
purpose by agreeing to give the beast their power to rule,
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until God’s words are fulfilled. The woman you saw is the
great city that rules over the kings of the earth.”

Several observations are to be made from this passage that give
insight into the nature of the false religious system. 1) It is referred
to symbolically as “the harlot” (v.1), denoting spiritual unfaithfulness. 2) This system will be in league with the world’s leaders (v.2),
promoting their own apostasy and immorality. 3) It will be aligned
with the Antichrist (v.3), apparently lending him a measure of
credibility, even religiosity. 4) This apostate religion will manifest
great affluence, as indicated by the clothing and adornment of the
harlot (v.4). 5) It is this system that will be responsible for much of
the persecution and martyrdom of the saints during the tribulation
(v.6). 6) and appears to be connected in some way to Rome. Note
the seven hills (v.9) and the connection with the city that rules over
the kings of the earth. The Antichrist will tolerate, and use this
apostate religious system only as long as it serves his purpose, and
then destroy it (v.16).
The destruction of the Gentile world order
That the world economic and political order in place during this
period should be referred to as “Babylon the Great” is not surprising,
and its destruction toward the end of the tribulation marks the close
of the period of Gentile supremacy that began with the destruction
of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. (Rev. 18:1-24). Both Nebuchadnezzar’s
dream (Dan. 2:1-45) and Daniel’s vision (Dan. 7:1-28) picture Babylon as the first of the world empires spanning “the times of the
Gentiles” (Lk. 21:24). It is this inverted system, with Israel, God’s
elect nation, at the bottom of the economic, political, and religious
hierarchy, that will be corrected when God destroys Gentile dominance over Israel forever. This is what Isaiah prophesied when he
said:
[Isa. 62:8-12] The LORD has sworn by his right hand and
by his mighty arm: “Never again will I give your grain as
food for your enemies, and never again will foreigners
drink the new wine for which you have toiled; but those
who harvest it will eat it and praise the LORD, and those
who gather the grapes will drink it in the courts of my
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sanctuary.” Pass through, pass through the gates! Prepare
the way for the people. Build up, build up the highway!
Remove the stones. Raise a banner for the nations. The
LORD has made proclamation to the ends of the earth:
“Say to the daughter of Zion, ‘See, your Savior comes! See,
his reward is with him, and his recompense accompanies
him.’” They will be called The Holy People, The Redeemed
of the LORD; and you will be called Sought After, The City
No Longer Deserted.

The second coming of Christ
With the completion of the last bowl judgment and the assembling of the armies of the Antichrist near Megiddo, the stage will be
set for the final scene. Although the plain of Megiddo (known as the
valley of Jezreel) is large, it is likely not large enough to comprise the
entire theater for a military campaign of the size described; more
likely it is a strategic point in the conflict. Having temporarily
defeated his opponents (Dan. 11:40-43), the Antichrist will turn his
attention to Israel. It is in the midst of this desperate circumstance
that Christ will descend to the earth to rescue his people. The
particulars concerning the second coming are revealed in a number
of passages (cf. Zech. 14:1-8; Matt. 24:29-31; Rev. 19:11-21), but it is
John’s account in Revelation that yields the sharpest detail.
[Rev. 19:11-20:3] I saw heaven standing open and there
before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful
and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes
are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He
has a name written on him that no one but he himself
knows. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his
name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were
following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine
linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp
sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule
them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the
fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his
thigh he has a name written: “KING OF KINGS AND
LORD OF LORDS.” And I saw an angel standing in the
sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in
midair, “Come, gather together for the great supper of
God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and
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mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all
people, free and slave, small and great.” Then I saw the
beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered
together to make war against the rider on the horse and his
army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false
prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his
behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had
received the mark of the beast and had worshiped his
image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery
lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with
the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the
horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.
And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having
the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great chain.
He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the
devil, or Satan, and bound him for a thousand years. He
threw him into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over
him, to keep him from deceiving the nations any more
until the thousand years were ended. After that, he must
be set free for a short time.

When the specifics of the second coming are pieced together the
following picture emerges: 1) The sign of Christ will appear in the
sky (Matt. 24:29). Although we have no idea what this sign might
be, it will clearly communicate to people living at the time that the
return of Christ is imminent; perhaps the two prophets of God will
identify this sign so that it will be apparent to the world. 2) People
all over the world will see Christ returning (Matt 24:30). Unlike the
rapture of the Church, which will occur almost instantaneously, the
second coming will be observable. 3) This sight will provoke a bitter
lament from Christ’s enemies as they see the object of their most
profuse hatred approaching in unspeakable splendor and power
(Matt. 24:30). 4) Christ will descend upon the Mount of Olives (Zech.
14:4). 5) He will then go forth to personally engage the armies of the
Antichrist (Zech. 14:1-3). 6) The Antichrist and his prophet will be
taken and thrown into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 19:19-20). 7) The forces
that oppose Christ will be slain by the words of his mouth (Rev. 19:21,
cf. 2 Thess. 2:8; Zech. 14:12; Isa. 11:4); the carnage will be unparalleled
(Rev. 14:19-20). 8) The redeemed and the unredeemed will be gathered into groups by the angels (Matt. 24:31, cf. 13:40,49-50). 9) Satan
will be bound and confined to the Abyss (cf. Rev. 20:1-3), presumably
along with his host of fallen angels.
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Though the tribulation will draw to a close at the second coming, some things remain to be done before the millennium begins.
Of those remaining alive at the end of the period, some will be
redeemed, others not. Since only the redeemed will enter the kingdom there must be a means of screening out the unredeemed; such
is the purpose of the judgment described in Matthew 25:31-46. All
of the world’s population that survive, already having been sorted
by the angels, will appear before Christ (Matt. 25:31-46); the redeemed will be admitted into the kingdom and the rest will be sent
into Hades to await their final judgment at the great white throne
following the millennium (Rev. 20:11-15). The judgment after the
tribulation will occur during the seventy-five day interlude between
the close of the tribulation and the beginning of the millennium (Rev.
20:11-15 cf. Dan. 12:11-12; see also pp. 156-158).

Final Thoughts on the Tribulation
There is much that is not known about the tribulation period.
For instance, some prophecies seem to indicate that the dominion of
the Antichrist will be global (Rev. 13:17), while others indicate it to
be more regional (i.e., composed of ten nations, cf. Dan. 2 and 7).
Also, in view of the symbolic nature of some of the prophetic
language, it is sometimes difficult to know where the boundaries
exits between literal and figurative expression. We may assume that
the precise meaning of some of the biblical information will only
become apparent as the time draws near. Also, while a knowledge
of the tribulation is important, it should not overshadow the truth
concerning the kingdom of God. As terrible as it will be, the tribulation is but a moment compared to the eternal blessings that follow;
and as will be seen when we come to the study of the rapture, God
has not appointed the Church to suffer his wrath (1 Thess. 1:9-10).
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Figure 6.3 Key Elements of the Tribulation
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7
Tribulation Chronology
[This chapter presents a detailed examination of tribulation
chronology. Some readers may prefer to skip this discussion and
return to it after reading Chapters 8-10.]
Just as it is important to understand the events of the tribulation,
it is also important to understand the chronological relationships
those events bear to one another, and to other major prophetic
events, such as the rapture of the Church and the millennium. The
development of a chronology of tribulation events is not a simple
task, but it is rewarding because it greatly aids our understanding
of the events themselves. We will address three areas of chronology:
1) absolute external chronology—when the tribulation will begin
with respect to the present; 2) relative external chronology—when
the tribulation occurs in relation to other prophesied events; and,
3) internal chronology—the approximate chronology of tribulation
events.

Absolute External Chronology
At the outset we run into our first major obstacle. We cannot
determine an absolute external chronology for the tribulation because it is not possible to know when, with respect to the present,
the tribulation will begin. The reason is that the length of the Church
age is not given (see Figure 7.1, p. 147), nor can it be deduced from
any biblical data. That this information is missing from the Bible is
important to note. Failure to understand this fact has led to misinterpretations of scripture and even some misguided predictions
regarding the timing of the rapture and the beginning of the tribulation period. There are two things that need to be borne in mind
concerning this problem. 1) God did not reveal the future existence
of the Church in the Old Testament. This fact is explicitly stated in
the New Testament (cf. Eph 3:1-10). The absence of the Church from
Old Testament prophecy can be observed from passages like Isaiah
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61:1-3, Daniel 9:27, and Zechariah 9:9-10, in which the prophet’s
perspective included events of both the first and second advents of
Christ viewed as one event, with no indication of the intervening
Church age. Given that the future existence of the Church was
unforeseen in the Old Testament, and the fact that the Church age is
parenthetical to God’s prophesied program for Israel, there is no way
to determine from the Old Testament when the tribulation period
will begin. 2) The New Testament nowhere indicates the length of
the Church age, making it impossible to know from the New Testament the approximate starting date of the tribulation. Some have
tried to work out a method for calculating the date of the rapture, or
the date when the tribulation will begin; however, all such attempts
are futile since the prerequisite chronological data has not been
revealed. Although it is not possible to know the date at which the
tribulation will begin, it is possible to know when it occurs in relation
to the millennium, and it is possible to know some things about the
internal chronology of the period. These are the two areas where we
will focus our attention.

Relative External Chronology
By relative external chronology is meant the chronological relationship of the tribulation to other prophesied events. The Bible
indicates that the tribulation period is a prelude to the millennium;
its purpose is both to prepare Israel for the return of Christ to usher
in his eternal kingdom (Zech. 13:7 9), and to judge the world for its
rebellion against God (2 Thess. 2:8-11).
The tribulation is a future event (from the present perspective)
The tribulation period immediately precedes the millennium;
thus, from the present perspective it is a future event. While most
covenant premillennialists agree with this observation, amillennialists, because of their allegorization of Bible prophecy, and their belief
that we are currently in the kingdom age, almost universally deny
that the tribulation is in the future, identifying it with past events,
usually the Roman persecutions of the first century church. Some
covenant premillennialists hold a similar position, identifying the
tribulation as a past event, usually the A.D. 70 destruction of Jerusalem, or the early persecutions of the church. A few covenant premil146 What the Bible Says About the Future
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Figure 7.1 Future Chronology and the Church Age
It is not possible to determine the date for either the rapture of the Church
or the beginning of the tribulation period. The Church was unforeseen in
the Old Testament and the New Testament does not indicate the length of
the Church age.
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lennialists known as “imminent posttribulationists” suggest that we
may now be in the tribulation. This presents us with our first major
question concerning the tribulation: Is the tribulation past, present,
or future?
The following are three questions that can help to clarify our
understanding of the relative external chronology of the tribulation:
1) Is there any evidence to suggest that we are currently in the
millennium, implying that the tribulation is past? 2) Has there been
any set of world events in history that match the description of the
tribulation given in the Bible? 3) Are there prerequisites that must
occur in order for the tribulation to begin, and if so, have they been
met?
The millennium is a future event (from the present perspective)
When we compare the biblical description of the millennium to
the present age in which we live, there is simply no biblical reason
to believe that the millennium is now occurring; one would think
that would be fairly obvious, and it is, even to amillennialists. That’s
why they allegorize prophecy in order to support their view that the
millennium is a spiritual kingdom over which Christ is presently
ruling from Heaven. Every prophecy of the second coming in which
a chronological relationship with either the tribulation or the millennium is given, places the second coming at the conclusion of the
tribulation immediately prior to the beginning of the millennial
kingdom (note especially Zech. 14:1-11, Matt. 24:29-31, and Rev.
19:11-20:6). In Matthew 25:31-34 Christ was explicit in stating that
his kingdom rule would be inaugurated at his return. He said:
[Matt. 25:31-34] But when the Son of Man comes in His
glory, and all the angels with Him, then He will sit on His
glorious throne. And all the nations will be gathered before
Him; and He will separate them from one another, as the
shepherd separates the sheep from the goats; and He will
put the sheep on His right, the goats on the left. Then the
King will say to those on His right, “Come, you who are
blessed of my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you
from the foundation of the world.” [NASB, underlines
added]
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Jesus clearly established when he would ascend to the throne of his
kingdom: “when” he returns in glory with his angels. This was not
a reference to a mystical or spiritual coming as some claim. Jesus had
just described his second coming (Matt. 24: 29-31), here he associated
the inauguration of the messianic kingdom with that coming. The
temporal structure of this passage (”when”/”then”) is precise and
emphatic. Although Christ is presently seated at the right hand of
the Father in Heaven, that is not the throne of the messianic kingdom;
how could it be if the kingdom is on earth as clearly stated in this
passage? Concerning the coming of Messiah, Zechariah said:
[Zech. 14:4-9] On that day his feet will stand on the Mount
of Olives, east of Jerusalem, and the Mount of Olives will
be split in two from east to west, forming a great valley,
with half of the mountain moving north and half moving
south. You will flee by my mountain valley, for it will
extend to Azel. You will flee as you fled from the earthquake in the days of Uzziah king of Judah. Then the LORD
my God will come, and all the holy ones with him. On that
day there will be no light, no cold or frost. It will be a
unique day, without daytime or nighttime-a day known to
the LORD. When evening comes, there will be light. On
that day living water will flow out from Jerusalem, half to
the eastern sea and half to the western sea, in summer and
in winter. The LORD will be king over the whole earth. On
that day there will be one LORD, and his name the only
name.

Notice the correspondence of this statement to Jesus’ statement in
Matthew 25:31-34; Messiah will come and his feet will rest upon the
Mount of Olives. He will return with his holy ones (the angels, cf.
Matt. 24:29-31) and the LORD (Jehovah), the Messiah, will be King
over the whole earth. Note also John’s description in Revelation
19:11-20:4.
[Rev. 19:11-20:4] I saw heaven standing open and there
before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful
and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes
are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He
has a name written on him that no one knows but he
himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his
name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were
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following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine
linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp
sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule
them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the
fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his
thigh he has this name written: KING OF KINGS AND
LORD OF LORDS. And I saw an angel standing in the sun,
who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair,
“Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that
you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men,
of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free
and slave, small and great.” Then I saw the beast and the
kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to
make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But
the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet
who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf.
With these signs he had deluded those who had received
the mark of the beast and worship his image. The two of
them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning
sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that
came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the
birds gorged themselves on their flesh. And I saw an angel
coming down out of heaven, having the key to the Abyss
and holding in his hand a great chain. He seized the
dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and
bound him for a thousand years. He threw him into the
Abyss, and locked and sealed it over him, to keep him from
deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years
were ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time.
I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been
given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of those who
had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus
and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped
the beast or his image and had not received his mark on
their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and
reigned with Christ a thousand years.

In this description of the second coming we see that Christ will
not return alone, but with “the armies of Heaven,” a reference to the
angels (cf. 19:17-18; 20:1-3). He will strike down his enemies and rule
the earth “with an iron rod”; Satan will be bound and sealed in the
Abyss, and the saints will be resurrected from their graves to rule
with Christ during the millennium. One only has to read this passage
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to understand why the book of Revelation was for a time excluded
from the New Testament Canon after some of the second century
eastern churches defected from premillennialism to amillennialism.
Nothing in this description fits with amillennialism. To underscore
how destitute of validity amillennial interpretation is, we need only
ask a few questions, such as: If we are currently in the kingdom (as
defined by a spiritual interpretation of the millennial prophecies), in
what sense is Satan now “bound” and “sealed” in the Abyss and
unable to deceive the nations? In what sense are the saints now
ruling? When did the resurrection described in Revelation 20:3
occur? The amillennialists’ answers to these questions inevitably
involve either questioning the validity of the biblical text, or its
wholesale allegorization. However, there can be no doubt that when
scripture is understood in a normal/objective manner it clearly
teaches premillennialism.
The prophesied events of the tribulation have never been fulfilled
To determine whether the tribulation events have been fulfilled
in the past or are being fulfilled at the present, the reader need only
compare the biblical descriptions of the tribulation with history.
Covenantalists have already made such a comparison and have
found no match—which is why they switch to an allegorical method
when interpreting tribulation prophecies, despite the fact that they
apply a normal/objective method when interpreting most other
prophecy. The theological bias of such a method is obvious. Only
through allegorical interpretation can one claim historical or present
fulfillment of the tribulation prophecies. For example, we might ask:
When, since the writing of the New Testament, did an object hit the
earth destroying the life in one of the oceans? Or, when did Christ
return bodily, as is indicated to be the concluding event of the
tribulation (Zech. 14:1-21; Matt. 24:3-31; Rev. 19:11-21)? There simply
is no past fulfillment of tribulation prophecy to be found in history.
The prerequisites for the tribulation have not been met
The final question we will ask is whether there are any prerequisites that must be met before the tribulation can begin, and if so,
have they been met? The answer is: Yes—there are prerequisites, and
No—they have not been met. Note the following examples.
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We learn from Daniel 9:24-27, the prophecy of the seventy
weeks, that the destruction of Jerusalem and the second temple (the
temple of Jesus’ day) would occur after the conclusion of the 69th
week and before the beginning of the 70th week (the tribulation
period). Accordingly, the tribulation could not begin until sometime
after the A.D. 70 destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. Since the
tribulation begins with the signing of a covenant between the Prince
to come (the Antichrist) and the nation of Israel (Dan. 9:27), it is
apparent that the tribulation cannot begin until Israel comes back
into national existence at a time when that final world empire is in
place to make the covenant.
The presence of the third temple is also a prerequisite to the
fulfillment of prophecies from the midpoint of the tribulation forward. Note that the abomination in the temple, originally described
in Daniel 9:27 and referred to by both Christ (Matt. 24:15) and Paul
(2 Thess. 2:3-4), cannot take place unless the third temple is in
operation. Let us see how this is derived from Daniel 9:24-27. [Explanations in brackets.]
[Dan. 9:24-27] (24) “Seventy sevens are decreed for your
people and your holy city to finish transgression, to put an
end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting
righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to
anoint the most holy. (25) Know and understand this:
From the issuing of the decree to restore and rebuild
Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the ruler, comes, there
will be seven sevens, and sixty-two sevens. It will be rebuilt
with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble. (26) After
the sixty-two sevens, the Anointed One will be cut off and
will have nothing. [This refers to Christ’s death] The people of the ruler who will come [the Romans] will destroy
the city and the sanctuary. [Referring to the destruction of
Jerusalem and the second temple in A.D. 70] The end will
come like a flood: War will continue until the end, and
desolations have been decreed. (27) He will confirm a
covenant with many for one seven. [The Prince to come,
i.e., the Antichrist, will make a covenant with Israel for a
seven-year period.] In the middle of the seven he will put
an end to sacrifice and offering. And on a wing of the
temple he will set up an abomination that causes desolation, until the end that is decreed is poured out on him.”
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[After 3 ½ years he will break his covenant by desecrating
the temple. This event must happen in the third temple
since it is represented as occurring after the destruction of
the second temple, cf. v.26. Since the third temple has not
been built, the fulfillment of this prophecy can only be in
the future.]

