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Revelation 20 is often seen as the most significant biblical passage in the debate
over the timing and nature of the millennium. In verses 4–6, John describes individuals who “came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years” (v. 4) and calls
this coming to life “the first resurrection” (v. 5). According to premillennialism, this
passage provides compelling evidence for two physical resurrections separated by a
thousand years—a resurrection of the righteous at the Second Coming (vv. 4–6) and
a resurrection of the wicked after the millennial reign of Christ (vv. 11–15). In contrast, amillennialists argue that the first resurrection is not physical but spiritual,
referring to either (a) the regeneration of the believer or (b) the believer’s entrance
into heaven at the point of death. But a careful evaluation of the amillennial arguments for these views demonstrates that the first resurrection cannot be spiritual in
nature and therefore must refer to the first of two physical resurrections in Revelation
20, just as premillennialism teaches.

*****
Introduction
As noted in a previous article, Revelation 20 has long been considered the clearest and most convincing argument for the eschatology of premillennialism. 1 But in
recent years, an increasing number of amillennial voices have insisted that Revelation
20 actually provides more compelling evidence for their own view. For example,
Sam Storms cites Revelation 20 as “a strong and immovable support for the amillennial perspective;”2 Kim Riddlebarger describes it as “the weak link in any form of
premillennialism;”3 and Dean Davis argues that “the amillennial approach gives us a
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remarkably clear, consistent, and exegetically natural interpretation of this notoriously challenging text.”4
One of the most significant issues in Revelation 20 involves the nature of the
“first resurrection” in verses 4–6.5 This resurrection has been described as one of the
most hotly disputed issues in all of Scripture 6 and “the focal point of the eschatological hostilities which divide premillennialists from amillennialists.” 7 Because this
resurrection is described as “first”—and because John depicts the rest of the dead
coming to life after the thousand years (v. 5a)—premillennialists believe Revelation
20 foresees two physical resurrections separated by the millennial reign of Christ.
These two resurrections are often considered not only a “major exegetical problem
for amillennialism,”8 but also “the linchpin of the premillennial position.” 9
In response, amillennialists reject this idea of two physical resurrections separated by a thousand years, insisting instead that the first resurrection is a spiritual
resurrection that takes place throughout the present age. More specifically, amillennialists interpret the first resurrection as either (a) the regeneration of believers at the
point of conversion or (b) the entrance of believers into life in heaven at the point of
death. In doing so, amillennialists argue for a single, physical resurrection of both the
righteous and the wicked when Jesus returns at the end of the age.
The purpose of this article is to reexamine this key passage in the millennial
debate, with a focus on the amillennial interpretation of the first resurrection. After
setting forth the premillennial argument from Revelation 20:4–6, this study will carefully evaluate the amillennial view that the first resurrection is spiritual in nature. It
will then examine the two specific amillennial views on the identity of this spiritual
resurrection. In the process, this article will demonstrate that the amillennial arguments for a spiritual resurrection in Revelation 20:4–6 fall short, and therefore that
this passage provides compelling evidence for the eschatology of premillennialism.
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The Premillennial View of the First Resurrection
In Revelation 20:4–6, the apostle John continues his description of the thousand
years, focusing on the resurrection and millennial reign of those who are martyred
for their faith in Christ:
Then I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was given to them. And
I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony of
Jesus and because of the word of God, and those who had not worshiped the
beast or his image, and had not received the mark on their forehead and on their
hand; and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. The
rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were completed.
This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy is the one who has a part in the
first resurrection; over these the second death has no power, but they will be
priests of God and of Christ and will reign with Him for a thousand years (Rev
20:4–6).
The most highly debated part of this passage concerns the meaning of the phrase
“they came to life” (e[zhsan) in verse 410 and the nature of the “first resurrection” (hJ
ajnavstasiV hJ prwvth) in verse 5.11 According to premillennialism, this “first resurrection” is the first of two physical resurrections in Revelation 20, which are separated by a thousand years. The first is a resurrection of the righteous, the faithful
believers who are martyred during the Tribulation (v. 4), whereas the second is a
resurrection of the wicked, “the rest of the dead” who “did not come to life until the
thousand years were completed” (v. 5). Those raised in the first resurrection reign
with Christ for a thousand years (v. 4), and those raised in the second resurrection
come before the throne of final judgment after the millennium (vv. 11–15). As premillennialist John Walvoord writes:
The sharp contrast in the passage is between those who are raised at the beginning of the thousand years and those who are raised at the end. Both are physical
resurrections, but those who are raised at the beginning of the Millennium, designated as the “first resurrection,” are contrasted to those who “come to life” at
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Hughes argues that the aorist tense of zavw (e[zhsan) is constative (“they lived”) rather than ingressive
