The History and Destiny of the Human Race #9

“The Final Chapter of History”

Revelation 19:11-20:10
Beauty pageant contestants are often asked, “If you could have one wish for the world, what would it be?” The answer is invariably, “World peace.” What if we were asked the same question? What would it take to make our planet “a perfect world”? Would it be the eradication of hunger, the elimination of military weapons, the enlightenment of the nations, or the equality of all people?

Many have given up hope that anything would make a real difference in our world. The increase of technology that enables us to do faster and more accurately has yet to deal with the basic problems that plague mankind. Will anything work? Or anyone?

As we begin to wind up our study of the history and destiny of the human race, we will discover that Scripture answers these questions. We began this series in the first three chapters of Genesis; we will conclude it in the last three chapters of Revelation. Indeed the end of Revelation reiterates many of the themes and images of the beginning of Genesis.
 Revelation 19-20 marks the beginning of the end, what I am calling, “The Final Chapter of History.”

The Triumphant Return of the Savior

Last week we considered the return of Christ in the clouds, the resurrection of believers who have died, and the transformation of the saints who are alive at that time. In Revelation 19 we read another account of Jesus’ return—this time His return to earth. As mentioned previously, some believe these are two accounts of the same event; others believe these are two separate occurrences divided by some length of time. We will not deal with that question in this study.

Revelation 19 depicts the triumphant return of the Savior in great detail. The armies of the world are amassed against the Antichrist and False Prophet to a place called Armageddon. When Jesus appears, these armies join forces to oppose Him. John writes in Revelation 19:11-16,

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. 

The description of Jesus in the text is awe-inspiring. He is riding a white horse, which was the symbol of a conquering warrior. Jesus is described as having eyes blazing like fire, and wearing many crowns on His head. The word for crowns here—diademata—means a royal crown, unlike the victor’s crown—stephanous—of the saints (and of the antichrists in the first seal).
 

His robe is dipped in blood, which probably refers to the blood of His foes, as Isaiah 63:1-6 depicts.
 On His robe He bears the titles “King of Kings and Lord of Lords.” These designations are familiar in the Old Testament (Deuteronomy 10:17; Psalm 136:3); the New Testament (1 Timothy 6:15); and even the Jewish literature of the day (1 Enoch 9:4).
 Other rabbinic teachings looked for a conquering Messiah whose “garments will be dipped in blood” and who “with a rod of iron [being the] word of his mouth.”

He had “a name written on him that no one knows but he himself.” First-century magicians believed that to know someone’s name gave them power over that person.
 John may be stating that no one has power over Christ.

He is followed by “the armies of heaven, riding white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean.” Who are these armies? Two popular possibilities are angels and the believers. There are good arguments for both, and it is not impossible that both the angels of Heaven and the resurrected saints are meant in this text.
 

John then records in verses 17-18,

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.”

Not even the combined forces of earth can stand against the Conqueror from Heaven. This event is often referred to as “the Battle of Armageddon,” and is described in verses 19-21, 

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 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.
But, in fact, “it is not so much a battle as an execution, as the remaining rebels are killed off by the Lord Jesus.”
 The Antichrist and False Prophet are captured and cast alive into “the fiery lake of burning sulfur.” This is the place called Gehenna in Greek, what we believe as Hell. Until now, Gehenna has been empty; these two are the first occupants of Hell. The fact that they are thrown into Hell “alive” speaks of “a living death” as opposed to mere annihilation (as taught by some cults).

“The rest of them” were killed by Jesus after the dastardly duo are sent to Gehenna. Who are they? Probably the armies gathered at Armageddon, not the entire population of the planet.
 With the world dictator and all the armed forces out of the picture, the stage is set for Jesus to establish His global kingdom over all the nations of earth.

Jesus’ Second Coming does not close history; it opens history’s last chapter—a period of glory and splendor, of revelation and vindication, slated to last a thousand years.

The Temporary Restraint of Satan

This thousand-year period is described in Revelation 20. The first characteristic of this time is the temporary restraint of Satan, detailed in verses 1-3,

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.
Revelation 20 begins with the binding of Satan and his incarceration in the Abyss (Greek Tartarus) for one thousand years. Many scholars see this as the most challenging portion of the book of Revelation to interpret.
 What is meant by Satan being bound, and how do we understand this period of one thousand years?