In an effort to avoid the implications of this passage some place
the fulfillment of the abomination in the intertestamental period,
when Antiochus IV (Epiphanes) desecrated the temple in 167 B.C.
However, that interpretation directly contradicts Christ’s later statement that the abomination spoken of in Daniel was yet future (Matt.
24:15), as well as Paul’s statement to the same effect (2 Thess. 2:3-9).
Also, since the second temple is to be destroyed before the seventieth
week begins (Daniel 9:24-27), the abomination during the seventieth
week (the tribulation) must take place in the third temple; Antiochus’
abomination occurred in the second temple. We should also point
out that Christ did not come with his angels to rule the earth anytime
during the second century B.C. Since the third temple has not been
built, it is impossible that the tribulation could be in the past.
The relationship of the tribulation to the millennium
Scripture presents the judgment aspect of the tribulation and the
blessings of the millennium as two aspects of the same period called
“the day of the LORD.” For this reason many passages describe the
tribulation and the millennium together (Isa. 1:24-2:4; 24:1-25:12;
34:1-35:10; Joel 2:1-32; Zech. 12:1-13:9). The Old Testament knows no
other relationship than that the beginning of the day of the LORD is
the prelude to the establishment of the earthly kingdom rule of
Christ (see Figure 7.2, p. 157).
A study of the second coming also sheds light on the chronological relationship of the tribulation to the millennium. Many passages that deal with the second coming picture it as the consummation of the tribulation and the beginning of the millennium (Zech.
14:1-11; Rev. 19:11-20:6; see also Isa. 35:4-10; 61:2b-3; Joel 3:9-21; Zech.
2:6-13); given this information, along with the purpose of the tribulation period as a time for Israel to undergo a national conversion in
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preparation for Messiah’s coming (Isa. 1:24-2:4; Zech. 13:7-9; Ezek.
20:33-44), it is apparent that the tribulation immediately precedes the
return of Christ and the establishment of the kingdom.

Internal Chronology
The internal chronology of the tribulation period presents the
most challenges to the student of future prophecy. That’s because
the chronology of the period is not laid out in a single passage, or
even in a single book of the Bible. One problem that is frequently
seen in proffered chronologies of the tribulation is the tendency to
work from the book of Revelation, without giving proper consideration to the timeline given in Daniel 9:24-27. Another difficulty is the
failure to recognize the rather complex chronological scheme employed in the book of Revelation (see Figure 7.5, p. 165), as well as
in other passages that bear on tribulation chronology, such as
Matthew 24:4-31 (see figure 7.4, p. 163). Our examination of internal
chronology will focus on three areas: 1) determining the length of
the period; 2) noting the major divisions of the period; and, 3) development of an approximate timeline of events.
The length of the tribulation period
The book of Daniel is crucial in determining the length of the
tribulation. Not only does the information in Daniel allow us to
deduce the length of the period, it gives specific events that signal
the beginning, middle, and end of the period. Because of the critical
role of the book of Daniel, it is rightly viewed as the “key” to the
study of the tribulation.
Daniel’s seventy weeks (Daniel 9:24-27)
The prophecy of the seventy weeks (Dan. 9:24-27) is perhaps the
most important prophecy of all in understanding tribulation chronology. This prophecy was given for the purpose of conveying
specific chronological information concerning God’s future plans for
the Jewish nation, which was then in captivity. The prophecy was
conveyed to Daniel by the angel Gabriel (9:21) in response to Daniel’s
prayer for understanding concerning the future of the Jewish people.
(See the text of Daniel 9:24-27 previously quoted on pages 152-153.)
154 What the Bible Says About the Future

While this prophecy might seem cryptic at first look, we must
bear in mind that Gabriel was communicating details of events, some
of which would not be fulfilled for hundreds of years and others
which would not be fulfilled for thousands of years. It will help if
we identify the various elements of the prophecy before trying to
decipher the chronology. The phrase “your people” refers to Israel,
and “the holy city” is Jerusalem. The statement, “to put an end to
wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal vision and
prophecy and to anoint the most holy,” refers to the historical
progression of events leading up to the promised kingdom. The
“Anointed One” refers to Messiah the Prince, who will come to rule
(cf. Isa. 9:6-7). The Anointed One being “cut off” is a reference to
Messiah’s death. The destruction of the city and the sanctuary is a
reference to the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in A.D. 70,
after Christ’s death. The “ruler who will come” is the Prince to come
(the Antichrist) who will come to power during the tribulation (cf.
Matt. 24:15-22; 2 Thess. 2:3-4; Rev. 13:1 9). The “covenant” is a treaty
made between Israel and the Prince to come (the Antichrist). The last,
or seventieth seven (v.27) represents the length of the tribulation
period. “Desolations” refers to the destructive events that will take
place during the tribulation period. The “abomination on a wing of
the temple” or as alternately rendered, “one who will come on the
wings of abomination” refers to the Prince to come seating himself
in the temple and claiming to be God (cf. Matt. 24:15; 2 Thess 2:3-4;
Rev. 13:1-9), and likely to the setting up of an image in the temple
(Rev. 13:14-15). “The end that is decreed” is a reference to the
destruction of the Prince to come at the second coming of Christ, who
will crush the Antichrist’s kingdom and establish God’s kingdom on
earth (cf. Dan. 2:44-45; 7:1-27; Rev. 19:19-20).
Having identified the key elements of the prophecy, we are now
able to tackle the chronology. The “sevens,”or “weeks” (vv.24,25,27)
are references to units of seven “years,” in which one “seven” equals
approximately seven years (or 2520 days, cf. Rev. 12:6). This is
apparent because Gabriel said there would be 69 units of seven
(7 “sevens” + 62 “sevens”) from the time of the decree to restore and
rebuild Jerusalem until Messiah is “cut off” (i.e., killed). This is the
amount of time from the decree of Artaxerxes on Nisan 1, 444 B.C.
to Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem and the temple on Nisan
9 (March 29 in the Julian calendar), A.D. 33, just five days before his
Tribulation Chronology 155

crucifixion (see Figure 7.3, p. 161). One possible calculation of the 70
weeks prophecy is as follows: (The intermediate result in each
calculation is given as an integer, since the least significant figure in
the prophecy is an integer; also the starting date assumes that the
decree was issued on the first day of the month, since no other date
was specified.) The last half of the 70th week is 1260 days (Rev. 12:6
cf. 12:14 and Dan. 7:25); since half of the 70th week is 1260 days, one
week equals 2520 days (2x1260 days). Thus, there are 476 solar years
in the first 69 weeks (calculated as the integer result of 69 “weeks” x
2520 days per “week” / 365.24219 days per solar year). This amounts
to 173,855 days. When 173,855 days are added to the start date of
Nisan 1, 444 B.C., the result is Nisan 9, A.D. 33, (March 29 in the Julian
calendar), which is the date of the triumphal entry of Christ into
Jerusalem five days before his crucifixion on Nisan 14 (April 3), A.D.
33. [To verify this computation, note that Nisan 1, 444 B.C. is Julian
day number 1,559,344; that day plus 173,855 days (the number of
days in 476 solar years) results in Julian day number 1,733,199, which
was Nisan 9 (March 29), A.D. 33.] One of the important features of
this prophecy is that it confirms the length of the tribulation period;
since the events of the first 69 weeks fit perfectly with history when
a “week” equals 2520 days, it confirms the accuracy of the 2520-day
length of the tribulation period. (For additional information on the
prophecy of the 70 weeks, see: “Daniel 9:24-27-The Prophecy of
Daniel’s 70 Weeks,” by the author, Biblical Reader Communications,
2007.)
Other evidence confirming the length of the tribulation period
It is possible to confirm the length of the tribulation from Daniel.
Daniel 7:25 refers to the fact that the saints living in the tribulation
period will be given over to the Antichrist (for persecution and
martyrdom, cf. Rev. 13:5-7) for a period designated as “a time, times,
and half a time”; this expression is equivalent to three and a half (“a
time” = 1, “times” {Heb. dual} = 2, and “half a time” = ½), the unit
of time is not specified. That this represents approximately 3.5 years
seems to be confirmed in Daniel 12:11, where Daniel is told that the
number of days from the abomination that causes desolation (at the
midpoint, cf. Dan. 9:27) is to be 1290 days, which is approximately
3.5 years. The difference in the 1290 days given in Daniel 12:11 and
the 1260 days given in Revelation 12:6 may be due to the fact that
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Figure 7.2 The Tribulation and the Day of the LORD
The tribulation is often confused with the day of the LORD; this results in
misunderstanding the nature of the tribulation period, and incorrect theological deductions regarding the relative timing of the rapture. The tribulation is a seven-year period of great distress upon the earth. The day of
the LORD begins sometime in the second half of the tribulation as a time
of divine wrath, possibly during the seventh seal of Revelation, and
transitions into a time of great blessing in the visible kingdom to follow.

Tribulation Chronology 157

one figure extends to the second coming, while the other extends to
some unspecified event thirty days later, possibly the conclusion of
the judgment described in Matthew 25:31-46, or the resurrection
described in Daniel 12:13 and Revelation 20:4. [The 1335 day figure
given in Daniel 12:12 apparently extends from the midpoint to the
beginning of the millennium; thus, there is to be a seventy-five day
interlude between the conclusion of the tribulation and the beginning of the millennium (1335 days - 1260 days = 75 days)].
Another confirmation of the length of the period comes from
Revelation 13:5-7. Here the authority of the Antichrist to overcome
the saints and to compel the inhabitants of the earth to worship him
is said to extend for forty-two months (v.5). It is clear from a comparison of Daniel 9:27, Matthew 24:15-22, and Revelation 13:5 that
this persecution begins at the midpoint of the tribulation. This would
mean that the second half of the tribulation is approximately fortytwo months, or three and a half years, which comports with Daniel
7:25. Thus, with this information we are able to confirm that the
length of the tribulation period is seven years; and as we have seen,
the chronological information from Daniel, Matthew 24:4-22, and
Revelation is consistent.
Major divisions within the tribulation
Not only does the prophecy of the seventy weeks provide the
data needed to determine the length of the tribulation, it also contains the most important key to the internal chronology of the period:
that the abomination in the temple marks the midpoint. Since several
important prophecies reference this event (e.g., Matt. 24:15, 2 Thess.
2:3-12) or are linked in some way to prophecies that do, without this
information it would be impossible to construct a useful chronology.
Because the abomination in the temple occurs at the midpoint of the
tribulation, and because it marks a turning point in the character of
the period (cf. Matt. 24:15-22, esp. v.21), outlines of the tribulation
are generally organized according to this subdivision; such is the
arrangement Christ gave in Matthew 24:4-31 (see Figure 7.7, p. 173).
There is no special designation given for the first half of the
period. Christ referred to it in Matthew 24:5 as “the beginning of
birth pangs,” but that was not intended as a period title. The second
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half is described as a time of “great tribulation” (Matt. 24:21), though
that too is a description rather than title; and, as we have seen, the
second half is also referred to as, “a time, times, and half a time”
(Dan. 7:25; 12:7; Rev. 12:14).
Understanding the individual chronologies of Daniel, Matthew
24:3-31, and Revelation 6:1-20:3
Before we can determine how the chronological details of the
various prophecies fit together, we must first understand them
individually. The three major tribulation prophecies that convey
significant chronological information are: Daniel 9:24-27, Matthew
24:3-31, and Revelation 6:1-20:3.
The chronology of Daniel
While many details about the tribulation are revealed throughout the book of Daniel, the basic chronology of the period is presented in the prophecy of the seventy weeks (Dan. 9:24-27, see Figure
7.3, p. 161). Daniel identifies three key events that are linked to the
timeline of the period: 1) the signing of a treaty between Israel and
the Prince to come (the Antichrist) that begins the period; 2) the
abomination that marks the midpoint; and, 3) the close of the period,
marked by the destruction of the Antichrist. Based on information
contained in this prophecy and in the book of Revelation (cf. Rev.
12:6,14) we can determine that the length of the tribulation is seven
round years (360 days each), and that it naturally breaks into two
equal parts (Dan. 9:27). Daniel mentions in 7:25 that the saints will
be given into the hands of the “little horn” (i.e., the Antichrist) for
three and a half times (years), which correlates with the second half
of the period. (For a more extended discussion of the calculation of
the seventy weeks prophecy in Daniel 9:24-27, see: The Olivet Discourse, by the author, pp. 201-207.)
The chronology of Matthew 24:3-31
In his final discourse Christ gave an overview of the tribulation
and the judgment of the nations following his second coming (Matt.
24-25; Mk. 13; Lk. 21:5-36). The structure of Matthew 24:4-31 is of
considerable importance in understanding tribulation chronology.
Several schemes have been proposed for the chronology of this
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passage, including the following: 1) One proposal suggests that
verses 4-14 refer to events in the Church age, leading up to the
tribulation period, which according to this scheme are described in
verses 15-31. The problem with this view is that it places events
clearly associated with the second half of the period into the first
half, and events associated with the first half of the tribulation into
the period prior to the tribulation. 2) Another proposal is that only
verses 4-8 refer to the Church age. The difficulty with this view is
that it jumps from the Church age (vv.4-8) directly to the second half
of the tribulation period (vv.9-31), with no mention of the events of
the first half of the period. (The time of severe persecution described
in verse 9 clearly falls into the second half of the period, cf. Dan. 7:25
and Rev. 13:1-18.) 3) Yet another proposal is that verses 4-14 describe
the first half of the tribulation, whereas verses 15-31 describe the
second half. This view faces the same difficulty as the first view
above, in that it places events clearly associated with the second half
of the period (vv.9-14) into the first half of the period (e.g., the
martyrdom of the saints, cf. Dan. 7:25) A better option is the chronology illustrated in Figure 7.4 (p. 163). According to this chronology
verses 4-8 refer to the first half of the tribulation and verses 9-14 refer
to the second half, with verse 15 jumping back to the middle of the
period and continuing on to the second coming (vv.15-31) in order
to highlight certain aspects of the second half. That this view is
correct is confirmed by the following: 1) it does not require events
in one period to be shifted into another period; 2) it recognizes the
natural breaking points between verses 8 and 9, as well as verses 14
and 15; 3) it recognizes that recursions are natural in this type of
literature, perhaps owing to the inherent problems of explaining
multiple historical threads (see Figure 7.5, p. 165, for examples of
recursions in the book of Revelation). [One important observation
from this chronological structure is that there is overlap between
24:9-10 (the survey of the entire period) and 24:15-21 (the recursive
section that backs up to the midpoint), such that the apostasy mentioned in verses 9-10 follows on the heels of the abomination and
persecution in verses 15-21. Thus, the order of events is: the abomination, severe persecution, and apostasy. Note that Paul refers to this
apostasy in 2 Thessalonians 2:3.]
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Figure 7.3 Daniel’s Seventy Weeks
The prophecy of the seventy weeks is the most precise chronological information in the Bible with
respect to future prophecy.

The chronology of Revelation (6:1-20:3)
The book of Revelation, from 6:1 through 20:3, is essentially in
sequential order (see Figure 7.5, p. 165). However, there are four
features to the chronology of Revelation that must be given special
attention. 1) Revelation 6:1-20:3 contains three parenthetical sections
(7:1-7:17; 10:1-10:11 and 14:1-15:8), which do not advance the timeline. 2) Revelation’s account of the tribulation also contains two
recursive sections (11:1-11:13 and 12:1-13:18); in both cases these
recursions return to the midpoint of the period and continue to the
end. 3) Time compression and expansion can present problems in
that a relatively short section of the book may cover a much longer
period of time than a more extended section. Note that the first half
of the tribulation occupies only eight verses. 4) Some events may
overlap since it is not necessary for one event to completely run its
course before another begins.
One major difficulty with the chronology of Revelation is that it
mentions only one of the three chronological markers given in
Daniel—the end of the period. The abomination described in Daniel
9:27 is alluded to in Revelation 13:1-10, but that statement is in one
of the recursive sections of the book, which makes aligning the events
of Revelation with the events of Daniel more difficult; however,
Matthew 24:4-31 is helpful in this respect.
How an overall timeline can be constructed
Because the book of Daniel gives the most specific chronological
information regarding the tribulation period, Daniel’s chronology
serves as the foundation for the timeline (see Figure 7.6, p. 167). To
that timeline Matthew 24:4-31 can be added. The reason for adding
Matthew 24:4-31 next is that while both Matthew 24:4-31 and Revelation refer to many of the same events, Matthew 24:4-31 indicates
the place in the sequence of events where the abomination occurs,
indicating the midpoint in relation to those events. We can then add
the book of Revelation and any miscellaneous references from other
sources. Of course we must bear in mind that it will not be possible
to place every event on the timeline precisely. While a few events can
be placed with a fair degree of certainty, many can only be placed in
approximate locations.
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to the second coming of Christ.
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Figure 7.4 Chronological Structure of Matthew 24:4-31
Matthew 24:9 begins the second half of the seven-year period (we know this because Daniel 7:25 establishes that
the time of severe persecution and martyrdom begins in the middle of the period and extends to the end).
Therefore, verses 4-8 refer to the first half of the period. (Note the transition between verses 8 and 9.) Verse 15
picks up at the abomination (which begins at the midpoint, cf. Daniel 9:27) and from verses 15 to 31 certain details
of the second half of the period are discussed.