(“they came to life”) (James A. Hughes, “Revelation 20:4–6 and the Question of the Millennium,” WTJ
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[Rev] 2:8 and 13:14, as well as Luke 15:32 and Rom. 14:9” (G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, NIGTC
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the end of the Millennium, who face judgment according to Revelation 20:11–
15.12
As Robert Saucy explains, this contrast between the two physical resurrections has
significant implications for the millennial debate:
The mention of two resurrections separated by a period of a thousand years,
along with the reference to the participants in the first resurrection as reigning
with Christ, clearly points to a millennial period after the coming of Christ,
when the first resurrection occurs. 13
In this way, the physical nature of the “first resurrection” provides convincing support for the concept of a millennial kingdom between the present age and the eternal
state and therefore presents a difficult problem for amillennialism.
The Premillennial Argument
The primary reason the “first resurrection” in Revelation 20 must refer to a
physical resurrection concerns the terminology itself. The word “resurrection”
(ajnavstasiV) is used almost exclusively in the New Testament to refer to “the elimination of the condition of physical death through bodily resurrection.” 14 The word is
used 41 times in the New Testament, and in 38 out of its 39 uses outside of Revelation
20, it refers to a physical resurrection. The lone exception is its metaphorical use in
Luke 2:34 where it cannot refer to bodily resurrection because physical death is absent from the immediate context. 15
This alone does not prove that ajnavstasiV refers to a physical resurrection in
Revelation 20—for it is possible that John is using this word in a unique way—but it
does place a heavy burden of proof on those who say otherwise. Physical resurrection
is clearly the concept that would have immediately arisen in the minds of John’s
12
John F. Walvoord, “The Theological Significance of Revelation 20:1–6,” in Essays in Honor of
J. Dwight Pentecost, eds. Stanley D. Toussaint and Charles H. Dyer (Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), 236.
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Non-Dispensational Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1993), 276. The closest and most
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heaven, clothed in fine linen, white and clean” from Rev 19:14, that is, the people of God who accompany
Christ at His return (David J. MacLeod, “The Fourth ‘Last Thing’: The Millennial Kingdom of Christ
(Rev. 20:4–6),” BSac 157, no. 625 [Jan 2000]: 55; Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 8–22: An Exegetical
Commentary [Chicago: Moody Press, 1995], 414). But as Craig Blaising observes, “The identity of the
occupants of these thrones is not crucial to resolving the millennial question” (Craig A. Blaising, “Premillennialism,” in Three Views on the Millennium and Beyond, ed. Darrell L. Bock [Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing, 1999], 221).
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original readers upon seeing the word ajnavstasiV, and therefore, if it refers to anything else in Revelation 20, this must be obvious from the immediate context.
In contrast, the immediate context confirms that John is indeed describing a
physical resurrection. Because the apostle describes the subjects of this resurrection
as those who were martyred—and follows this with the statement that “they came to
life and reigned” (Rev 20:4)—this strongly implies that this new life is physical. 16 In
other words, interpreting the first resurrection as a bodily resurrection fits the context
in which John sees those who were killed in the physical realm coming back to life
in the physical realm. As Alva J. McClain notes, “If the people involved were beheaded physically, and then lived again, common sense would suggest that they received back the same category of life that had been lost.”17 This confirms the standard
meaning of ajnavstasiV in Revelation 20:5 as a physical resurrection.
In addition, since the physical resurrection of “the rest of the dead” in verse 5a
is described with the word e[zhsan (“they came to life”), and the identical form of the
same verb e[zhsan (“they came to life”) is used to describe the resurrection of the
saints at the end of verse 4, this resurrection must also be physical. 18 The issue here
is not merely the repetition of the same form of the same verb, but also the way in
which these two verbs are connected. When John writes, in effect, “Some of the dead
e[zhsan (v. 4b), but the rest of the dead did not e[zhsan until later (v. 5a),” he makes
it clear that the verb refers to the same act or experience in both uses. Therefore,
whatever happened to one group also happened to the other—if one resurrection is
physical, the other must be physical as well. 19
These two physical resurrections—believers prior to the thousand years and unbelievers afterward—could hardly be stated more clearly:
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and corporeal quickening” (“The First Resurrection,” 80).
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Consensus, eds. Donald K. Campbell and Jeffrey L. Townsend (Chicago: Moody Press, 1992), 254; Jeffrey L. Townsend, “Is the Present Age the Millennium?,” BSac 140, no. 559 (July 1983): 219; MacLeod,
“The Fourth ‘Last Thing,’” 59; George Eldon Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God (Grand
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Revelation,” in Four Views on the Book of Revelation, ed. C. Marvin Pate (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
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Acts 1:3; 9:41) (Revelation 8–22, 417).
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[April 1960]: 169).
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First Resurrection:

“they came to life [e[zhsan] and reigned
with Christ for a thousand years” (Rev
20:4)

Second Resurrection:

“the rest of the dead did not come to life
[e[zhsan] until the thousand years were
completed” (Rev 20:5a)