The period of time is sometimes called “The Millennium,” which comes from two Latin words, mille (“thousand”) and annum (“year”).
 There are three basic schools of interpretation regarding the millennium, and one of those is divided into two separate groups. The most recent view is called postmillennialism, so called because it believes that Christ will return to earth at the end, or after the millennial period has been completed. They believe that the Millennium—not a literal one thousand year period, but symbolic of the Church Age—is the period of time in which the Church grows and the world becomes better and better until Christ returns. This view has been pretty much abandoned over the past century or so, since the world is certainly not getting better! 

The second view, popularized by Augustine in the fourth century and picked up by the Catholic, Reformed, and Lutheran Churches, is called amillennialism. This view also sees the Millennium as a symbolic, not literal, period of time between the first coming of Christ and His return to earth. Rather than seeing the Millennium as a time the Church rules on earth, they believe it represents the rule of Christ in Heaven while history unfolds on earth, with Satan being bound at this present time. At some point Christ will return to earth to establish His eternal throne. 

The third view, which was the common (though not unanimous) view of the early church, is called historic premillennialism. This interpretation sees the events of Revelation 20 (indeed, the events of the entire book of Revelation) as literally to be fulfilled in the future. After a time of intense persecution of the Church, Jesus will return, bind Satan, and rule with His saints on earth for a period of one thousand years, after which a few other events will take place before history comes to an end. 

An offshoot of this interpretation, called dispensational premillennialism, made popular in the last century and a half, follows the literal treatment of the biblical text, but separates Israel from the Church as two distinct peoples of God, and they hold that the Millennium has to do with Israel, not the Church.

Without going into all of the arguments for and against these views, I believe we do best by trying to understand Scripture the way it was originally understood by the audience to whom it was written. The earliest Christians espoused the historic premillennial view, and I believe it possesses fewer interpretive difficulties than do the others.

That being said, what is meant by the binding of Satan? The Bible Knowledge Commentary addresses this question:

An important interpretive question is whether Satan was bound at the first coming of Christ, as is commonly advanced by amillenarians, or will be bound at His second coming, as is held by premillenarians. Revelation 20:1-3 rather clearly contradicts the amillennial interpretation that Satan was bound at the first coming of Christ. Throughout the Scriptures Satan is said to exert great power not only against the world but also against Christians (Acts 5:3; 1 Cor. 5:5; 7:5; 2 Cor. 2:11; 11:14; 12:7; 1 Tim. 1:20). If there is still any question whether this is so, it should be settled by the exhortation of 1 Peter 5:8: “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.”

Amillenarians answer this by saying that Satan is limited by the power of God. But this has always been true, as illustrated in the Book of Job and elsewhere. To describe Satan’s present situation as being locked in the Abyss and unable to deceive the nations for a period of a thousand years is simply not factually true today, and it requires extreme spiritualization of the literalness of this passage as well as other New Testament references to Satan’s activities and present power. This same power of Satan is further revealed in the Great Tribulation when he empowers the world ruler (Rev. 13:4). Satan will have been cast out of heaven at the beginning of the Great Tribulation and will then be more active than ever (Rev. 12:9, 13, 15, 17).

If Satan is actually deceiving the nations today, as the Scriptures and the facts of history indicate, then he is not now locked in the Abyss, and the thousand-year Millennium is still future. This interpretation is also supported by the final statement that after the thousand years, he must be set free for a short time (20:3). Here expositors again are at a loss to explain this except in a literal way, making possible a final satanic rebellion at the end of the millennial kingdom.

John writes in Revelation 20:1-3 that Satan was bound and thrown into the Abyss. The Abyss—also mentioned in Revelation 9:1-2, 11:7, and 17:8—is the designation for Tartarus, the prison house for fallen angels which we have considered previously.
 This place was feared most of all, as seen in pleading of the demons in Luke 8:31 against being sent there.

Why is Satan bound for this time? Verse three states, “to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended.” The Millennial period will be characterized by the absence of satanic activity on earth. For the first time since the Garden of Eden, mankind will be spared from his temptations and deceptions. As previously pointed out, to think that such a condition could describe our present world is naïve at best!

The end of verse three might be puzzling, if not troubling. John adds, “After that, he must be set free for a short time.” We might understand Satan’s incarceration during the Millennium, but why would God set him free, even for a short time? The answer to this will be seen shortly.