Timeline of the period
When the key passages of Daniel, Matthew, and Revelation are
aligned (see Figure 7.6, p. 167) it is not difficult to arrive at a combined
list of tribulation events (see Table 7.1, p. 171). Once we have that
information we can begin to decipher the overall chronology of the
period (see Figure 7.7, p. 173).
Chronological aspects of the first half of the tribulation
[The following paragraphs are numbered to correspond to the
events in Table 7.1 (p. 171), and Figure 7.7 (p. 173).]
1. The covenant made with Israel (Dan. 9:27)
The tribulation begins with the signing of a treaty between Israel
and an alliance of Eurasian/Mediterranean nations (Dan. 2:1-45;
7:1-28; 9:27). [Concerning the identity of these nations see the discussion of Ezekiel 38-39 on pages 113-116.]
2. The first seal (Rev. 6:1-2)
The seals do not represent events; they are movements within
the tribulation, i.e., time periods during which God will sovereignly
allow certain events to take place. This is apparent from the description of the scroll of which these seals are a part (Rev. 6:1-14). As a seal
is broken, the scroll can only be unrolled so far before the necessity
of breaking another seal. The events that are permitted during the
time of each seal are the things written on the scroll, and only those
events “unlocked” by the breaking of a seal can transpire. This clearly
symbolizes God’s sovereignty over the events of the period. The first
seal (Rev. 6:1-2) is the first movement. A comparison of the seals with
the sequence of events in Matthew 24:4-31 indicates that the time of
the first four seals will occur before the abomination in the temple at
the midpoint of the period. (The fifth seal, persecution and martyrdom, immediately follows the abomination at the midpoint, cf. Matt.
24:15-23.)
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Figure 7.5 Chronological Structure of Revelation 6:1-20:3
The four solid lines in this figure represent four forward movements in the book. These four movements form the
base timeline of the seven-year period (as far as the book of Revelation is concerned). In addition to the base timeline
there are three parenthetical sections that do not advance the timeline, as well as two recursive sections that return
to a previous point and continue forward. While this structure may seem cumbersome, it simply illustrates the
difficulty of explaining multiple historical threads.

3. Spiritual deception
Jesus mentioned spiritual deception as the first characteristic of
the period (Matt 24:4-5). Because the reference to false messiahs is
plural, this is probably a general characteristic, extending at least
until the middle of the period, after which the claim to deity by the
Antichrist (2 Thess. 2:4) will eclipse, and likely preempt all others.
4. The third Jewish temple built
Although there is no reference to the actual building of the
temple in any tribulation passage, there are several passages that
presume the temple to be in operation by the middle of the period
(Dan. 9:27; 12:11; Matt. 24:15; 2 Thess. 2:3-4; Rev. 11:1-2). Since the
abomination must take place in the temple, and since as a part of the
abomination the regular sacrifices will be halted, it is apparent that
the third temple must be built and in operation sometime prior to
the midpoint. Actually, the construction of this temple could begin
anytime as long as it is sufficiently complete for sacrifices to be
offered prior to the midpoint. It is possible, perhaps likely, that the
covenant made with the Antichrist at the beginning of the period
allows the construction of this temple to take place.
5. The second seal (Rev. 6:3-4)
The second seal allows war to break out, and seems to correspond to “wars and rumors of wars” in Matthew 24:6. These wars
likely represent the geopolitical reconfiguration of the initial alliance
of nations into the empire of the Antichrist.
6. The third seal (Rev. 6:5-6)
The time of the third seal allows for great famine (corresponding
to “famines and earthquakes” in Matthew 24:7). All we know about
the chronology of these events is that they fall between the second
and fourth seals.
7. The fourth seal (Rev. 6:7-8)
During the time of the fourth seal one fourth of the world’s
population will perish. This appears to be the last seal prior to the
midpoint of the period, since the fifth seal (the persecution and
martyrdom of the saints) seems to correspond to the martyrdom of
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Figure 7.6 A Combined Chronology of the Tribulation Period
The book of Daniel serves as the base timeline in an overall chronology of
the tribulation. Next Matthew 24:4-31 is placed on the timeline. Since
Matthew 24:4-31 mentions many of the same events as Revelation, and
since it indicates the point at which the abomination occurs, Matthew
24:4-31 makes possible a more precise alignment of events in Daniel and
Revelation. Note that the persecution of the saints mentioned in Matthew
24:4-22 occurs immediately after the abomination; this corresponds to the
fifth seal of Revelation.
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Matthew 24:9, which will be the first event after the abomination.
(The recursive structure of Matthew 24:15-31 results in the events
described in verses 9-10, the persecution and apostasy, occurring
after the abomination referred to in verse 15, since verse 15 returns
to a point earlier than what is described in verses 9-10.) It seems likely
that the fourth seal closely follows the abomination at the midpoint.
Chronological aspects of the second half of the tribulation
8. Satan and his host confined to the earth (Rev. 12:7-17)
The confinement of Satan and his host to the earth occurs near
the middle of the period. Although the account of this event (Rev.
12:7-17) follows the sounding of the seventh trumpet in 11:15, this
event, which is recorded in one of the recursive sections of Revelation, actually occurs well before the trumpet judgments. [Revelation
12:1 to 13:18 is recursive, returning to the middle of the period and
continuing forward. Failure to recognize this could lead one to
misplace the seventh trumpet at, or near the middle of the tribulation, or to incorrectly assign Satan’s confinement to the earth to a
time later than it actually occurs (see Figure 7.5, p. 165).] The angelic
conflict occurs at, or very near the middle of the period, as is
indicated by Revelation 13:4-5, where the reference to forty-two
months corresponds to the last three and a half years of the period.
(For confirmation that this conflict occurs near the middle of the
period, note that Revelation 13:4-6 indirectly refers to the abomination, and verse 7 indicates the persecution immediately following
the abomination. Daniel 7:25 indicates that this persecution will
begin three and a half years from the end of the period.)
9. The ministry of God’s two prophetic witnesses (Rev. 11:1-13)
The ministry of God’s two prophetic witnesses is said to extend
for 1260 days (Rev. 11:3), which seems to be associated with the
forty-two months during which the Gentiles will tread down Jerusalem (11:1-2), a reference to the last half of the tribulation period.
This indicates that the two witnesses will begin their ministry at or
near the middle of the period in close connection with the abomination in the temple.
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10. The abomination in the temple
The abomination in the temple occurs at the midpoint of the
period (Dan. 9:27; Matt. 24:15; 2 Thess. 2:3-4). This event is easy to
pinpoint since it is one of the three events for which the time is
specified in Daniel 9:27.
11. The work of the false prophet begins (Rev. 13:11-18)
The beginning of the work of the false prophet is closely connected with the abomination in the temple, and also with the martyrdom of the saints who refuse to worship the Antichrist (Rev.
13:11-18). This places the beginning point of the false prophet’s public
ministry close to the middle of the period.
12. The flight from Jerusalem
Matthew 24:15-22 indicates that the emergency exodus from
Jerusalem will take place immediately when the abomination occurs.
The reason given in Matthew is that the abomination will mark the
beginning of the period of severe persecution of Christians (Rev.
6:9-11), undoubtedly the most severe persecution of believers the
world has ever seen.
13. The fifth seal (Rev. 6:9-11)
During the time of the fifth seal God will allow the Antichrist to
overcome and kill many Christians. This corresponds to the persecution and martyrdom mentioned in Matthew 24:9, and verses 15-22.
In Matthew this persecution is pictured as following on the heels of
the abomination, indicating that it will begin shortly after the midpoint of the period. Daniel 7:25 also indicates that the time of severe
persecution will begin three and a half years prior to the end of the
period and continue to the end. Likewise, Revelation 12:13-17 indicates that the onset of severe persecution begins at the middle of the
period and extends for three and a half years. [While it might seem
strange to equate an event in Revelation 12:13-17 with one in 6:9-11,
we must keep in mind that 12:13-17 is one of the recursive sections
of the book, hearkening back to an earlier point, see Figure 7.5,
p. 165.]
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14. Apostasy
The apostasy mentioned in Matthew 24:10 is said to be the result
of severe persecution beginning at the midpoint of the tribulation;
thus, it is connected to the events of the fifth seal of Revelation 6:9-11
(the martyrdom of Christians). Since many Christians will be put to
death, those who merely profess belief in Christ, but are not genuinely redeemed, will fall away.
15. Spiritual deception
Spiritual deception will follow the apostasy (cf. Matt. 24:11).
Although many false prophets will mislead large numbers of people,
the epitome of the spiritual deception is embodied in the ministry of
the false prophet (Rev. 13:11-18). This individual, referred to as
“another beast” in Revelation 13:11, will promote the worship of the
Antichrist through deceptive miracles (v.14-15). He will also devise
a scheme to put an identifying mark on those who worship the
Antichrist; they will receive a mark on their right hand or forehead.
Only those who receive this mark will be allowed to make financial
transactions (vv.16-18). The nature of the mark is stated in Revelation
13:17-18; it is either the name or the number of the Prince’s name (the
number being six hundred and sixty-six). Revelation 14:9 11 says
that all who worship the beast or receive his mark will be tormented
forever. A description of the awful state into which this apostate
religious system will fall, and its final end, is provided in Revelation
17:1-18.
16. Lawlessness
In Matthew, Jesus referred to a general condition of lawlessness
that will result from spiritual deception (Matt. 24:12). The reference
is most likely to spiritual and moral lawlessness resulting from a
nearly complete defection from biblical morality.
17. The sixth seal (Rev. 6:12-17)
The cosmic disturbances during the time of the sixth seal (Rev.
6:12-17) will likely occur sometime in the middle of the second half
of the period. The reason for placing them there is that in Matthew
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6:9-11
13:11-18 cf. 17:1-18 2 Thess. 2:8-12
6:12-17
7:1-8
8:1-6
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11:15-19
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19:11-21
19:17-21
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Isa. 24:17-23

Zech. 14:1-11

Zech. 14:1-4

Combined List of Events
1. Covenant made with Israel
2. (Seal #1) political conquest
3. Spiritual deception
4. {Jewish temple rebuilt}
5. (Seal #2) war
6. (Seal #3) famines, earthquakes
7. (Seal #4) death
8. {Satan confined to earth}
9. {Two witnesses begin ministry}
10. Abomination in the temple
11. {Ministry False Prophet begins}
12. Jerusalem believers flee
13. (Seal #5) persecution, martyrdom
14. Apostasy
15. Spiritual deception/false prophets
16. Lawlessness (moral?)
17. (Seal #6) cosmic disturbances
18. 144,000 Jews sealed
19. (Seal #7) the trumpet judgments
20. (Trumpets #1-4) cosmic events
21. (Trumpet #5) demonic affliction
22. (Trumpet #6) war
23. (Trumpet #7) the bowl judgments
24. (Bowls #1-5) plagues
25. (Bowl #6) preparation for war
26. (Bowl #7) global destruction
27. Second coming of Christ
28. Armageddon
29. Judgment on Antichrist, False Prophet
30. Judgment on Antichrist's armies
31. Satan confined to the Abyss

[ ] = implied, { } = position in sequence is only approximate

Table 7.1 Combined List of Tribulation Events (in Sequence)
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24:9-31 they seem to be closely associated with the second coming,
yet there has to be a sufficient amount of time left for the remaining
events to occur.
18. The 144,000 Jewish witnesses (Rev. 7:1-8)
The 144,000 Jewish witnesses are sealed in order to protect them
from certain aspects of divine wrath to come (Rev. 7:1-8). Revelation
seems to indicate that this occurs after the breaking of the sixth seal
(cf. Rev. 7:1, “After this. . .”) but before the breaking of the seventh
seal. It is interesting that the 144,000 are sealed at this point in the
period, re-enforcing the suspicion that the day of the LORD begins
with the breaking of the seventh seal.
19. The seventh seal (Rev. 8:1ff.)
The seventh seal contains the seven trumpets and the seven
bowls. It cannot be closer to the end of the period than five months,
since the fifth trumpet alone requires that amount of time (Rev.
9:1-12). In addition to the five months required by the fifth trumpet,
additional time must be allowed for the other six trumpets and all
seven bowls. While there may be overlap in these events, realistically, it would appear that the breaking of the seventh seal must
occur one to two years prior to the end of the tribulation period.
20. Trumpets 1-4 (Rev. 8:7-13)
The first four trumpets involve cosmic disturbances similar to
those during the sixth seal, but more severe. Chronologically, we
know only the sequence; there is no hint of how much time each
event might require.
21. Trumpet 5 (Rev. 9:1-12)
The demonic affliction associated with the fifth trumpet (Rev.
9:1-12) will require a minimum of five months (v.10), and additional
time must be allowed for the remainder of the trumpet and bowl
judgments, though some of these could overlap.
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1. Covenant made with Israel
2. (Seal #1) political conquest
3. Spiritual deception
4. Jewish temple rebuilt
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5. (Seal #2) war
6. (Seal #3) famines, earthquakes
7. (Seal #4) death
8. Satan and his host confined to the earth
9. Ministry of God's two witnesses begins
10. Abomination that makes desolate
11. Ministry of the False Prophet begins
12. Jerusalem believers flee
13. (Seal #5) persecution, martyrdom
14. Apostasy
15. Spiritual deception
16. Lawlessness (moral?)
17. (Seal #6) cosmic disturbances
18. 144,000 Jews sealed
19. (Seal #7) trumpet judgments
20. (Trumpets 1-4) cosmic disturbances
21. (Trumpet #5) demonic affliction
22. (Trumpet #6) war
23. (Trumpet #7) the bowl judgments
24. (Bowls #1-5) plagues
25. (Bowl #6) preparation for Armageddon
26. (Bowl #7) widespread destruction
27. Second coming of Christ
28. Armageddon
29. Judgment on Antichrist, prophet
30. Judgment on Antichrist's armies
31. Satan confined to the abyss
3 1/2 years
1260 days (Dan. 7:25; Rev. 11:2-3; 12:6,14; 13:5-10)
1290 days (Dan. 12:6-9)
1335 days (Dan. 12:12)

Indicates placement with high degree of certainty
Indicates possible or likely placement

7 years
Daniel 9:27

Figure 7.7 Chronology of the Tribulation

Millennial
Kingdom
(75 days)

22-26. Trumpet 6 through bowl 7 (Rev. 9:13ff.)
There are no chronological clues that allow us to place the
remaining events through the seventh bowl on the timeline with any
more accuracy than to say that they occur in sequence between the
fifth trumpet and the end of the period. However, this entire movement of war, plagues, more war, and destruction, seems to be tightly
connected.
27-31. Events associated with the second coming of Christ
The remaining events of the period are directly associated with
the second coming (Rev. 19:11-20:3). The sign of Christ will appear
in the sky (Matt. 24:30). At his return he will defeat those that oppose
him (Rev. 19:21, cf. Zech. 14:12-15 and Isa. 11:4), and the Antichrist
and his false prophet will be cast into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 19:19-20).
Those already in Hades, the place of the dead, will not be cast into
the Lake of Fire until after the millennium (Rev. 20:11-15). Satan,
along with his host, will then be bound and confined to the Abyss
where they will remain for a thousand years until he is released near
the close of the millennium. The second coming is the concluding
event of the tribulation.
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8
The Rapture of the Church
The word “rapture” does not appear in the standard English
translations, though the underlying terminology is present in the
Greek text of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17. The word itself is derived from
the Latin translation of 1 Thessalonians 4:17 where the Greek term
harpagesometha (future passive of harpazo, meaning, “to snatch
away”) is translated “rapiemur,” (from rapio, meaning to “seize,” or
“carry off”). Hence the sudden catching away of the Church into
Heaven is termed, “the rapture.” The most complete descriptions of
this future event occur in Matthew 24:36-25:30, 1 Corinthians 15:5153, and 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17. The rapture is of great significance
to Church-age believers, since it represents the completion of salvation, the redemption of the physical body. Paul said:
[Rom. 8:22-25] We know that the whole creation has been
groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the
present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the
firstfruits of the spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly
for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For
in this hope we have been saved. But hope that is seen is
no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? But if
we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it
patiently.

The redemption of the body is the great hope of every Christian;
the scriptures teach that for the Church-age saint that hope will be
realized in an instant when Christ suddenly appears in the sky to
resurrect the dead and transform the bodies of living believers as
they are caught up to be with Christ.

Biblical Background
The existence of the Church (the Body of Christ, cf. Col.1:24) was
not revealed in the Old Testament (Eph. 3:1-10), and since the rapture
relates exclusively to the Church, there is no reference to the rapture
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in the Old Testament. Christ was the first to mention the rapture
(Matt. 24:36-25:30; Jn. 14:2-3), but he gave few details other than
disclosing the imminency of the event (i.e., that it will happen
suddenly, without signs or warning) and that Heaven is the immediate destination of the raptured saints.
Paul built on Jesus’ teaching, mentioning the rapture in eight
passages (Rom. 8:20-23; 1 Cor. 15:35-38; Eph. 1:13-14; Phil. 1:6,10;
3:10-11,20-21; 1 Thess. 1:9-10; 4:13-18; Tit. 2:11-14). From Paul’s writings we learn the following facts about the rapture: 1) The spirits of
those believers who have died will return with Christ for the resurrection of their bodies (1 Thess. 4:14). 2) The dead in Christ will rise
first (1 Cor. 15:52-53; 1 Thess. 4:15-16). 3) Living believers will be
changed (i.e., their bodies will be transformed) and they will be
caught up to meet Christ in the sky (1 Cor. 15:52-53; 1 Thess. 4:17).
Paul also mentioned that the Church is not destined for the wrath of
God to be poured out upon the earth during the day of the LORD,
but to the obtaining of salvation by means of the rapture (1 Thess.
1:1-10; 5:9, cf. Rom. 5:9). This statement implies that the rapture must
occur before the day of the LORD begins.
James mentioned the rapture and associated it with personal
accountability before Christ, possibly alluding to the judgment seat
of Christ immediately following the rapture (Jam. 5:7-9). Peter associated the rapture with the completion of salvation (1 Pt.1:3-5). John
mentioned the rapture twice, and alluded to the transformation of
the bodies of believers at the appearance of Christ (1 Jn. 2:28; 3:2). He
further indicated that the bodies received by the saints will be like
Christ’s resurrection body (Jam. 3:2, cf. Phil. 3:20 21).

