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Chapter 20 
John sees an angel descending from heaven who is holding the key to the abyss (which had 
been given to the star that fell from heaven in 9:1).  The angel seizes Satan and binds him for a 
thousand years and throws him into the abyss.  The angel then locks and seals the pit so that 
the nations will no longer be deceived by the beast.  After a thousand years Satan will be 
released for a short time.   
 
In Chapters 5 and 6 the Lamb opened the seals of the apocalypse.  In Chapter 12 the ejection of 
Satan from heaven resulted in his threatening the earth.  In Chapter 20 the eventual release of 
Satan will bring war and deceit.  But after a thousand years those who have been released from 
their sins by the blood of the Lamb will understand the nature of the deceit and hopefully will 
not succumb to it.   
 
From the Lutheran Study Bible  
The dragon (identified as Satan) is not annihilated at this great battle but is locked away for a 
thousand years.  John does not explain why evil exists.  He simply accepts that it exists and that 
it stubbornly resists God’s efforts to eliminate it.  This long period of time suggests that the final 
victory will not come during the lifetime of John or his readers.  It suggests God’s time.  In God’s 
time the ultimate triumph will come.   
 
What would you describe as evil in the world? 
What are the dangers of refusing to recognize and name evil in the world? 
What are the dangers of labeling people, places, or events evil? 
 
Back to Chapter 20 
In verse 4 the righteous who are dead come back to life to reign with Christ.  In addition to 
reigning with Christ, these resurrected souls also act as priests.  The transfer of control from the 
kingdom of this world to God is given tangible expression in the thousand-year reign.  Other 
parts of the New Testament offer little help in interpreting the nature of this messianic 
kingdom.  In Mark the term appears to be a clear future reference.  In Luke we see elements of 
a present reality.  The tension found in the gospels between a present reality and future 
realization is evident in the rest of the New Testament.   
 
1 Corinthians 15:24-26 has also been linked with Revelation 20.  It reads:  
Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed 
every ruler and every authority and power.  For he must reign until he has put all his enemies 
under his feet.  The last enemy to be destroyed is death.    

 



Scholars debate whether there is a period during which Christ reigns and puts his enemies 
under his rule (much like the devil is bound in Revelation 20) or whether (as 1 Corinthians 
suggests) the Parousia is immediately followed by the resurrection with no intervening period.   
 
A blessing is pronounced on those who share the first resurrection (that of the martyrs).  In the 
second resurrection John states that the rest of the dead will be raised at the end of the 
millennium.  Those who participate in the first resurrection are free from the threat of the 
second death (the lake of fire).  The first resurrection is a reward reserved for the faithful.  The 
second is necessary to bring the dead to judgment.   
 

 
 
The Millennium 
Views about the Millennium have varied throughout the history of the Christian church.  There 
are premillennial ideas that say the Parousia will take place before the messianic reign on earth.  
Postmillennial ideas believe that the reappearance of Christ will take place at the end of the 
millennium.  There are also amillennialism views who reject the messianic reign on either end 
because they believe that this event has already appeared in the cross and resurrection and in 
the emergence of the early Christian church.   
 
Augustine – The City of God 
Initially Augustine (354-430) (Bishop of Hippo in North Africa) was attracted to the premillennial 
position.  But later he became convinced that the spiritual interpretation of the prophecy was 
the correct approach.  Rather than refute the premillennial view he chose to set out to explain 
his position in detail in his writings, The City of God, using Revelation 20 as his foundation.   
 
He first tackles his understanding of the two resurrections through the lens of Jesus’ words in 
John 5:25-29.  As Augustine notes, Jesus speaks of a present resurrection that is not the 
resurrection of the body but of the soul.  In verse 28 Jesus refers to the resurrection of the 
body.  Augustine also uses John 5 to explain Revelation 20:1-6.  He believes that some 
Christians have misunderstood John and have concluded that the first resurrection is a bodily 
resurrection.   
 
 
 



In defending his view of the first resurrection Augustine had to address opponents who argue 
that the concept of resurrection refers only to the bodily aspect of human nature.  Their logic is 
that 1) only what can fall can rise again and 2) since bodies fall when they die then 3) there can 
only be a resurrection of bodies. Augustine points to the teachings of Scripture where the 
language of resurrection is clearly a spiritual experience.  He quotes Colossians 3:-1-2 and 
Romans 6:4 and Ephesians 5:14.  He found no biblical obstacle that the first resurrection is 
spiritual. 
 