The Terrestrial Reign of the Saints

Once the Antichrist and False Prophet are captured and condemned to Gehenna and Satan is confined to Tartarus, Jesus will establish His earthly reign. Revelation 20:4 speaks of the resurrection of martyrs during the Great Tribulation, who came to life and reigned with Christ. 

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. ﻿(The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years.

﻿Some have taken this to mean that only those who have been killed for the sake of Jesus will take part in the Millennial reign.
 Other teach that all the believers of all times will join Christ in His Kingdom on earth, pointing to the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 19:28, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel”; and the Paul in 1 Corinthians 6:2-3, “Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? … Do you not know that we will judge angels?”; and Old Testament passages such as Daniel 7:9-14 and Zechariah 14:5.
 

If the saints will rule and reign with Christ, who will we rule and reign over? Those who survive the Great Tribulation will enter the Millennium in their natural bodies, and they will bear children and repopulate the earth.
 The saints will have their glorified bodies (similar to Christ’s following His resurrection), but the inhabitants of earth will remain in their natural bodies throughout this period.

Some scholars have purposed that during the Millennial reign of Christ, the curse of sin on nature will be reversed.
 Prophecies such as Isaiah 11:6-10 will be fulfilled:

The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper’s nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious. 
(Others find the fulfillment to this and other prophecies in the New Heaven and the New Earth.) At any rate, this period of human history will be one of world peace, ecological responsibility (and hence prosperity), and governmental integrity. What a change that will be!

The Terminal Revolt of Sin

Unfortunately, this pleasant state will not last forever. At the end of the thousand years, Satan will be released from Tartarus and allowed to work his deception on earth once again. Verse three states that he will be released “for a short time,” but in that short time his work will be quite successful—at least from his vantage point. We read in verses 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 forever and ever.
In this “short time” Satan gathers a following that cannot be numbered! Who are these rebels? “Gog and Magog” are mentioned in Ezekiel 38-39 as enemies of Israel who attack Jerusalem from the north and are destroyed. There is no evidence that such an attack has already occurred, as some scholars have tried to see this as a prophecy that Russia will attack Israel during the Great Tribulation. (We don’t have time to go into this argument here, but the foundation for such an interpretation is terribly weak!)

The names Gog and Magog recur often in Jewish texts (i.e., rabbinical writings, apocalyptic texts, Dead Sea Scrolls) as the final major enemies of Israel.
 In this case, Satan will find a receptive audience among those who came into the Millennium period and their offspring. Even though Christ has ruled over them, Satan finds their unregenerate hearts still responsive to his enticements and ready to rebel against God.
 

What does this tell us about the nature of mankind? This reveals that the source of rebellion against God does not lie in man’s environment or fundamentally with the devil but springs up from deep within man’s own heart. The return of Satan will demonstrate this in the most dramatic manner once for all.
 Jeremiah 17:9 states, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” How tragically true this is!

The Millennium, then, is not the perfect and final manifestation of God’s Kingdom.
 It is, instead, the final chapter of human history on planet earth, for as we will see in our next study, the heavens and earth will be destroyed and a new heaven and new earth created.

But this period is not without its lessons. Wiersbe notes,

In one sense, the millennial kingdom will “sum up” all that God has said about the heart of man during the various periods of history. It will be a reign of law, and yet law will not change man’s sinful heart. Man will still revolt against God. The Millennium will be a period of peace and perfect environment, a time when disobedience will be judged swiftly and with justice; and yet in the end the subjects of the King will follow Satan and rebel against the Lord. A perfect environment cannot produce a perfect heart.

Even if we were able to bring about “world peace” or any other improvement to our world, it would not change the heart of man. Only the good news of Jesus Christ can change lives. Only as a man or woman becomes “a new creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17) will there be any lasting difference. In order to see this transformation in our own lives, we much choose to submit to the lordship of Christ and allow Him to reform us from within.

The final battle will be between the forces of Jesus and the forces of Satan. In a sense, that is the same battle being waged even now. This is how things are in the last analysis. In the end there is only Christ or Satan: Christ, who lives forever, and those with him, and Satan who dies forever, and those with him; between whom men and choosing daily—while they may.

What will your choice be? Like the Bob Dylan song put it, “It might be the Devil, or it might be the Lord, but you know you gotta serve somebody.” The choice is yours.
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