Description of the Rapture
In his final discourse Jesus described the rapture as imminent
(Matt. 24:36-25:30). [Not that it was imminent at the time Jesus spoke,
but that it would become imminent after his ascension and the birth
of the Church. For a discussion of the Olivet Discourse see: The Olivet
Discourse: A Reconstruction of the Text From Matthew, Mark, and Luke,
with Commentary, by the author, Biblical Reader Communications,
2010.]
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[Matt. 24:36-44] “No one knows about that day or hour,
not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the
Father. As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the
coming of the Son of Man. For in the days before the flood,
people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in
marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; and they
knew nothing about what would happen until the flood
came and took them all away. That is how it will be at the
coming of the Son of Man. Two men will be in the field;
one will be taken and the other left. Two women will be
grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the other
left. Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on
what day your Lord will come. But understand this: If the
owner of the house had known at what time of night the
thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would
not have let his house be broken into. So you also must be
ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when
you do not expect him.”

Other than the description given by the Lord in Matthew 24:36-44,
the only detailed descriptions of the rapture are given by Paul in
1 Corinthians 15:51-53 and 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18.
[1 Cor. 15:51-53] Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not
all sleep, but we will all be changed in a flash, in the
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet
will sound, the dead in Christ will be raised imperishable,
and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe
itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.
[1 Thess. 4:13-18] Brothers, we do not want you to be
ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the
rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died
and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with
Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to
the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still
alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly
not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord
himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After
that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up
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with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so
we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore encourage each
other with these words.

Several important observations are to be made from these statements. 1) The rapture and the second coming are distinct events
(note the critical differences in the descriptions of these events in
Table 8.1 on page 210). 2) Unlike the second coming, the rapture is
imminent and believers are to be continually watchful. 3) At the
rapture Christ will appear in the sky, but he will not set foot on the
the earth as he will at the second coming. 3) Christ will be accompanied by the souls of the Church-age believers who have died, returning to receive their resurrection bodies. 4) He will call believers, both
the dead and the living, to himself. 5) This event will be signaled by
a shout from an archangel and a trumpet call. 6) At the rapture the
dead in Christ will be raised first, then those who are alive will be
changed (i.e., they will be transformed). 7) Because living believers
at the time of the rapture will be transformed, they will avoid having
to pass through physical death. 8) The rapture will happen almost
instantly.
The rapture pertains specifically to the Church (the Body of
Christ). The Old Testament saints and those saved after the rapture
will be resurrected at the beginning of the millennium (Dan. 12:13;
Rev. 20:4). Those who believe in Christ after the rapture and survive
the tribulation unto the second coming will enter into the millennium in their natural (untransformed) bodies and repopulate the
earth (Isa. 65:17-25). In order to understand this we must grasp the
unique nature of the Church, and how God’s program for the Church
is distinct from his program for Israel.

The Unique Nature of the Church
Every saved person is part of God’s grand plan, but not every
saved person in history is part of the Church. (We are not speaking
of the visible, organized church that includes both the saved and the
lost, but the invisible Body of Christ, cf. Col. 1:18,24.) The Church did
not come into existence until the Holy Spirit began baptizing believers into the Body of Christ on the day of Pentecost A.D. 33 (Acts 1:5
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pying a special place in the plan of God, are distinct from the Body
of Christ. This is also true of people saved after the rapture; they
occupy a special place in God’s program, but they are not part of the
Church. Understanding the unique nature of the Church is fundamentally important to the interpretation of biblical future prophecy;
otherwise prophecies concerning Israel and the Church will be
confused.
The Church and Israel are distinct entities
God has not abandoned his plan for the descendants of Abraham, that is, those who are his children by both birth and faith (Rom.
9:6-9). He has every intention of fulfilling his promises (cf. Psa.
105:8-11; Jer. 33:20-26; Rom. 11:1-36); this is the basis for belief in a
literal, earthly, theocratic kingdom to be established when Christ
returns. The fact that Israel rejected its Messiah and God from both
Jew and Gentile forged a new entity, the Church, did not nullify
God’s promises to Israel. It merely postponed the fulfillment of those
promises until Israel responds to God’s grace. In fact, one of the
primary purposes of the tribulation is to bring Israel to faith in Christ
so that those promises can be fulfilled.
It is true that Church-age saints share in the distinction of being
designated “children of Abraham.” Abraham is, metaphorically
speaking, the father of all who believe (Gal. 3:6-9,29, cf. Gen. 12:3),
and the blessings that the Church enjoys have their roots in the
Abrahamic covenant (Gal. 3:8-9). However, it would be incorrect to
interpret that to mean the Church is an extension of, or replacement
for Israel. While Church-age believers are called children of Abraham, the Church is not Israel. Galatians 6:16 is sometimes cited as
proof that the Church succeeds (replaces) Israel. However, the
Church is nowhere mentioned in that passage; Paul was merely
drawing a distinction between those who were outwardly Israelites
(Jews) by birth and tradition, and those who were “the Israel of
God”—a reference to saved Jews. In saying this he nullified the
argument of the Judaizers that one must be circumcised to be right
with God, since even the Jews could only be saved by faith. The
presence of saved Jews in the Church does not equate the Church
with Israel; the duality of these two groups is strictly maintained in
the New Testament. In Romans 11:1-36 it is worth noting that the
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Church and Israel are represented as distinct entities. The root
represents the blessings that flow from Abraham’s faith, and God’s
response to that faith in his promises. Israel was attached to the root
at one time, but because of their rejection they were broken off, and
a new entity, the Church, was grafted in. At some point in the future
when Israel responds in faith to their Messiah (Zech. 13:7-9) they will
be grafted back in again (Rom. 11:23-24); in the meantime saved Jews
are part of the Body of Christ, the Church. While it is true that Israel
and the Church share a common heritage in Abraham’s faith and
God’s promises to him, they are nonetheless distinct, just as two
children may have the same father and be loved equally, but be born
at different times, have different names, and have different expectations made of them by that same parent, and be designated a different inheritance. (See in the appendices, “Who is the Seed of Abraham?” pp. 269-300, especially the illustration on page 299.)
One might argue that Paul’s use of the analogy of the root and
the branches in Romans 11 supports the idea that the Church replaces or supersedes Israel in the divine economy. However, Paul
never pictures the promises of God to Israel as being taken from
them; in fact, he argues the opposite, that the promises cannot be
revoked (Rom. 11:25-32) and that the present relationship of the
Church to the divine economy is temporary until Israel comes to
faith. As such, the picture given by Paul is that God’s work with the
Church is parenthetical to his program for Israel.
Israel and the Church have been given distinct prophetic
programs
Nowhere is the critical distinction between Israel and the
Church more significant than in the study of prophecy. The reason
is that both the Church and Israel occupy unique places in the overall
prophetic program. God’s promises to Israel, as embodied in the Old
Testament promises and prophecies, is for a land, a nation, an earthly
messianic kingdom, and a special and perpetual relationship with
him. The fountainhead of these promises, as we have seen, is the
Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 12:1-3,6-7; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-14;
22:15-18); and they are further developed in the land covenant (Deut.
29:1-30:20), the Davidic covenant (2 Sam. 7:12-17), and the new
covenant (Jer. 31:31-34), as well as other prophetic passages (Ps.
98:1-9; Isa. 11:1-12:6; 25:1-12; 32:1-8; 35:1-10; 40:3-11; 66:1-24; Jer.
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33:10-26). On the other hand, the Church is nowhere promised a
land, descendants, or a nation, though it does share in the promise
of a special relationship with God, and a heavenly home (1 Jn. 1:3;
3:3; Jn. 14:1-3).
The extent of the Church age
The Church did not exist prior to the commencement of Spirit
baptism on the day of Pentecost, A.D. 33. The reason is as follows:
1) The Church is the Body of Christ (Col. 1:18,24), and Spirit baptism
is the operation that makes one a member of that body (1 Cor. 12:13).
Since the Spirit’s ministry of baptism did not begin until Pentecost,
A.D. 33, those who died prior to that time could not have been part
of the Church. 2) The disciples recognized that Pentecost marked the
beginning of the Church (Acts 11:15-16). 3) Jesus indicated the
Church to be a future reality from the standpoint of his earthly
ministry (cf. Matt. 16:18, note the future tense, “I will build my
Church”). 4) The nature of the Church age as parenthetical, distinct
from God’s program for Israel, is reinforced by its complete absence
from Old Testament prophecy, which delineates God’s program for
Israel in detail. 5) The Church is never mentioned in any prophecy
of the tribulation. In the New Testament as well as the Old, prophecies of the tribulation invariably center on Israel. This is not offered
as proof that the Church is absent, but rather that the focus is on Israel
as a distinct entity. The fact that the tribulation was revealed in the
Old Testament as part of God’s program for Israel, and the existence
of the Church was not revealed, coupled with the fact that the New
Testament never specifically mentions the Church in any tribulational prophecies, indicates that the Church age is parenthetical to
God’s program for Israel. This concept is reinforced by the observation that a number of Old Testament passages mention events of both
advents of Christ with no indication of a gap (e.g., Isa. 61:1-3). Thus,
it should be apparent from the reasons given above that the Church
age extends from Pentecost (A.D. 33) to the time the Church is
removed from the earth sometime prior to the outpouring of divine
wrath at the day of the LORD.
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Views on the Time of the Rapture
in Relation to the Tribulation
The timing of the rapture in relation to the tribulation has been
the subject of much discussion, and several options have been proposed. Whether one approaches this subject from a dispensational
or covenantal frame of reference will dispose one toward one set of
views or another. The assumptions of covenant theology lead naturally to a posttribulational view of the rapture, either equating it with
the second coming or as happening in connection with the second
coming. Among dispensationalists, who view the Church and Israel
as distinct, all of the views fall into what might be termed a “prewrath” category, with the rapture occurring prior to the beginning
of divine wrath at the day of the LORD. However, not all dispensationalists agree as to how much of the tribulation is divine wrath.
Historically, the pretribulational view that the rapture occurs prior
to the beginning of the tribulation has been the most popular position among dispensationalists. However, there are other dispensational views. Midtribulationism (which may be either covenantal or
dispensational) places the rapture at the midpoint of the tribulation.
Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view places the rapture sometime in the
second half of the tribulation. Partial rapturism places the rapture
prior to the tribulation, but claims that only those believers who are
prepared will be raptured while the rest will be left to go through
the tribulation. Finally, the imminent pre-wrath view says that the
rapture is imminent, and possibly (but not necessarily) pretribulational. It is important to note that the arguments employed by all of
these views are dependent on various theological inferences. There
is no single passage of scripture that explicitly states when the
rapture will occur. Therefore, the student of prophecy must be
careful to use sound interpretative principles and logic in determining what the biblical information means.
Pretribulationism
Pretribulationists believe that the rapture must occur prior to
the beginning of the tribulation. This has long been the dominant
view among dispensationalists. It is important to distinguish the
pretribulational view from the mere possibility of a pretribulational
rapture (as held under the imminent pre-wrath view). Pretribulationists do not claim that the rapture “might” be pretribulational, but
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that it MUST be pretribulational; consequently, the burden of proof
for pretribulationism is greater than simply proving the possibility
of a pretribulational rapture. In order to prove pretribulationism,
proponents must provide convincing biblical or theological evidence that the rapture must occur before the seven-year period of
tribulation begins. While numerous arguments have been offered in
support of pretribulationism (John F. Walvoord lists fifty arguments
in The Rapture Question, Zondervan Publishing House, 1976, pp.
191-200), the following are the core arguments.
The rapture must occur before the second coming
Pretribulationists argue that the rapture must occur before the
second coming. The reason is that if the rapture were to happen at
the second coming, all those entering the millennium would enter
in transformed (glorified) bodies. Such a condition is incompatible
with both Old and New Testament descriptions of the millennium.
The Old Testament is clear that children will be born in the millennium, and some people, presumably the unsaved, will die (Isa.
65:17-25). The book of Revelation reveals that toward the end of the
millennium a great rebellion against Christ will occur (Rev. 20:7-9);
this presumes the presence of a significant number of unsaved
people. Since only the redeemed will be admitted from the tribulation (Matt. 25:31-46, cf. 7:21-23) it is apparent that some must enter
through birth. Given the fact that those in glorified bodies do not
propagate (Matt. 22:30; Lk. 20:34-36), it is apparent that some saved
people must enter the millennium in their natural (untransformed)
state in order to reproduce. Yet if the rapture were to occur at the
second coming that would be impossible, since all believers would
be transformed. Thus, it is essential that the rapture precede the
second coming in order to allow for a significant number of people
to be saved and pass through the judgment described in Matthew
25:31-46 and into the millennium in their natural bodies.
The rapture is an imminent event
The Bible indicates that the rapture is an imminent event (i.e., it
could happen at any moment), and pretribulationists assume that
pretribulationism is the only view compatible with imminency.
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tionism all view the rapture as contingent upon certain tribulation
events. (The doctrine of the imminency of the rapture will be discussed more fully later in this chapter.)
The Church is not to be the object of God’s wrath
Since the mid-1900s the wrath argument has come to be the
principal argument for pretribulationism. Interestingly, it is also the
principal argument for midtribulationism and Rosenthal’s prewrath view. The difference between those positions and pretribulationism is that pretribulationists bring an important assumption
with this argument; they assume that the entire seven years of
tribulation is divine wrath, and since the Church is promised exemption from divine wrath at the day of the LORD, pretribulationists
reason that the rapture must occur before the tribulation begins. Paul
is clear on this point: The Church is not to be the object of God’s wrath
(Rom. 5:9; 1 Thess. 1:9-10; 5:9). The clearest passage to this effect is
found in 1 Thessalonians 5:9-10, where Paul said: “For God did not
appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord
Jesus Christ. He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep,
we may live together with him.” Since this passage appears immediately after a discussion of the rapture (4:13-18) and the coming
tribulation (5:1-8), and it alludes to the two states of the saints at the
time of the rapture (“awake” and “asleep” i.e., alive and dead, cf.
4:13-18), it is apparent that Paul was referring to the Church’s rapture
prior to the outpouring of divine wrath at the day of the LORD.
The tribulation is a resumption of God’s prophetic program for
Israel
The tribulation is a resumption of God’s program for Israel, so
there is no reason for the Church to be present. That the tribulation
represents a return to the prophetic program for Israel can be seen
in the prophecy of Daniel’s seventy weeks (Dan. 9:24-27) in which
the seventy weeks relate to the nation of Israel (v.24), with the
seventieth week representing the tribulation period. According to
this argument, since the Church age is parenthetical to God’s program for Israel (i.e., it occurs outside the prophesied program for
Israel, falling between the 69th and 70th weeks of the 70 weeks
prophecy), and it is reasonable to assume that the Church will be
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raptured sometime in advance of the second coming (see the first
argument above), then it seems reasonable that the rapture would
occur prior to the beginning of the tribulation period.
The removal of the “restrainer” in 2 Thessalonians 2:3-9
Some pretribulationists advance an interpretation of 2 Thessalonians 2:3-9 that supports pretribulationism. In this passage Paul
said:
[2 Thess. 2:3-9] Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus
Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some
prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us,
saying that the day of the Lord has already come. Don’t let
anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not come
until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is
revealed, the man doomed to destruction. He will oppose
and will exalt himself over everything that is called God
or is worshipped, so that he sets himself up in God’s
temple, proclaiming himself to be God. Don’t you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things?
And now you know what is holding him back, so that he
may be revealed at the proper time. For the secret power
of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now
holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of
the way. And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom
the Lord Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth
and destroy by the splendor of his coming. The coming of
the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of
Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs
and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those
who are perishing. They perish because they refused to
love the truth and so be saved. For this reason God sends
them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie
and so that all will be condemned who have not believed
the truth but have delighted in wickedness.