As for the thousand years Augustine offers two possible interpretations of this period.  One 
possibility is that the thousand years indicate the sixth millennium (the sixth day) which 
preceded the eternal Sabbath (the seventh day).  The second possibility is that the thousand 
years are intended to stand for the whole period of this world’s history and represents the 
entirety of time as a perfect number.   
 
As for the figures of Gog and Magog, they have brought out the ingenuity of many exegetes.  
One suggested interpretation focuses on their identification in terms of geography.  A writer 
named Hal Lindsey (who lived in the twentieth-century) believed that Gog referred to Russia 
and that Israel’s next war would be with Russia.  It reflects clearly the Cold War situation of the 
1960s and 1970s.  However Augustine sees this event as the last persecution (when the last 
judgment is imminent).  This persecution will be suffered throughout the whole world.  The 
universal City of Christ will be persecuted by the universal city of the Devil.   
 
Augustine is also confident that the fiery destruction is not the final punishment of evildoers.  
The persecution of the holy City is for a strictly limited time.  God’s judgment will be executed 
on all his enemies.  As the judgment unfolds, books are opened.  Augustine takes these to be 
the Scriptures that establish the divine law.   
 
Reference is then made to another book that is opened to enable judgment to be passed on all 
humanity.  Augustine sees this as the book that contains the name of every person who is held 
accountable to the commandments (which ones are fulfilled and which ones are not fulfilled).  
All the dead will need to give an account.  He suggests that death embraces the good and Hades 
the wicked.  Those saved will experience death but are saved the punishment of hell whereas 
the wicked must endure both.   
 
For Augustine this second book is a symbolic reference to predestination (the decree of God 
which determines those to whom eternal life will be given).  The key issue at stake in his under-
standing of predestination as the radical gift of salvation.  At the end of human history the 
grace of God will triumph. 
 
View of Judaism 
A totally different concept of redemption is found in Judaism.  Judaism has always maintained a 
concept of redemption as an event which takes place publicly and on the stage of history and 
within the community.  It is an occurrence which takes place in the visible world and which 
cannot be conceived apart from such a visible appearance.   



In contrast, Christianity conceives of redemption as an event in the spiritual and unseen realm 
(in the private world of each individual) and which effects an inner transformation which need 
not correspond to anything outside.  Events which for the one stood unconditionally at the end 
of history as its most distant aim are for the other the true center of the historical process.   
 
Reflection  
What is distinctive about Revelation is that those who resist the beast and Babylon are not 
church members alone.  Likewise when we read a passage like Matthew 25, service to the 
hungry, the thirsty, the naked, and the imprisoned is the criterion for a place among the sheep 
or the goats (not necessarily membership in the church).  The texts in Matthew and Revelation 
do not allow readers to be complacent in the face of judgment.   
 
Judgment texts like Matthew 25 and Revelation do not offer precise descriptions of what is to 
come, but challenge our assumptions about priorities, inclusiveness, and values.  As the letters 
to the seven church indicate, who is in and who is out are not at all clear.  Those who are most 
confident (the Laodiceans) turn out to be the least included.  Confessing the name and being 
part of a faith community is not what counts.  It is whether one has worshiped the beast and 
drunk deep of the wine of fornication of Babylon.  Membership within a specific religious group 
is less important than non-conformity to the values of the beast and Babylon.   
 
Confessing Christ does not guarantee either insight or salvation.  There remains the possibility 
that resistance to the beast and Babylon can be discerned by all those who instinctively do 
what is required of them by God. 
 

 
 
Chapter 21 
The focus is now on earth (not heaven) for it is to earth that the heavenly city descends.  The 
theme of newness found in Second Isaiah is hinted at in the promises to the angels of the seven 
churches (2:17 and 3:12).  The song that greets the Lamb (5:9 and 14:3) is now fulfilled.  What is 
past is no more.   
 
There is a brief, unexplained mention that there will be no more sea.  The sea in heaven 
became a threatening place to be endured or conquered.  The earthly sea had been the object 
of judgment.  It was a place to be exploited by the mariners.   



Above all the sea was the place out of which the beast had arisen to threaten the eternal 
destiny of humanity.  The threat is now removed.   
 
Babylon and Jerusalem are now contrasted.  That which descends from heaven is a blessing 
rather than a curse on humanity.  This city is a place to enter rather than depart.  Jerusalem is 
likened to a bride.  The voice of the bride was silenced in Babylon and the wedding feast in 19:7 
seemed destined not to begin.  The true bridegroom will appear and will be summoned to 
come to the bride.   
 