Here Paul said that the day of the LORD will not come until the Man
of Lawlessness (i.e., the Antichrist) is revealed, and the great “falling
away” (or “apostasy”) occurs. Some view the “restrainer” as the
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Holy Spirit who indwells the Church. Thus they reason that when
the Church is removed, the Holy Spirit will be removed allowing the
powers of evil to emerge, precipitating the tribulation.
An examination of pretribulational arguments
Now that we are familiar with the core arguments we can take
a closer look. It is important to remember that not every pretribulationist holds to each of these arguments, and the minor arguments
have not been presented. (The minor arguments are only of consequence if the major arguments are valid.)
1. The argument that the rapture must precede the second coming
This is a sound argument; however, it is only useful in countering posttribulationism, since all the other views allow for an interval
between the rapture and the second coming.
2. The argument that the rapture is imminent
Mid-tribulationism, Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view, and posttribulationism are incompatible with the concept of an imminent rapture
because they place the rapture within the sequence of tribulation
events, thus making the rapture contingent upon certain tribulation
events. For example, if one takes the position that the rapture occurs
at, or near the midpoint of the tribulation, all of the events of the first
half of the period would need to occur before the rapture could be
imminent. Indeed, if we limited the potentially correct views to
pretribulationism, midtribulationism, Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view,
and posttribulationism, then imminency could be used to determine
the correct view, since all the views other than pretribulationism
could be excluded on the basis that they are incompatible with
imminency. The problem with this logic is in the assumption that
there are no other possible views compatible with imminency (a
reductive fallacy). When we come to the imminent pre-wrath view,
we will see that there is at least one option that pretribulationists
have not considered: an imminent pre-wrath rapture that is possibly,
but not necessarily, pretribulational. While it might seem strange to
those who assume that proof of imminency would be proof of
pretribulationism, the case will be presented (under the discussion
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of the imminent pre-wrath view) that imminency does not require a
pretribulational rapture, and thus, does not prove pretribulationism
(see pages 199-203).
3. The argument that the Church is not to be the object of God’s
wrath
Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11 declared that the Church is not
to be the object of God’s wrath. For those who assign any degree of
literality to the meaning of the Scriptures, Paul’s statement can only
be understood to mean that the rapture of the Church must occur
prior to the beginning of divine wrath at the day of the LORD. It is
interesting to note that on this point pretribulationism, midtribulationism, and Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view all agree. It could rightly
be said that each of these theories takes a pre-wrath view of the
rapture, for each according to its own conception of the tribulation
places the rapture prior to the beginning of the day of the LORD.
When seen in this light, these views are actually very similar;
midtribulationists view only the second half of the tribulation as
divine wrath, and Rosenthal’s pre-wrath position views only the last
quarter or so as divine wrath. Again, the distinctive feature of
pretribulationism is its view that the entire tribulation is divine
wrath, thus requiring the rapture to occur prior to the beginning of
the period.
If we look at the full statement of the pretribulational wrath
argument it goes like this: The Church will be removed before God’s
wrath at the day of the LORD begins; the entire seven-year tribulation period is divine wrath; therefore, the rapture of the Church must
occur before the tribulation begins. Note the structure of this argument: The major premise is that the Church will be raptured prior to
the beginning of divine wrath at the day of the LORD; the minor
premise is that the entire seven-year tribulation is divine wrath; the
conclusion is that the Church must be raptured before the tribulation
period begins. In order for this argument to be valid, both premises
must be true. While 1 Thessalonians 5:9 supports the major premise,
there is no firm support for the minor premise, i.e., that the entire
period is divine wrath. Generally pretribulationists reason the minor
premise something like this: The tribulation is composed of seven
seals; since the last seal is divine wrath (cf. Rev. 6:16,17), it is reasonThe Rapture of the Church 187

able to assume that they are all divine wrath—a sort of literary
homogeneity. The short form of this would be: a seal, is a seal, is a
seal; if one is divine wrath, they are all divine wrath. Of course each
seal is part of a larger structure, and thus there is some sort of
homogeneity; however, that does not mean that all of the seals
represent divine wrath. In relation to the seals of Revelation, wrath
is not mentioned until 6:15-17, which is after the breaking of the sixth
seal, and the characterization of the earlier seals as divine judgment
is simply an assumption. Furthermore, 2 Thessalonians 2:1-9 (discussed below) seems to indicate that the day of the LORD will not
begin until sometime after the middle of the tribulation, and there is
an additional problem for the pretribulational position in viewing
all of the seals as divine wrath: The fifth seal (Rev. 6:9-11 cf. Matt.
25:9-10) involves the martyrdom of the saints. Pretribulationists are
at a loss to explain how such an event could be attributed to God’s
wrath in the execution of divine justice. That the events occurring
during the fifth seal represent unspeakable moral evil allowed by
God rather than divine wrath, can be seen from the fact that the
martyred saints appear in Heaven petitioning God for justice by
avenging their deaths (Rev. 6:9-11). In fact, Revelation indicates that
the coming divine wrath is at least partially a response to that prayer
(Rev. 8:1-6, esp. v.3, cf. 6:9-10). That being the case, it is difficult to
view the fifth seal as divine wrath. Nevertheless, the principal problem in viewing all of the seals as divine wrath is simply that there
isn’t a shred of biblical or theological evidence to support such a
view, and thus the minor premise of the wrath argument is seen to
be merely an assumption.
4. The argument that the tribulation is a resumption of God’s program for Israel
While it is true that the tribulation concerns Israel, not the
Church, that fact does not necessitate a pretribulational rapture. It is
possible that just as there was overlap between the existence of
national Israel and the Church between A.D. 33 and 70, there could
be some overlap between the Church and Israel in the tribulation.
History is not always as neat as theological categories seem to imply;
there are often transitions.
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5. The argument from the removal of the restrainer in
2 Thessalonians 2:3-9
This argument, based on a rather precarious interpretation of
2 Thessalonians 2:3-9, states that the Church must be absent from the
tribulation because the Holy Spirit who indwells the Church will be
removed prior to the manifestation of the Antichrist. This argument
is invalid for the following reasons: 1) The revealing of the Antichrist
referred to in this passage does not occur at the beginning of the
tribulation, but at the midpoint, when he takes his seat in the temple
(2 Thess. 2:4). 2) The passage says nothing about the Church or the
indwelling of the Church by the Holy Spirit. 3) The passage never
actually mentions the Holy Spirit, nor is the identity of the restrainer
given; it is simply assumed by proponents that the Holy Spirit is the
restrainer; and even if this were correct (which seems unlikely), there
would still be no clear connection to the rapture. 4) The passage does
not indicate that the restrainer is taken from the earth. 5) The Holy
Spirit must be present in order for anyone to be saved after the
rapture. Proponents of this argument say that only the indwelling
presence of the Spirit is to be removed, but this both begs the
question and assumes that the tribulation saints are not indwelt,
which is devoid of biblical or theological support. It is not the
indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit that uniquely defines the
Church, but rather his baptizing of believers into the Body of Christ.
6) The passage says absolutely nothing about the rapture.
2 Thessalonians 2:3-12 refers to the unveiling of the Antichrist
at the midpoint of the tribulation, and the deception, persecution,
and apostasy that will follow his revealing (in accordance with his
true character as the Antichrist). In Matthew 24:4-28 Christ described
this very same sequence. If the connection between 2 Thessalonians
2:3-9 and Matthew 24:4-28 is correct, as would appear to be the case
(see: The Olivet Discourse, by the author, pp. 119-120, 247-249 and
262-264), then not only does this passage say nothing about a pretribulational rapture, it indicates that the day of the LORD cannot
begin until sometime after the abomination occurs in the temple (at
the midpoint), thus further weakening the pretributional position by
moving the onset of divine wrath to a point sometime in the second
half of the tribulation period. (2 Thessalonians 2:3-9 will be discussed in more detail under the imminent pre-wrath view below.)
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Midtribulationism
The midtribulational view has been almost entirely eclipsed by
Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view. In many ways Rosenthal’s view is an
adaptation of midtribulationism. Midtribulationists believe that the
rapture will occur near the midpoint of the tribulation. Generally
midtribulationists regard Revelation 11:11-15 as describing the rapture; they also equate the seventh trumpet of Revelation (11:15) with
the trumpet of the rapture (cf. 1 Cor. 15:52; 1 Thess. 4:16), which,
owing to an incorrect understanding of tribulation chronology they
view as occurring at the midpoint. Revelation 11:11-12 reads:
[Rev. 11:11-12] But after the three and a half days a breath
of life from God entered them, and they stood on their feet,
and terror struck those who saw them. Then they heard a
loud voice from heaven saying to them, “Come up here.”
And they went up to heaven in a cloud, while their enemies
looked on.

According to midtribulationism, since the Church is not raptured
until the seventh trumpet of Revelation (incorrectly viewed as occurring at the midpoint), the seals and trumpets of Revelation cannot
be equated with divine wrath, since that would result in the Church
suffering the wrath of God. Midtribulationists generally view the
seals and trumpets as human or satanic wrath, similar to persecution
in any age, but far more intense (see Figure 8.2, p. 207).
There are numerous problems with the midtribulational view.
1) The passage cited as the rapture in Revelation 11:11–12 is not the
rapture, but the two witnesses of God being resurrected and caught
up into heaven. 2) The sounding of the seventh trumpet of Revelation does not occur until Revelation 11:15, which is not directly
associated with the supposed rapture event in 11:11-12. In the biblical descriptions of the rapture in 1 Corinthians 15:51-52 and 1 Thessalonians 4:16 the trumpet of the rapture precedes the event, in
contrast to the midtribulational scenario which would require the
trumpet to sound well after the event has been completed. Thus, the
seventh trumpet of Revelation cannot be equated with the trumpet
of the rapture. 3) Revelation 11:11-12 occurs in one of the two recursive sections of the book of Revelation, disconnected from the main
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timeline (see Figure 7.5, p. 165); actually, the event to which this
passage refers occurs very near the end of the tribulation, not in the
middle as held by midtribulationists (see Figure 7.7, p. 173).
Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view
The view discussed here is that put forth by Marvin Rosenthal
in The Pre-wrath Rapture of the Church (Thomas Nelson Publishers,
1990). It is unfortunate that this view has been termed “pre-wrath,”
since pretribulationism and midtribulationism are also pre-wrath
views. Proponents of these positions simply disagree as to how
much of the tribulation is divine wrath. Because of the almost certain
confusion that might otherwise result from the use of the term
“pre-wrath,” we will refer to this view as “Rosenthal’s pre-wrath
view” to distinguish it from pre-wrath positions in general (i.e., any
view which places the rapture prior to the outpouring of divine
wrath).
Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view divides the tribulation into three
time periods: “the beginning of sorrows,” which occupies the first
three and one-half years; “the great tribulation,” beginning at the
midpoint of the period and extending to approximately the breaking
of the seventh seal (possibly eighteen to twenty-four months prior
to the second coming); and “the day of the LORD,” beginning
approximately at the breaking of the seventh seal and culminating
at the second coming (see Figure 8.2, p. 207). According to this view
only the day of the LORD represents divine wrath. Since the Church
need only escape the period of divine wrath, the rapture need not
occur until just prior to the outpouring of divine wrath, or approximately eighteen to twenty-four months prior to the second coming
of Christ. It is important to understand that this view doesn’t just
establish a terminal point at which the rapture could occur. It places
the rapture at a particular point on the tribulation timeline, drawing
a connection between the trumpet of the rapture and the trumpet
judgments of Revelation. (Note the similarity with midtribulationism.) This view, along with midtribulationism and posttribulationism, makes the rapture contingent upon the fulfillment of other
prophetic events; therefore, this position does not view the rapture
as imminent. (Such views are referred to here as “contingent views.”)
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Arguments in support of Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view
Rosenthal’s view is similar in many respects to midtribulationism, but more complex, and employing a more sophisticated and
accurate tribulation chronology. No doubt, midtribulationism was
the prototype for this view. The following are the basic arguments.
1. The “beginning of sorrows” and “the great tribulation” are not
divine wrath
The difficulties of “the great tribulation” (as defined by Rosenthal) are not viewed as divine wrath, but as the wrath of man and
Satan, and the same is true of “the beginning of sorrows.” Therefore,
there is no need for the Church to be raptured until just prior to the
outpouring of divine wrath at the day of the LORD (see Figure 8.2,
p. 207).
2. The day of the LORD does not begin until late in the second half
of the tribulation
The day of the LORD does not begin until the breaking of the
seventh seal. This is based on the observation that the seventh seal
embodies the celestial judgments, which elsewhere in the Bible seem
to be characteristic of the day of the LORD (cf. Joel 2:30-31; Isa.
13:9-10). According to Rosenthal, Joel 2:30-31 implies that the day of
the LORD cannot begin until these signs are manifested. Joel prophesied:
[Joel 2:30-31] I will show wonders in the heavens and on
the earth, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will
be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the
coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD.

3. Elijah must come before the day of the LORD
Malachi 4:5-6 indicates that Elijah will be sent before the coming
of the day of the LORD. If Elijah is one of the two witnesses of
Revelation 11:3, then the day of the LORD probably could not begin
until sometime after the midpoint of the period.
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4. The rapture trumpet is associated with the trumpet judgments
of Revelation
As in midtribulationism, Rosenthal suggests that the last trumpet of 1 Corinthians 15:51-52 is a reference to the trumpet judgments
of the seventh seal. According to Rosenthal, believers will be raptured in connection with the trumpets of Revelation, but before the
outpouring of divine wrath (see: Marvin Rosenthal, The Pre-wrath
Rapture of the Church, pp. 187-194).
Problems with the arguments for Rosenthal’s view
1. The argument that “the beginning of sorrows” and “the great
tribulation” are not divine wrath
Even if Rosenthal is correct in maintaining that divine wrath is
limited to the last seal, or a portion of it, that fact would not require
the rapture to occur so late in the period. Since the Bible does not
indicate how far in advance of divine wrath the rapture might occur,
it is possible that even if the day of the LORD were to begin late in
the period, the rapture could occur earlier. (Both J.N. Darby and C.I.
Scofield held that the day of the LORD would begin late in the
tribulation, though both were pretribulationists.)
2. The argument that the day of the LORD does not begin until
late in the second half of the tribulation
The idea that the day of the LORD does not begin until sometime
in the second half of the period is consistent with Paul’s statements
in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-9. However, Rosenthal’s argument that the
day of the LORD cannot begin until the celestial events are manifested is based on a faulty understanding of the word “before” in
Joel 2:31. The argument depends on “before” (Heb. lipna) meaning
“to precede in time;” however, the term normally means “at.” In
other words, Joel was simply saying that these celestial events will
be observed at, or in connection with the day of the LORD, not
necessarily before the day of the LORD begins. In any case the point
hardly matters since as stated in connection with the preceding
argument, the rapture could occur at any time prior to the beginning
of divine wrath; there is no necessity for it to occur immediately prior
to the day of the LORD.
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3. The argument that Elijah must come before the day of the
LORD
That the day of the LORD cannot begin until Elijah comes as one
of the two witnesses is faulty for several reasons. First, there is no
biblical evidence that Elijah is to be one of the two witnesses in the
tribulation. Revelation, which is the only book to mention the two
witnesses, doesn’t give a clue as to their identity (Rev. 11:3-13).
Second, in the Gospel of Luke it is recorded that the angel who
appeared to Zacharias, telling him of the coming birth of John, said
of him, “And it is he who will go as a forerunner before Him in the
spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the father back to the
children, and the disobedient to the attitude of righteousness; so as
to make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (Lk. 1:17, NASB).
Thus, the prophecy of Elijah was fulfilled typologically in John.
Third, Christ on two occasions declared the Malachi 4:5-6 prophecy
to be fulfilled; he said that Elijah did come in the person of John
(Matt. 11:14 and 17:11-12). Matthew 17:11 is not a prediction of a
future coming of Elijah, but a recognition that he had already come;
verse 12 makes that clear. However, even if the point were conceded
that Elijah must personally appear before the day of the LORD
begins, that still would not necessitate that the rapture occur in the
second half of the period; at most it would only counter pretribulationism’s contention that the entire tribulation is divine wrath. It is
possible that in the divine plan John was a substitute for Elijah
because God foreknew his Son would be rejected, but that in the
future he will send Elijah to that generation of elect Jews that will
receive his Son. However, even if this were true, it has no bearing on
the timing of the rapture other than to help identify the terminal
point at which it could occur—not the point at which it “must” occur.
4. The argument that the rapture trumpet is associated with the
trumpets of Revelation
The identification of the rapture trumpet in 1 Corinthians 15:52
with the trumpets of Revelation is completely erroneous. The trumpet referred to in 1 Corinthians 15:52, as well as 1 Thessalonians 4:16,
precedes the rapture and announces deliverance, whereas the trumpets of Revelation announce successive degrees of judgment. Since
the trumpets of Revelation are blown over a period of time, the last
of these trumpets (i.e., the seventh trumpet, cf. 11:15) is blown well
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into the day of the LORD and thus could not announce a pre-wrath
rapture. Rosenthal attempts to deal with this problem by viewing
the seven trumpet judgments collectively as the trumpet of the
rapture (1 Cor. 15:52). Of course, in order for the Church to experience a pre-wrath rapture, the rapture would need to occur when the
first trumpet is blown, not the seventh. However, 1 Corinthians 15:52
does not refer to trumpets (plural), but to “the last trumpet,” which
if equated with the trumpets of Revelation would require that it be
the seventh, not the first trumpet. Viewing the seven trumpets
collectively as the trumpet of the rapture is exceedingly strained
interpretation, and would require much more supporting evidence
than Rosenthal offers. There is simply no sound reason for connecting the trumpet of the rapture with the trumpets of Revelation. With
respect to “the last trumpet” we must bear in mind that “last” is a
relative term. We should also note that the seventh trumpet in
Revelation is not the last trumpet blown in the tribulation; the last
trumpet is blown at the second coming (Matt. 24:31)—a fact that has
not gone unnoticed by posttribulationists. However, in relation to
the distinct events to which they pertain, they are all, relatively
speaking, “last”; the rapture trumpet is the last trumpet of the
Church age, the seventh trumpet of Revelation is the last trumpet
judgment, and the trumpet at the second coming signals the last
great event of the period.
5. An additional problem with Rosenthal’s view
Perhaps the most important observation to make concerning
Rosenthal’s view is that it is completely inconsistent with the imminency of the rapture as taught by Christ (Matt. 24:36-25:30), since it
establishes the time of the rapture as after the sixth seal and connects
it with the trumpet judgments, thus implying that the rapture cannot
occur until a particular point in the progression of the tribulation.
(For a discussion of imminency see: The Olivet Discourse, by the
author, pp. 153-190.) The biblical case for imminency will be discussed under the imminent pre-wrath view below.
The partial rapture view
This Arminian view is not widely held, even among Arminians.
Proponents believe that there will be a partial rapture prior to the
beginning of the tribulation period, similar to pretribulationism, but
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that not all believers will be taken; only those who are watching and
prepared will be raptured; the remainder will be left to go through
the tribulation. Support is derived primarily from the following
passages: Matthew 24:40-51; 25:1-13; Luke 20:34-36; 21:36; Philippians 3:8-12; 1 Thessalonians 5:6; 2 Timothy 4:8; Hebrews 9:24-28,
and Revelation 3:3 and 3:10.
Arguments used in support of the partial rapture view
Matthew 24:40-51 and Luke 21:36 are both from the Olivet
Discourse. The passage does not teach that participation in the
rapture is conditioned upon works, but rather upon salvation. Note
that the evil servant is not simply left behind, but sent into eternal
punishment (Matt. 25:46). Obviously this could not pertain to a
believer. The servants evidence the validity of their belief by their
actions (cf. Jam. 2:18-20). Those who are evil only manifest that they
do not belong to Christ. The parallel passage, Luke 21:36, says “Be
always on the watch, and pray that you may be able to escape all that
is about to happen, and that you may be able to stand before the Son
of Man.” Pretribulationists counter the use of this passage by asserting that it was spoken in relation to the second coming, not the
rapture (cf. Matt. 24:36-44). While this is a convenient solution, it
poses even greater problems, and is certainly incorrect. Although
this passage does refer to the rapture, it does not support partial
rapturism since it says nothing about part of the Church being taken.
It is simply an admonition to those who profess faith to be certain
that they actually possess faith in order to be saved and thus be
qualified to escape the coming wrath. There are many such warnings
in the New Testament (see: Major Bible Doctrines, by the author,
Biblical Reader Communications, 2010, p. 253ff.).
Matthew 25:1-13 records the parable of the ten virgins. While
pretribulationists generally deny that this was spoken in reference
to the rapture, the evidence from 24:36-51 indicates that the rapture
is in view (see: The Olivet Discourse, by the author, pp. 154-179).
However, this passage does not support the partial rapture view.
This parable concerns the kingdom of Heaven (25:1), and as we know
from the parables of Matthew 13, the visible manifestation of the
kingdom includes both those truly saved and some who profess, but
do not possess faith; this latter group is represented as: sprouts with
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no root, birds lodged in the tree, tares in the field, leavening in the
lump, and worthless fish to be discarded; they are reformed, but not
transformed (cf. 2 Pet. 2:22); therefore, they cannot represent Christians left behind at the rapture.
Luke 20:34-36 mentions those who are “considered worthy” of
taking part in that age (i.e., the millennium) and in the resurrection
from the dead. There is no mention of the rapture, nor is there any
link between particular works and entrance into the kingdom. Scripture teaches that one becomes worthy to enter God’s kingdom by
faith, not works (Eph. 2:8-9).
In Philippians 3:11 Paul mentioned that his goal was to attain to
the resurrection from the dead. Partial rapturists have interpreted
this statement to mean that apart from works Paul could not count
on being included in the rapture. The construction of this passage is
grammatically complex since the lengthy sentence that ends with
verse 11 begins in verse 8. What Paul was saying is that faith in Christ
results in four things: knowing him, knowing the power of his
resurrection, knowing the fellowship of his sufferings, and being
conformed to his death. This last phrase, “becoming like him in his
death,” results in one’s ultimate participation in the resurrection (Gr.
éi, “so that” {AV, “if by any means”} shows the conditional relation
of resurrection to “becoming like him in his death”). Paul made a
similar statement to this effect in Romans 6:5, when he said, “For if
we have become united with him in the likeness of his death,
certainly we shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection.” How
does one become united with Christ in the likeness of his death? The
answer is: by faith (Philp. 3:9). This identification is not something
Christians strive for; it is something that becomes a reality when a
person exercises faith in Christ. Paul was arguing in both of these
passages that a Christian’s life ought to reflect the inner reality of
union with Christ, not that Christians ought to strive to obtain that
union, for they already possess it.
In 1 Thessalonians 5:6, believers are contrasted with the unsaved
who will be caught off guard at the end of the age. Although
believers are enjoined to be watchful, there is no hint in this passage
that failure to do so might result in being left behind at the rapture.
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In 2 Timothy 4:8, Paul made reference to the crown of righteousness that he and all who have longed for Christ’s appearing will
receive. Partial rapturists suggest that those who do not long for
Christ’s appearing will not receive this crown because they will miss
the rapture and be left to go through the tribulation. First, we should
note that the rapture is not in view in this passage. Second, “all who
have longed for his appearing” is a euphemistic expression referring
to believers. Paul had been talking about the fact that he was ready
to die (v.6); he knew that God had a reward for him, and for all the
saints (euphemistically speaking, the ones who have longed for his
appearing). Longing for the appearing of Christ is not a criterion for
participation in the rapture; it is a description of true belief.
The argument from Hebrews 9:28 is identical to the argument
from 2 Timothy 4:8; therefore, the answer is the same, “those who
are waiting for him (Christ)” is a euphemism for believers, not an
additional qualification for participation in the rapture.
Revelation 3:3, which occurs within the context of the letter to
the church at Sardis, urges the church to remember and obey what
they had received, else Christ might suddenly come to deal with
them. The coming mentioned here is not the rapture; this is simply
a warning that if this church did not get back on course, Christ would
deal with it in discipline. This same thought is expressed to the
churches at Ephesus (Rev. 2:5) and Pergamum (Rev. 2:16), and is
clearly not associated with the rapture in either of those cases.
The argument from Revelation 3:10 is that God promised the
Philadelphian Church that he would keep them from the hour of
testing because they obeyed his command to endure patiently. The
difficulty with attempting to use this passage in support of a partial
rapture is that the promise is to the entire church, not just to watchful
individuals within the church.
The principal flaw in this view is the failure to recognize the
unity of the Body of Christ and the fact that participation in the
rapture, which is the completion of one’s salvation (Rom. 8:23), is
conditioned only upon faith in Christ.
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The imminent pre-wrath view
The imminent pre-wrath view does not state when the rapture
will occur in relation to the tribulation; it simply says that the rapture
is imminent and must occur before the day of the LORD begins. (This
view is similar to pretribulationism, except that the rapture must
occur before the beginning of the day of the LORD instead of before
the beginning of the tribulation.) This view recognizes that the
tribulation and the day of the LORD might not begin at the same
time, and that the terminal point of the rapture window is relative
to the beginning of the day of the LORD, not the beginning of the
tribulation. According to this view the rapture could happen anytime from the present to just before the beginning of the day of the
LORD—though there is uncertainty as to exactly when during the
tribulation the day of the LORD begins. It is important to understand
that this view does not suggest that the rapture will necessarily occur
during the tribulation. This is an imminent view; accordingly the
rapture could occur anytime prior to the beginning of the day of the
LORD, even before the tribulation begins.
Arguments supporting the imminent pre-wrath rapture view
1. The rapture is imminent
It is important to state what we do and do not mean concerning
the imminency of the rapture. When we say that the rapture is
imminent, we do not mean that it is necessarily near, only that so far
as is revealed in scripture, there is no other prophesied event that
must occur first. This means that the rapture will not be preceded by
signs. Although the rapture was not near at the time the New
Testament was written, it was imminent, and it will remain imminent until it happens.
Regrettably, the debate concerning imminency has largely been
framed by argumentation between pretribulationists and those
holding to contingent views (midtribulationism, Rosenthal’s view,
and postribulationism). Pretribulationists argue for imminency and
proponents of contingent views attack imminency as unsupported
by the Bible. To make matters more complicated, pretribulationists
have almost universally abandoned the principal biblical support for
imminency, which is Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 24:36-25:30.
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The Lord clearly taught the imminency of the rapture in
Matthew 24:36-25:30. In 24:36-44 he said:
[Matt. 24:36-44] No one knows about that day or hour, not
even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.
As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming
of the Son of Man. For in the days before the flood, people
were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; and they knew
nothing about what would happen until the flood came
and took them all away. That is how it will be at the coming
of the Son of Man. Two men will be in the field; one will
be taken and the other left. Two women will be grinding
with a hand mill; one will be taken and the other left.
Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what
day your Lord will come. But understand this: If the owner
of the house had known at what time of night the thief was
coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let
his house be broken into. So you also must be ready,
because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do
not expect him.

Although this passage contains the most explicit statement of the
imminency of the rapture found in the New Testament, many pretribulationists fear that acknowledging that would lend support to
posttribulationism, since the immediate context is the tribulation
and second coming (24:4-31), or that it might lend support to partial
rapturism, since a parallel passage in Luke 21:36 has been used as
support by partial rapturists. As a result they take the position that
this passage refers not to the rapture, but to the second coming (this
is also the amillennial interpretation). This interpretation makes the
defense of imminency virtually impossible, since Matthew 24:3625:30 is the first mention and principal explication of the doctrine.
Proponents of contingent views have been quick to pick up on this
dilemma. Without the principal text to positively expound the doctrine, all that is left is the non-contradiction of imminency from the
remainder of the New Testament (a negative argument), and some
rather sketchy early church testimony, which interestingly, is largely
based on Matthew 24:36-25:30. [Matthew 24:36-44 must refer to the
rapture because the appearing described there is sudden and unannounced (vv.36,42,44), unexpected by the world (vv.36-39,43,44),
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Figure 8.1 Comparison of Pretribulationism, Partial Rapturism, and
Posttribulationism
These three views are similar in that they all view the entire seven-year
period as divine wrath—though they view both the nature of the Church
and the wrath somewhat differently.
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virtually instantaneous (vv.40-41), and happens at a time when life
appears to be fairly ordinary (based on the analogies of Noah and
Lot in verses 37-39, cp. Lk. 17:26-30, as well as the parable of the ten
virgins, cf. Matt. 25:1-13). Such a description is completely incompatible with the second coming, for in this very discourse Jesus
described his second coming as public (vv.27-28), protracted (v.30),
and preceded by numerous unmistakable signs (v.30), on the heels
of cataclysmic divine judgments so severe that the human race
would face certain extinction were they to continue longer (vv.2122). For a more extended discussion of the rapture in Matthew
24:36-25:30, see: The Olivet Discourse, by the author, pp. 153-190 and
251-264.]
Historically, students of rapture theology have assumed that
belief in the imminency of the rapture is compatible only with
pretribulationism. However, that is a logical error resulting from
thinking of the rapture as a sequent event. Naturally, an event that
is sequenced with other events that have not yet begun cannot be
imminent unless it is the first item in the sequence. To illustrate the
difference between a sequent view of the rapture and a random view,
let us say we have fifty cards, and on each card we write the name
of a tribulation event; we then sort the cards in order. If we made a
card for the rapture, and then put that rapture card in the middle of
the stack and begin to turn the cards over one by one, simulating the
passage of each event, the rapture would not be imminent, since we
could not turn the rapture card over until we had turned over all the
cards that precede it in the stack. The only way the rapture could be
imminent would be if it were the first card in the stack. Applying
this analogy, according to pretribulationism the rapture is the first
future prophetic event and it is therefore imminent, but mid-tribulationism, Rosenthal’s pre-wrath rapturism, and posttribulationism
do not place the rapture first, and thus, those theories do not view
the rapture as imminent. An alternate conception would be a random view. To illustrate the random view we will use the same stack
of imaginary cards, but instead of sorting the rapture card with the
stack of tribulation events, we will set it off to the side, with the
provision that it can be turned over at any time. Before we even turn
the first card, the rapture is already imminent, because being by
itself, it could be turned over before any of the cards in the stack. Of
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course, if the rapture card is not turned over first, it would still be
imminent because it could be turned over at any time. Thus, it
remains imminent until it is finally turned over.
Because thinking of the rapture as a sequent event has dominated rapture theology, most students of prophecy mistakenly
assume that if the rapture is imminent, it must be the first event on
the prophetic calendar, hence, pretribulational. Conversely, if they
do not view the rapture as the first event of the prophetic future, they
deny that it is imminent. Clearly, both sides share a common idea:
that the rapture is a sequent event. However, the scriptures do not
specify the place in the stream of prophetic events where the rapture
occurs, other than that it must occur before the beginning of divine
wrath at the day of the LORD (which only establishes the terminal
point at which the rapture could occur). Thus, the scriptures do not
present the rapture as a sequential event, but as an unannounced
(i.e., seemingly random) event. Here is where we need to make a
critical observation: The timing of the rapture is not specified in
scripture; therefore, it is imminent—not because it is the first event,
but because, being unannounced, it could occur at any time (as long
as it occurs prior to the beginning of the day of the LORD and prior
to the salvation of any of the non-Church-age saints). What we have
seen then is that Christ taught imminency, but imminency does not
necessitate a pretribulational rapture; it simply requires that the
timing of the rapture not be contingent upon any prophesied future
events. See the discussion in the Appendix: “Rapture Theology and
the Olivet Discourse,” pp. 323-331.)
2. The rapture must precede the period of divine wrath
Paul said in 1 Thessalonians 5:9-10, “For God did not appoint
us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus
Christ. He died for us so that whether we are awake or asleep, we
may live together with him.” This statement is clearly intended to
convey that the rapture of the Church, which he described in 4:13-18,
will occur prior to the outpouring of the divine wrath associated with
the day of the LORD (described in 5:1-3). Paul’s reference in 5:10 to
those “awake” (alive) and those “asleep” (dead) clearly reflects back
to 4:15-18, though employing different terminology; this describes
the two states of believers at the time of the rapture. If those in 5:10
The Rapture of the Church 203

who are “awake” and “asleep” are not the same as those who are
“awake” and “asleep” in 4:15-18, who are they? The contextual
identification is clear. Paul explicitly stated that the saints, both the
living and the dead, will be removed from the earth via the rapture
(described in 4:13-18) before God’s wrath at the day of the LORD
begins. While it is certain that the Church will not suffer the wrath
of God, that does not directly argue for pretribulationism, since, as
we have already observed, it cannot be proven that the entire tribulation period is divine wrath. In fact, scripture appears to indicate
that not all of the tribulation period is divine wrath. In the following
paragraphs the case will be presented that the day of the LORD,
which encompasses the period of divine wrath, almost certainly
begins in the latter part of the tribulation, possibly with the opening
of the seventh seal.
Of the three major portions of scripture from which it is possible
to discern any significant tribulation chronology (Daniel 9:27; Matthew 24:3-31 and Revelation 6-19) the only passages that specifically
delineate elements of the tribulation as divine wrath are Revelation
6:16-17, 15:1, and 16:1. Revelation 6:16-17 says,
[6:16-17] …and they said to the mountains and to the rocks,
“Fall on us and hide us from the presence of Him who sits
on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great
day of their wrath has come; and who is able to stand.”

This statement occurs immediately after the sixth seal. Whether
it was spoken in an actual or anticipatory sense is not clear. It is
certainly possible that the sixth seal (physical disturbances in the sky
and on the earth) is the final warning that God’s wrath is imminent,
since it portends events which elsewhere in scripture are specifically
linked to the day of the LORD (cf. Isa. 34:4). In any case, there can be
no doubt that the seventh seal includes divine wrath. Both Revelation 15:1 and 16:1 specifically associate the bowl judgments, which
occur during the time of the seventh seal, with divine wrath.
[Rev. 15:1] I saw in heaven another great and marvelous
sign: seven angels with the seven last plagues—last because with them God’s wrath is completed.
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[Rev. 16:1] Then I heard a loud voice from the temple
saying to the seven angels, “Go pour out the seven bowls
of God’s wrath on the earth.”