Three times in verse 3 God is said to be with his people.  In the new Jerusalem humans are once 
more God’s people.  There will be no more mourning, crying, or pain.  God will make all things 
new.  Addressing John personally, the one on the throne announces – It is done!  Water will no 
longer pose a threat for the waters have returned to the control of the one who created them.  
The nations (who are the waters on whom Babylon sat) are now people who can partake of the 
water of life freely.   
 
Starting in verse 9 we read that an angel who has held one of the seven bowls comes to show 
John the bride of the Lamb.  He is carried away in the spirit (like Ezekiel).  In the verses that 
follow John describes the city in terms that remind us of the conclusion of Ezekiel’s vison of 
Jerusalem found in Chapter 48.   
 
The angel who shows the city to John is holding a golden measuring rod to measure the city.  It 
is a positive way to offer an inventory of the city that is to come.  In Revelation 11 John was 
given a measuring rod and was told to measure only a part of what he sees.  There are no 
restrictions here nor is a census taken to those who worship.   
 
John reports that he saw no temple in the new city.  It is possible that there will be no need for 
a temple because the city is a sanctuary unto itself.  John states that the Almighty God and the 
Lamb are the city’s temple.  If a temple marks a discrete place of divine presence in the midst of 
our world then here the divine is immediately present and all-pervasive.  There is no need for 
light in the new Jerusalem because of the radiance of God’s glory.  Nothing profane will enter 
this city nor will anyone whose name is not written in the Book of Life.   
 
It all sounds wonderful! 
 
Chapter 22 
John reports that the angel showed him the heart of the city.  John sees the river of the water 
of life.  It brings us back to creation (paradise) (a garden).  On either side of the river grows the 
tree of life.  The leaves of the tree are meant for the healing of the nations.  Heaven is now on 
earth and the servants of God will perform their service to God without a temple.  They will see 
the face of God (in the Old Testament the people had to veil their faces).   
 
 



The vision stops abruptly at 22:5 and with a sense of climax.  But the revelation goes on by 
means of a string of injunctions that take us back to the opening of the book.  But there are 
differences between the first and last chapters of the Book of Revelation.  In Chapter 1 the 
revelation is given to Jesus which he then communicates through an angel to John.  In 22:6 it is 
God (himself) who sends an angel to show the servants of God what will occur.   
 
The blessings of 1:3 (in which the angel blesses both those who read aloud the prophecy and 
those who hear and keep its words) is balanced by the blessing in 22:7.  The angel announces – 
See, I am coming soon!  The coming is eschatological and the crisis is imminent.  That urgency is 
also felt in the gospels.   
 
The reaction of John after all he heard and saw was to fall down and worship at the feet of the 
angel who revealed all of these things to him.  John reacted in the same way in 1:17 when he 
fell at the feet of the one like the Son of Man and again in 19:10 where the angel showed him 
the marriage supper of the Lamb.  But the angel was not to be worshiped.  The angel demands 
that John worship God alone.   
 
Conclusions on the Book of Revelation  
The book remains open.  The words spoken were not only for the people in John’s day but also 
for us in the present.  We still need that change of heart rather than a resignation to our fate.  It 
is also left open for us to decide whether we belong among the unjust or among the believers.  
Once more we are reminded to repent.   
 
In verse 16 the speaker now identifies himself as Jesus and says that he is the One who sent his 
angel to bear witness to these things.  Prophecy, witness, and the life of Christ are bound 
together in Revelation.  Both the Spirit and the bride speak in response to Jesus.  The voice of 
the bride (the new Jerusalem) replaces the stilled voice of the bride in Babylon.  Hearing is 
important.  Those who do not hear will find that the One who comes is not a redeemer but a 
judge.  In the end no one should add or take away from the book.   
 
Ill treatment of the book brings a curse.  The Book of Revelation is not law but prophecy.  It is 
not laws to be carried out but visions to be seen, heard, and responded to so that the nature of 
reality can be viewed differently, certain acts avoided, and others followed.   
 
Prophecy in Revelation is linked with the testimony of Jesus.  It is a means of witnessing.  
Hearing and reading must be matched with keeping the message.  Keeping the Word means 
observing the works of God and the commandments of God.   
 
John ends with a prayer that the grace of the Lord Jesus be with all.  It is a final prayer of 
universal blessing at the end of a text in which threat and division have predominated.  At its 
end there is the promise of water given freely.   
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