While the passages cited above do not prove that the events
preceding the seventh seal are not divine wrath, they underscore the
lack of biblical support that the first six seals are the wrath of God.
If all of the seals were divine wrath, it would certainly be odd that
wrath is not mentioned until after six of the seals are past and the
seventh seal is pending.
Another passage that seems to indicate that divine wrath is
limited to a portion of the second half of the tribulation is 2 Thessalonians 2:1-9. Paul stated emphatically that the day of the LORD will
not begin until after the Man of Lawlessness (the Antichrist) is
revealed and the great “falling away” (NASB, “the apostasy”) takes
place. Paul clearly intended for us to understand the revealing of the
Lawless One as his revealing in the temple (v.4), and that event, as
we know from Daniel 9:27, occurs at the midpoint of the tribulation
period. Since verses 3-5 comprise one sentence in the original and
must be read together, and the structure of the sentence indicates
that the falling away and the revealing are related events, the falling
away or apostasy to which Paul referred must be the apostasy
associated with the Antichrist’s revealing in the temple. Note that
the particulars given by Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2:3-12 are precisely
the same as those given by Christ in Matthew 24:9-25. The Lord said
that the abomination in the temple will be accompanied by false
miracles and spiritual deception (v.24), and will be followed by a
great persecution and martyrdom of the saints (v.9), along with a
great “falling away” from the faith (vv.10-13). Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2:3-12 said that the revealing of the Antichrist in the temple will
be accompanied by false miracles, spiritual deception, and an associated “falling away” (or “apostasy”). It is apparent that Paul had
the Lord’s Olivet Discourse in mind when he penned 2 Thessalonians. (These particulars are mentioned together nowhere else in the
Bible.) The additional fact that Paul’s statement yields is that the day
of the LORD (v.2), and consequently the wrath associated with it,
will not begin until sometime after the apostasy associated with the
revealing of the Antichrist in the temple (v.3-4). [Jesus mentioned
this apostasy in Matthew 24:9-10 in his survey of tribulation events
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and then recursed to an earlier point in the period in verse 15 to
highlight certain features of the second half. Thus, the apostasy
mentioned in verse 10 actually follows the abomination in verse 15.
See the chronological structure of Matthew 24:4-31 in Figure 7.4, p.
163.]
While neither imminency nor the wrath argument prove pretribulationism to the exclusion of all other views, Jesus did teach the
imminency of the rapture (Matt. 24:36-25:30), and Paul taught that
the Church must be raptured prior to the beginning of the wrath at
the day of the LORD (1 Thess. 5:9-10). The imminent pre-wrath view
reflects these truths. Again, the imminent pre-wrath view simply
says that the rapture is imminent, and that it must occur sometime
prior to the beginning of the day of the LORD. The important
difference between the imminent pre-wrath view and pretribulationism is that the imminent pre-wrath view does not assume that
the entire tribulation is divine wrath. (Pretribulationists’ misuse of
the wrath argument is discussed more fully in the Appendix “Rapture Theology and the Olivet Discourse,” beginning on page 323.)
Classic posttribulationism (covenant premillennialism)
As already stated, covenant theology manifests itself in three
distinct forms: amillennialism, postmillennialism, and premillennialism. Amillennialism and postmillennialism both subscribe to a
view of the tribulation (and millennium) that is highly allegorized.
In these views the rapture is not a distinguishable event from the
second coming, which according to both amillennialism and postmillennialism occurs at the close of the millennium. The only form
of covenantalism that does have a distinct rapture theology is covenant premillennialism. We will look at both forms of covenant
premillennialism (commonly referred to simply as “posttribulationism”). Classic posttribulationism is the belief that the Church, as
defined covenantally, will pass through the tribulation and be raptured in conjunction with the second coming of Christ (see Figure
8.1, p. 201). This view takes a more literal view of the tribulation than
does imminent posttribulationism.
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Figure 8.2 Comparison of Midtribulationism, Rosenthal’s Pre-wrath
View, and the Imminent Pre-wrath View
These three views are similar in that they do not view the entire seven-year
period as divine wrath. The imminent pre-wrath view is the only one of
these views that is compatible with imminency; both midtribulationism
and Rosenthal’s pre-wrath view are contingent views because they place
the rapture after certain tribulation events have occurred.
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Arguments used in support of classic posttribulationism
The arguments usually offered in support of classic posttribulationism are as follows: 1) There is no evidence that the early church
taught pretribulationism. 2) Although the Church will suffer the
wrath of man and Satan during the tribulation, the wrath of God is
specifically directed against the unsaved, not the Church. 3) The fact
that Christians will be present in the tribulation proves that the
Church is not absent. (Covenantalists view all saved people as part
of the Church, including the tribulation believers.) 4) The Bible does
not teach that the return of Christ is imminent. 5) The resurrection
occurs in connection with the rapture; since a resurrection occurs at
the end of the tribulation this proves that the rapture also occurs at
the end of the tribulation. 6) The New Testament uses the same
terminology (Gr. parousia = “coming,” apokalupsis = “revelation,”
and epiphaneia = “appearing”) to describe both the rapture and the
second coming; therefore, they are the same event.
Problems with the posttribulational arguments
1) While early, post-New Testament church literature does not
appear to teach pretribulationism, neither does it teach posttribulationism or any other view on the rapture. Perhaps owing to the
prevailing expectation that the Lord could return at any time (due
to Christ’s teaching of imminency in Matthew 24:36-25:30) and the
complete absence of competing views, they saw no issue to address.
2) That divine wrath poured out during the tribulation period is
directed only against the unsaved is true, but highly problematic for
the posttribulational position. Many of the judgments of the day of
the LORD are global and catastrophic. By their very nature they will
indiscriminately affect both the saved and the unsaved. Only a
highly allegorized interpretation of tribulation prophecy could sustain the view that the Church, if present, could be unaffected by
God’s wrath. 3) The fact that saved people will be present on earth
during the tribulation does not imply the presence of the Church. As
has been argued in the previous discussion of the unique nature of
the Church, not all believers throughout history are part of the
Church. Just as the Church age had a beginning at Pentecost A.D. 33,
so it will end at the rapture when the Church is removed from the
earth. 4) The imminent appearing of the Lord is explicitly taught in
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Matthew 24:36-25:30, even though in a strange twist of theology
pretribulationists generally assign this passage to the second coming
(see the Appendix “Rapture Theology and the Olivet Discourse,”
beginning on page 323). 5) Arguing that the rapture occurs at the
close of the tribulation because both the rapture and the second
coming occur in connection with a resurrection of the dead is highly
problematic for posttribulationism. The reason is that the resurrection at the end of the tribulation does not occur until after the second
coming (Dan. 12:11-12). Revelation 20:4-6 also pictures this resurrection happening after the binding and confinement of Satan to the
Abyss. If this resurrection is to be equated with the rapture, that
would imply that the rapture occurs sometime after the second
coming, which presents a problem since in that case there would be
no explanation of why some enter the millennium in natural, untransformed bodies and propagate children (and some will even die)
as indicated in Isaiah 65:17-25. According to Christ, neither death,
nor marriage (which would include the propogation of children) will
possible for those in glorified bodies, (Mt. 22:30-33). The only solution to this problem is that the rapture must occur well before the
second coming in order to allow for the salvation of some in the
tribulation who will enter the millennium in their natural bodies.
Posttribulationists have sought to avoid this difficulty by proposing
that as people see the rapture occurring (at the second coming), they
will receive Christ, too late to participate in the rapture, but not too
late to enter the millennium. This is a highly optimistic solution; note
the assumptions: This view assumes that as Christ descends he will
rapture his Church and then pause long enough for those left on
earth to fully consider what has taken place and for many to place
their faith in him. It also assumes a higher level of receptivity to the
gospel at the extreme terminal end of the tribulation than previously.
This is clearly at odds with scripture. Both John and Paul indicate
that as the tribulation progresses, men’s hearts will be darkened, and
they will fall under an ever deepening spiritual delusion, and will
be hardened in their rejection of God (2 Thess. 2:6-12; Rev. 9:20-21;
16:21). Interestingly, this hardness is actually a form of divine judgment. Paul said in 2 Thessalonians:
[2:8-12] And then that lawless one will be revealed whom
the Lord will slay with the breath of his mouth and bring
to an end by the appearance of his coming; that is, the one
The Rapture of the Church 209

210 What the Bible Says About the Future

The Rapture

The Second Coming

1. Believers are caught up to meet Christ in the sky
(1 Thess. 4:13-18).

1. Christ descends to the earth (Zech. 14: 1-8).

2. The dead are raised prior to Christ setting foot on the
earth; in fact, He does not actually set foot on the
earth at the rapture–He only comes to the sky
(1 Thess. 4:17).

2. The dead are not raised until after Christ returns to
the earth (Rev. 20:4).

3. Christ takes believers to heaven (Jn. 14:1-4).

3. Christ ushers believers into the earthly millennium
(Rev. 20:1-10).

4. The rapture is virtually instantaneous (1 Cor. 15:52).

4. The second coming occurs over a period of time
(Matt. 24:30).

5. The bodies of living saints are “changed” into
glorified bodies (1 Cor. 15: 51-57).

5. Living saints go into the millennium unchanged
–as evidenced by the fact that they will bear
children (Isa. 65:17-25).

6. The rapture was a mystery not revealed in past
ages (1 Cor 15:51).

6. The second coming was clearly revealed in the Old
Testament (Zech. 14:1-8).

Table 8.1 Contrast of the Rapture With the Second Coming

whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan, with
all power and signs and false wonders, and with all the
deception of wickedness for those who perish, because
they did not receive the love of the truth so as to be saved.
And for this reason God will send upon them a deluding
influence so that they might believe what is false, in order
that they all may be judged who did not believe the truth,
but took pleasure in wickedness.

Thus it is clear that the rapture must precede the second coming by
an interval of time sufficient for many to come to faith in Christ.
6) The argument that the rapture and the second coming must be the
same event because the same terms are used for both is defective
because none of the terms used are special designations for either
the rapture or the second coming. All three terms—parousia (coming), apokalupsis (revelation), and epiphaneia (appearing)—are
generic, and can refer to either appearing. On the other hand, a
thorough comparison of the particulars of the rapture and the second
coming demonstrates that they are not the same (see Table 8.1, p.
210).
Imminent posttribulationism
As previously stated, there are two forms of premillennial posttribulationism. In addition to classic posttribulationism there is another form that spiritualizes the tribulation to the point of virtual
non-recognition. That view, referred to as “imminent posttribulationism,” claims that the Church (defined covenantally) could now
be in the tribulation, and that the rapture and second coming could
occur at any moment. Consequently, this view combines posttribulationism with a belief in the imminency of the second coming.
Imminent posttribulationism offers the covenantalist the option of
belief in the imminency of Christ’s return, while still holding to
covenantal assumptions about the nature of Israel and the Church.
The difficulty with such a view is that the tribulation must be highly
allegorized. Such a position is incompatible with scriptural statements; for instance, Jesus’ teaching on the tribulation plainly stated
that it will be possible to discern certain events from within the
tribulation period, and that specific actions will be necessary when
those events are recognized (Matt. 24:15-25). How could that be true
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if the features of the period are to be unrecognizable? The degree to
which tribulation prophecy must be allegorized in order to make this
view work is clearly problematic.

Summary of Rapture Views
All of the contingent views (midtribulationism, Rosenthal’s
pre-wrath view, and posttribulationism) are inconsistent with
Christ’s teaching concerning his imminent appearing (Matthew
24:36-25:30). Posttribulationism is also inconsistent with Paul’s
teaching that the Church will not experience wrath at the day of the
LORD (1 Thess. 5:9-10). Partial rapturism implies works-based salvation, which is clearly at odds with the general teaching of scripture. In addition to these problems we have also seen how the
arguments offered in support of midtribulationism, Rosenthal’s prewrath view, posttribulationism, the partial rapture view, and
pretribulationism are faulty. Finally, while pretribulationism is consistent with imminency, imminency does not prove that the rapture
must be pretribulational. While correct in its view that the Church
will not be present on earth for God’s wrath at the day of the LORD,
pretribulationism has failed to demonstrate that the entire tribulation is divine wrath—a necessary point if the wrath argument is to
be used as proof of pretribulationism. When all the facts are considered, what we know about the timing of the rapture is this: 1) Once
Jesus ascended into Heaven, and the Church came into existence (on
the day of Pentecost, A.D. 33), the rapture became an imminent
event. 2) The rapture must occur sometime before divine wrath
commences at the day of the LORD. 3) No argument yet offered
proves that the rapture must occur before the tribulation period
begins, though a pretribulational rapture is certainly possible, and
perhaps likely.
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9
What Eternity Will Be Like
Eternity encompasses all existence beyond the dissolution of the
present heavens and earth, which will occur after the close of the
millennium. Eternity is the second phase of God’s visible kingdom.
Unlike the first phase, the millennium, which will last for only a little
over a thousand years, the eternal phase of the kingdom will last
forever (see Figure 9.1, p. 219). Eternity represents a new start for the
redeemed of the human family, an existence without pain, sorrow,
or death, in perfect uninterrupted communion with God forever.

Biblical Background
The Old Testament conception of eternity is sketchy. While the
Old Testament saints did know of the resurrection (cf. Job 19:23-25
and Dan. 12:2), they seem to have had no concept of either Heaven,
as the eternal abode of the saints, or Hell, as a place of torment. Six
Hebrew words are translated “heaven” or “heavens” in the AV
—galgal [once], arabah [once], aripim [once], shahaq [twice], shamayim
[419 times], and shemayin [32 times]. With the exceptions of arabah
and aripim, which should be translated “deserts” and “clouds”
respectively, all the rest seem to be references to the physical heavens. Likewise, there is one Hebrew word that is translated “Hell” in
the AV—Sheol [31 times]. However, Sheol is viewed simply as the
place of the dead, both the righteous and the unrighteous. Most
recent versions simply transliterate Sheol into English rather than
attempting to translate it. (As we will see, Sheol and Hell do not refer
to the same place.) There is a reference to the new heavens and earth
in Isaiah 65:17, though it is not there differentiated from the millennium.
It was not until the teaching of Christ that the concepts of
Heaven and Hell came into sharp focus (on Heaven cf. Matt.
5:16,20,34; 6:9,20; 7:21; 8:11; 10:32-33; 19:21; 22:30; 23:9; Jn. 3:13,31;
6:33,38,41,42,50,58; 14:1-3; on Hell cf. Matt. 5:22,29-30; 10:28; 18:9;
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23:15,33; Lk. 16:23). Not only was Christ the first person in the New
Testament to expound the doctrine of Heaven, he is the source of
virtually everything revealed about Hell. Hell (Gr., gehenna) is
equated with the Lake of Fire and should be distinguished from
Hades, which is the interim abode of the dead, though since the cross,
only the unrighteous dead are in Hades (cf. Rev. 20:13). [The Old
Testament believers’ sins were not cleansed until Christ died on the
cross (Heb. 9:15-17); prior to the cross sins were merely “covered”
(Heb., kaphar), a temporary measure allowing the Old Testament
saints to experience divine favor and blessing until their sins could
be removed by Christ’s sustitutionary death on the cross. Jesus’
teaching in Luke 19:19-31 and his conversation with the repentant
thief while on the cross (Lk. 23:43) both indicate that the Old Testament saints, as of the time he spoke, had not yet been received into
Heaven, but were in a place he termed “Paradise,” or “Abraham’s
bosom”; this is consistent with the fact that their sins were not yet
removed. Paul referred to Heaven as Paradise in 2 Corinthians 12:4,
indicating that after Christ’s death, Paradise, previously located in
Sheol, was relocated to Heaven. At his death Jesus descended into
Hades (the Greek term for Sheol) and afterward, when he ascended
to the Father, he emptied Sheol of the souls of the saints, transferring
them to Heaven (Eph. 4:8). This view of Paradise, which was once
commonly taught, has been largely abandoned due to the influence
of covenant theology; nevertheless, it seems to be the best interpretation of the biblical data.]
The New Testament letters add little new insight concerning
either Heaven or Hell, even though Heaven is frequently mentioned.
It is not until we come to the book of Revelation that we find
additional significant information concerning Heaven and Hell.
Throughout the book of Revelation John describes various scenes in
Heaven (4:1-6:17; 7:9-8:6; 10:1-11; 15:1-8; 19:1-10). He also gives a
rather detailed description of the holy city, the New Jerusalem,
which will descend to the new earth after the millennium (Rev.
21:1-22:5). While the New Jerusalem is not called Heaven, the description leaves little doubt as to its identification. John also revealed
that Hades, the interim abode of the unrighteous dead, will be
replaced by “the Lake of Fire” (Rev. 20:14-15), which will be the
eternal abode of the unrighteous. As indicated previously, the Lake
of Fire is apparently the place Jesus had in mind when he used the
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term gehenna (“Hell”). Another significant contribution of Revelation is the distinction made between the millennium and eternity.
This distinction is not made anywhere else in the Bible. Also, it is the
book of Revelation that gives the most detailed account of the final
judgment of the unrighteous (Rev. 20:11-15).

Events From the Close of the Millennium to the
Dissolution of the Present Heavens and Earth
The millennium will close with the defeat of those who follow
Satan in the final rebellion (Rev. 20:7-9). As a result of this rebellion,
a huge number of people will perish when fire falls from heaven,
and Satan, presumably along with his host of fallen angels, will be
cast into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:10). It is at this point that God will
dissolve the present world. All these events, indeed all events in
human history to this point, occur during the present phase of earth’s
history, prior to the re-creation of the world. However, events that
follow the dissolving of the present world occur in what is ordinarily
referred to as “eternity.”

The Dissolution of the Present Heavens and Earth
The first mention of the new heavens and earth occurs in Isaiah
65:1. However, as indicated previously, nothing is revealed concerning this new creation, neither events, nor characteristics. (The characteristics that are mentioned in Isaiah 65:2-25 refer mainly to the
millennium; note the mention of death in verse 20, which could not
refer to eternity, cf. Rev. 21:4.) As was observed earlier, the Old
Testament prophets did not foresee the distinction between the
millennium and eternity; thus, these two truths were intertwined in
Isaiah’s prophecy. It is John’s explanation in Revelation that allows
us to differentiate these two phases of the visible kingdom of God.
In Revelation we learn that Satan’s damnation in the Lake of Fire
is the final event prior to the dissolution of the present heavens and
earth. At the dissolving of the present physical universe any living
unredeemed people will perish. While it cannot be known for certain, it is possible the fire that falls from heaven upon the rebellious
at the end of the millennium is itself the dissolving process set in
What Eternity Will be Like 215

motion. In any case, no unredeemed person will survive this event,
as can be inferred from the fact that the unrighteous will be called
up from the dead at the final judgment; this is the second resurrection
and includes only the unredeemed (cf. Rev. 20:12-15). Peter, in
relating this truth to the day of the LORD, which starts sometime in
the tribulation and extends into eternity, gave us a glimpse into the
cataclysmic end of the present universe when he said:
[2 Pt. 3:7-13] By the same word the present heavens and
earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men. . . . But the day of
the LORD will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and
the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. . .That day
will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and
the elements will melt in the heat. But in keeping with his
promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a
new earth, the home of righteousness.

The present heavens and earth will be dissolved and replaced by a
new creation, i.e., a new universe suited for eternity. However,
before unveiling the new heavens and earth, the unrighteous must
face their final judgment.

The Final Judgment of the Unrighteous
In the only extended account of this judgment, John records the
following:
[Rev. 20:12-18] And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another
book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were
judged according to what they had done as recorded in the
books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death
and hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each
person was judged according to what he had done. Then
death and hades were thrown into the Lake of Fire. The
Lake of Fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not
found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the
Lake of Fire.
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Several observations are to be made from this account. 1) The
objects of judgment are the resurrected dead (v.12), that is, the
unrighteous dead (the righteous dead having been resurrected at the
beginning of the millennium). At this resurrection the unrighteous
will be given a body suited for eternity in the Lake of Fire. 2) Every
unredeemed person will be present at this judgment (vv.13-14).
3) The prior status of those to be judged is irrelevant; rich and poor,
weak and powerful will be judged alike (v.12). 4) The two items to
be established at this judgment are that the individual is a sinner
deserving eternal punishment, which will be established by an
examination of his deeds (cf. vv.12-13), and that he or she has not
been redeemed (vv.12-13). This final step in the proceeding, the
determination that the sinner is unredeemed, will be accomplished
by consulting the Book of Life, which contains the names of all the
redeemed. For those present the search will be a formality, since they
are all unredeemed, as is evident by their presence at this judgment;
yet this proceeding will demonstrate the justice of God’s sentence
upon them. 5) This final judgment will not be a summary proceeding; each individual will be examined according to his or her own
moral choices. 6) The outcome of this judgment will be that all the
unredeemed will be cast into the Lake of Fire, which is the second
death (v.14). The term “second death” is not intended to convey the
notion that the unrighteous will cease to have conscious existence at
some point (a doctrine referred to as “annihilationism”). As terrible
as it is, scripture is explicit that the lost will spend eternity in
conscious awareness of their awful, hopeless circumstance (Matt.
25:41-46).
We are given no indication as to how long it will take to
complete this judgment; however, once the judgment is complete all
the unrighteous, including Satan and his angels, having been judged
earlier (cf. Rev. 20:10), will be in the Lake of Fire where they will
remain forever in conscious torment, beyond all hope. God’s creation will have been purged of all evil and his eternal holiness,
righteousness, and justice will have been vindicated to the fullest
extent.
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The New Heavens and Earth
The new heavens and earth are mentioned by Isaiah (65:1), Peter
(2 Pt. 3:13), and John (Rev. 21:1); however, only John reveals detailed
information concerning the new creation, and much of that information must be extrapolated from his description of the New Jerusalem.
The following is gleaned from John’s description in Revelation 21-22:
1) The new earth will have no sea (21:1). 2) It will be a world without
pain, suffering, or sadness (21:4). 3) The new heavens and earth
represent a new world, not simply a renovation of the present earth
(21:5, cf. 20:11, 21:1). 4) There will be nothing unclean or sinful in the
new creation (21:8,7). 5) The heavenly city, the New Jerusalem, will
be the centerpiece of the new earth (21:2-22:5). 6) The new creation
will abound in substances of intrinsic beauty (21:18-21). 7) It will no
longer be dependent upon the light of the sun and moon (21:23; 22:5).
8) God’s dwelling will forever be with men upon the new earth
(21:3,22-23). 9) There is indication that the new earth will be populated by nations of redeemed people (21:24-26). 10) In the vicinity of
the New Jerusalem, and possibly the entire earth, there will no longer
be any night (21:25; 22:5). 11) The curse, having been ameliorated
during the millennium, will be entirely absent from the new creation
(22:3, cf. Rom. 8:18-21). 12) The chief concern of the saints on the new
earth will be to worship and serve God, and reign with Christ
forever, though the particulars of what will be involved in this reign
are not specified (22:3-5).

The New Jerusalem
The bulk of John’s description of the new heavens and earth is
occupied with the description of the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:2-22:5).
As mentioned above, statements and inferences taken from the
description of the New Jerusalem are the chief source of information
about the new heavens and earth, and consequently of eternity itself.
John’s description of the New Jerusalem in Revelation 21:1-22:5
yields the following information: 1) The New Jerusalem will not
descend until the new earth is prepared (21:1). 2) The New Jerusalem
is both the home of the saints and the location of God’s throne (Rev.
21:3,22-23; 22:1-5). 3) The city will rest upon the earth, signifying that
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The new heavens
and earth created

The final judgment
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The Day of the LORD
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(The new heavens and earth)
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Phase #2

The Visible (Earthly) Kingdom of God

Figure 9.1 Eternity
Eternity represents the second phase of the visible aspect of the kingdom
of God, and begins with the dissolution of the present world. After the final
judgment of the unrighteous God will create new heavens and a new earth.
The heavenly city, the New Jerusalem, will descend to the earth and God
will dwell upon the earth with his redeemed forever.
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Heaven will be located on the earth. 4) The beauty and design of the
heavenly city staggers the imagination. John gives the following
description:
[Rev. 21:9-23] One of the seven angels who had the seven
bowls full of the seven last plagues came and said to me,
“Come, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.”
And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great
and high, and showed me the holy city, Jerusalem, coming
down out of heaven from God. It shown with the glory of
God, and its brilliance was like that of a very precious
jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal. It had a great, high wall
with twelve gates, and with twelve angels at the gates. On
the gates were written the names of the twelve tribes of
Israel. There were three gates on the east, three on the
north, three on the south and three on the west. The wall
of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the
names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. The angel who
talked with me had a measuring rod of gold to measure
the city, its gates and its wall. The city was laid out like a
square, as long as it was wide. He measured the city with
the rod and found it to be 12,000 stadia [1400 miles, or
about 2200 kilometers] in length, and as wide and high as
it is long. He measured its wall and it was 144 cubits thick
[200 feet, or 65 meters], by man’s measurement, which the
angel was using. The wall was made of jasper, and the city
of pure gold, as pure as glass. The foundations of the city
wall were decorated with every kind of precious stone. The
first foundation was jasper, the second sapphire, the third
chalcedony, the fourth emerald, the fifth sardonyx, the
sixth carnelian, the seventh chrysolite, the eighth beryl, the
ninth topaz, the tenth chrysoprase, the eleventh jacinth,
and the twelfth amethyst. The twelve gates were twelve
pearls, each gate made of a single pearl. The street of the
city was of pure gold, like transparent glass. I did not see
a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and
the Lamb are its temple. The city does not need the sun or
the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light,
and the Lamb is its lamp. [Explanations in brackets added.]
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4) Both Israel and the Church are symbolically represented, yet
distinctly, in the construction and decoration of the city. Israel is
represented by the twelve gates, each of which has the name of one
of the tribes written upon it (v.12), and the Church is represented in
that the twelve foundation stones of the city each have written upon
them the name of one of the twelve apostles (v.14). 5) John thought
it significant that the city contained no temple structure (v.22). We
should not be surprised at this; after all, a temple is a place where
sinful people meet with a holy God. However, such will not be the
case in eternity; there will be no sin and no barrier between God and
man. The New Jerusalem will have no more need of a temple than
did the Garden of Eden. In Eden, God and man walked together as
friends. In the heavenly city, we will walk together with Christ in an
even more intimate relationship, such that the closest earthly analogy is marriage (v.9, cf. Eph. 5:22-32).

Life in Eternity
Those who enter the eternal kingdom will be in need of healing,
having witnessed the eternal damnation of the unrighteous, which
in most every case will involve the eternal loss of loved ones—sons,
daughters, mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, friends, and neighbors.
There will most assuredly be great sorrow at this loss, but the legacy
of sin and death will not be allowed to burden the hearts of the
redeemed in eternity; God will wipe away every tear. Death will be
defeated and will become only a distant memory. There will no
longer be any mourning or crying or pain, all these will fade into the
dim past as God opens before his redeemed a glorious future
(Rev. 21:4). He will create all things new, and his healing will leave
no area of life untouched. The redeemed of the human family will
be free to begin again, this time with no possibility of failure (Rev.
21:5). Sin and death will be forever vanquished. On the heels of so
great a message, the New Testament draws to a close with these
words:
[Rev. 21:6-22:17] . . . It is done. I am the Alpha and the
Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty
I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the
water of life. . . .And the Spirit and the bride say, “Come!”
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And let him who hears say, “Come!” Whoever is thirsty,
let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free
gift of the water of life.
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10
The Resurrections and Judgments
We have discussed the resurrections and judgments as they
appear in the sequence of future events; however, it is helpful to trace
these related topics through the timeline so that we have a clear
understanding of when each event takes place and its significance.
This is especially true since there are two resurrections, one of which
occurs in two phases, and several judgments.

The Resurrections
The truth of the resurrection was revealed very early, how early
we are not sure, but it appears in some of the first writings of the Old
Testament. The book of Job, the events of which seem to date from
the pre-Mosaic era, has this to say concerning the resurrection:
[Job 19:25-27] I know that my redeemer lives, and that in
the end he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin
has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself
will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. How
my heart yearns within me!

David mentioned the resurrection in Psalm 16, a messianic psalm,
when he said,
[Psa. vv.9-10] Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue
rejoices; my body also will rest secure, because you will not
abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One
see decay.

There are several other references to the resurrection in the Old
Testament (cf. Isa. 25:8; Ezek 37:1-14; Dan. 12:2,13; Hos. 13:14); one
of the clearest references to resurrection in the Old Testament is in
Daniel 12:2.
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[Dan. 12:2] “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth
will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and
everlasting contempt.”

Even though the resurrection was introduced in the Old Testament, there is amazingly little said concerning this truth. It was not
until the New Testament that many details concerning the resurrection were revealed. Jesus spoke of the resurrection (Matt. 22:23-32;
Lk. 14:14; 20:35-38; Jn. 5:21-29; 6:39-54; 11:23-25; 14:19), but revealed
few new details; his teaching on this subject resulted in conflict with
the Sadducees, who denied the resurrection (Matt. 22:23-32, cf. Mk.
12:18-27; Lk. 20:27-37). Jesus taught that resurrected saints will share
at least two characteristics in common with angels: they will not
marry, and they will not die (Lk. 20:35-38). He also said that his voice
will call the dead from their graves (Jn. 5:21-29). Without a doubt,
Jesus’ most definitive teaching on the resurrection was accomplished through his own resurrection from the dead. As Paul later
observed, Christ is “the firstfruits” of what is to come, cf. 1 Cor. 15:23
(true both chronologically and prototypically).
In the New Testament the two main sources of detailed information on the resurrection are the apostles Paul and John. Paul dealt
with the resurrection more extensively than any other biblical writer
(Rom. 4:16-21; 8:10-23; 1 Cor. 6:14; 15:12-57; 2 Cor. 4:14; 5:1-5; Phil.
3:10-21; 1 Thess. 4:14-16; 2 Tim. 1:10; 2:18). He taught the resurrection
of the physical body (Rom. 8:10-23). According to Paul, the bodily
resurrection is the consummation of redemption and adoption as
sons (Rom. 8:23). To deny the resurrection of the body is to deny the
faith (1 Cor. 15:12-19). Apart from the resurrection there can be no
redemption, for in that case not even Christ would have been raised,
and those who have fallen asleep have utterly perished. Indeed,
apart from the resurrection it would be the final lot of all men to
perish (1 Cor. 15:17-19). Paul emphasized that the resurrection body,
while a genuine physical body, will differ from the present body in
ways that are not now apparent (1 Cor. 15:35-50). John tells us that
the redeemed will bear the likeness of the resurrected Christ (1 Jn.
3:2). Paul was the only New Testament writer to make a connection
between the resurrection and the rapture of the Church (1 Cor.
15:51-57; Phil. 3:20-21; 1 Thess. 4:13-17). He said:
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[1 Cor. 15:51-55] Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not
all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet
will sound, the dead in Christ will be raised imperishable,
and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe
itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the
imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the
saying that is written will come true: “Death has been
swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory? Where O death, is your sting?”

In Revelation John added the final details to the New Testament
teaching on the resurrection. It was revealed to John that the first
resurrection (the resurrection of the righteous) will occur at the
beginning of the millennium (Rev. 20:4), and that the second resurrection, the resurrection of the unrighteous, will not occur until after
the millennium, immediately prior to the final judgment (Rev. 20:5).
The first resurrection (the redeemed)
The first resurrection is the resurrection of the redeemed (Rev.
20:5); it will happen in two phases: the first phase occurs at the
rapture of the Church (1 Cor. 15:51-57; 1 Thess. 4:13-17), and the
second phase occurs at the beginning of the millennium (Rev. 20:4).
While students of the Bible have not always agreed on this point, it
appears that only the Church-age believers will be raised at the
rapture (i.e., “ the dead in Christ,” cf. 1 Thess. 4:13-17, esp. vv.14 and
17). Consequently, it seems most likely that the Old Testament saints
will be resurrected at the beginning of the millennium, along with
the tribulation saints that did not survive to the coming of the Lord
(Dan. 12:1-2; Rev. 20:4). The concept of a two-phase resurrection
should not seem strange; some things pictured in the Old Testament
as one event actually work out to be two distinct events. For instance,
the coming of Christ was viewed as a singular event in the Old
Testament (Isa. 61:1-3), but we see from our perspective in history
that it involves two comings (the first to die for sin, and the second
to reign). One item of special interest is that at the rapture, those
believers who are alive will have their bodies transformed without
having to pass through death. This transformation is sometimes
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referred to as the “translation” (Paul uses the term “changed” {Gr.
allasso} in 1 Corinthians 15:51; of course, only the dead can be resurrected).
The question is sometimes raised as to whether saints living in
their natural bodies during the millennium will be subject to death,
and if so, when they will be resurrected. Scripture is not clear on this
point, and any answer given must be inferred. Premillennialists
generally teach that believers will not die during the millennium.
This is the simplest solution to the problem, since there is no mention
of a resurrection of the righteous after the resurrection at the beginning of the millennium. However, the fact that no subsequent resurrection is mentioned is not conclusive proof that there will not be
one, though such an important omission seems unlikely. Another
related question concerns when believers in their natural (untransformed) bodies in the millennium will receive glorified bodies.
Scripture is silent on this matter also, though we may infer that their
bodies must be transformed at some point (1 Cor. 15:35-50). Perhaps
their physical transformation occurs in the moment prior to the
dissolving of the present heavens and earth at the end of the millennium.
The second resurrection (the unredeemed)
Unlike the first resurrection, the second resurrection is to be a
singular event. This resurrection will occur after the present heavens
and earth have been dissolved and before the new heavens and earth
are created (Rev. 20:11-15). All of the unrighteous dead will be raised
in bodies suited to their eternal destination in the Lake of Fire. John
described this event in Revelation.
[Rev. 20:11-15] Then I saw a great white throne and him
who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence,
and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great
and small, standing before the throne, and books were
opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of
life. The dead were judged according to what they had
done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead
that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that
were in them, and each person was judged according to
what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown
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into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If
anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life,
he was thrown into the lake of fire.

The Judgments
There are several judgments to be considered and we must be
careful not to confuse them, as they occur at different times, involve
different people, and have different purposes.
The judgment of the Church
The judgment of the Church (1 Cor. 3:10-17; 4:5; 2 Cor. 5:10-12)
is sometimes referred to as “the bema seat” (Gr. bema, refers to the
place at which a tribunal is held). Since this judgment cannot take
place prior to the rapture of the Church, and would certainly seem
to precede the marriage of the Church to Christ, it would appear that
it must occur in Heaven shortly after the rapture. This is not a
judgment to determine one’s eternal destiny, but an examination of
one’s stewardship of the gifts, abilities, and opportunities given to
each Church-age believer by God (1 Cor. 3:14). Paul issued this
general, yet sober warning:
[Rom. 14:10-12] ...For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat. It is written: “As surely as I live,” says the Lord,
“Every knee will bow before me; every tongue will confess
to God.” So then, each of us will give an account of himself
to God.

The outcome of this judgment will be rewards, or the lack
thereof. Paul said:
[1 Cor. 3:10-15] By the grace God has given me, I laid a
foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. For
no one can lay any foundation other than the one already
laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this
foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or
straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the
day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and
the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he
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has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned
up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only
as one escaping through the flames.

Because of the emphasis placed on forgiveness in the New
Testament, Christians sometimes fail to consider that the saved will
be judged. Even though the issue will be rewards for faithfulness
rather than eternal salvation; nevertheless, to the one who considers
this it is a sobering thought. Some refuse to think about this truth
because they naively assume that in Heaven everyone will have
equal status and that rewards will be offered back to God, so they
reason that it makes little difference how much reward one receives.
Such thinking is grossly unbiblical. Paul is very clear that those who
have no reward will be saved, but “as by fire” (1 Cor. 3:15). The
picture is that of a person who escapes from a burning building with
nothing but his life. Paul said, “he will suffer loss.” As to the idea
that rewards will be returned to Christ, that too is unfounded. This
idea is based on an erroneous interpretation of Revelation 4:10; that
the elders pictured there represent the Church is conjectural, and it
does not say they give up their rewards, only that as often as the
living creatures described in verses 8-9 give glory to God, these
elders will place (the AV says “cast”) their crowns before the throne
of God. How could this act be repeated, as indicated, if the rewards
(represented by the crowns) are given up? To be sure, everyone who
receives a reward in Heaven will be fully aware that they could have
done nothing apart from divine enabling; nevertheless, these are
eternal rewards, and to suggest that somehow they will not matter
in Heaven is to disparage the way in which God has chosen to deal
with his people. It is also not biblical to think that everyone in
Heaven will have equal status. In Matthew 20:20-23 we read where
the mother of James and John came with her sons and asked Jesus
to issue a decree that in his kingdom one of these two men would sit
on Jesus’ right, and the other on his left. Notice that Jesus did not
respond by saying that there are no such places of honor, he simply
said that those positions are for “those for whom it has been prepared
by my Father.”
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Figure 10.1 The Judgments
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Other judgments of believers
While no other judgments of believers are specifically referred
to in future prophecy, it is consistent with the general principles of
scripture that every redeemed person will, at some time, give an
account of himself or herself before God. After all, if each believer is
to be rewarded, each believer’s life must be examined. We may
suppose some sort of judgment for the Old Testament and tribulation saints, as well as those saved during the millennium, though
when these judgments take place is not stated in scripture.
The judgment of the nations
The judgment of the nations occurs during the interlude between the tribulation and the millennium (Matt. 25:31-46). The purpose of this judgment is to determine who will be allowed to enter
the millennium. Since humanity will be gathered into two groups by
the angels at the second coming (Matt. 13:29,40,47-49; 24:31), it will
not be necessary to examine each individual at this judgment. Only
the redeemed will be allowed to enter the kingdom; the unredeemed
will be banished to Hades (Heb. Sheol) to await their final judgment
and ultimate consignment to the Lake of Fire (Hell).
The final judgment of the unredeemed
The final judgment of the unrighteous will take place after the
close of the millennium once the present heavens and earth have
been dissolved, but before the appearance of the new heavens and
earth. At this judgment all unredeemed people from all of the ages
of human history will stand before God to be judged. This is sometimes referred to as “the great white throne judgment” (cf. Rev.
20:11-15). This judicial proceeding is geared toward demonstrating
two facts: 1) that the subject is a sinner deserving of eternal damnation; and, 2) that the sinner is not redeemed, and is therefore liable
for his or her own punishment. In order to make these determinations, two sets of books will be consulted. In one set of books are
recorded the deeds of each person. In the other book, the Book of
Life, are recorded the names of all the redeemed. This judgment is a
formality, since all to be judged are both sinners and unsaved.
Nevertheless, the evidence presented will demonstrate the justice of
God’s sentence upon the condemned and determine the degree of
their eternal punishment. The objects of this judgment will be cast
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into the Lake of Fire (Rev. 20:14) where they will remain forever
(Matt. 25:46), which is referred to in Revelation as “the second death”
(Rev. 20:14). After this judgment the new heavens and earth will be
revealed (Rev. 21:1ff).
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The following appendices, which appear in the print edition, are not
included in this digital edition. The print edition may be ordered
through Biblical Reader Communications (www.biblicalreader.com), or
through major book resellers worldwide. (Print edition ISBN:
1456464434, ISBN-13: 978-1456464431)
Appendices not included:
Amillennialism, Covenant Theology, and Dispensationalism
The Biblical Basis of Premillennialism
Who is the Seed of Abraham?
The Kingdom of Heaven and the Course of the Present Age
The Amillennial View of the Kingdom
Rapture Theology and the Olivet Discourse