Subsequently, in a vision of events taking place after the thousand years, the apostle
John describes the resurrection of the wicked unto judgment: “And the sea gave up
the dead which were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them;
and they were judged, every one of them according to their deeds” (Rev 20:13; emphasis added). This is John’s description of the rest of the dead coming to life after
the thousand years, a clear reference to the second of two physical resurrections separated by the millennial reign of Christ. For this reason, the use of the word ajnavstasiV, in combination with these other clear indications in the immediate context, support the premillennial view that the first resurrection is physical in nature.
The Amillennial Objection
The most common objection to this view is that the Bible elsewhere teaches a
single, general resurrection in which the righteous and the wicked will be raised at
the same time (Dan 12:2; John 5:28–29; Acts 24:15).20 As Kenneth Gentry explains:
Why should we believe that the New Testament everywhere teaches a general,
singular resurrection on the last day, only to discover later in the most difficult
book of the Bible that there are actually two specific, distantly separated resurrections for different classes of people?21
According to amillennialists, because both the righteous and the wicked will be
raised at the same time when Jesus returns, Revelation 20 cannot teach two physical
resurrections separated by a thousand years. As amillennialist Kim Riddlebarger
writes, “Scripture clearly teaches that the resurrection and judgment of the righteous
and unrighteous will occur at the same time, thus eliminating the possibility of an
earthly millennial age to dawn after the Lord’s return.”22
In response to this objection, Daniel 12:2, John 5:28–29, and Acts 24:15 do not
actually preclude the possibility of two distinct resurrections separated by a period of
time. In fact, all three passages speak of a resurrection of the righteous and a resurrection of the wicked—and always in that same order (the same as in Revelation
20
Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1939), 715; Floyd
Hamilton, The Basis of Millennial Faith (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1942), 121; Anthony Hoekema, The
Bible and the Future, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 232.
21
Kenneth L. Gentry, Jr., “A Postmillennial Response to Craig A. Blaising,” in Three Views on the
Millennium and Beyond, 243. Gentry is postmillennial, but this objection is raised by amillennialists and
postmillennialists alike.
22

Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 166.

The Master’s Seminary Journal | 9
20)23—and they neither state nor require that the two resurrections happen simultaneously. They simply do not specify one way or the other. 24 As Wayne Grudem explains:
All of these verses, in the absence of Revelation 20:5–6, might or might not be
speaking of a single future time of resurrection. But with the explicit teaching
of Revelation 20:5–6 about two resurrections, these verses must be understood
to refer to the future certainty of a resurrection for each type of person, without
specifying that those resurrections will be separated in time. 25
Even John 5:28–29, which speaks of “an hour” in which these two resurrections
will occur, does not require that both resurrections take place at the same time. John
frequently uses the word “hour” (w{ra) in reference to an extended period of time
(John 16:2), sometimes as long as the entire present age (John 4:21, 23; 1 John 2:18).
In fact, this is how he uses the word “hour” just three verses earlier in John 5:25. 26
As Craig Blaising explains, “If the eschatological hour can be extended over two
thousand years, it is not impossible that a thousand years might transpire between the
resurrection of the just and the resurrection of the unjust.” 27
As most biblical interpreters recognize, 28 sometimes a given prophecy will predict two or more future events and present them in such a way that it appears they
will occur simultaneously, and yet later revelation indicates a significant gap of time
separating them.29 Commonly referred to as “telescoping,” “prophetic perspective,”
or “prophetic foreshortening,” this phenomenon is often compared to seeing two
This is especially clear in John 5:29 where Jesus speaks of two different physical resurrections:
“a resurrection of life” and “a resurrection of judgment.” According to McClain, this passage lays an exegetical foundation for the two resurrections in Revelation 20 (The Greatness of the Kingdom, 489).
23
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Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing, 1994), 1119; Herman A. Hoyt, “A Dispensational Premillennial Response,” in The
Meaning of the Millennium, ed. Robert G. Clouse (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1977), 195.
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Craig A. Blaising, “A Premillennial Response to Robert B. Strimple,” in Three Views on the
Millennium and Beyond, 150.
27
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See Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 3rd ed. (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 2003), 200; Walter C. Kaiser and Moisés Silva, An Introduction to Biblical
Hermeneutics: The Search for Meaning (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1994), 143–44; Robert L.
Plummer, 40 Questions About Interpreting the Bible (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic & Professional,
2010), 210; William W. Klein, Craig L. Blomberg, and Robert L. Hubbard, Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (Nashville: W Publishing Group, 1993), 304–5; Henry A. Virkler and Karelynne Gerber Ayayo,
Hermeneutics: Principles and Processes of Biblical Interpretation, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 169–70; Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., The Uses of the Old Testament in the New (Eugene, OR: Wipf
and Stock Publishers, 1985), 63–68; J. Scott Duvall and J. Daniel Hays, Grasping God’s Word: A HandsOn Approach to Reading, Interpreting, and Applying the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing,
2001), 370–71; Kenneth L. Barker, “The Scope and Center of Old and New Testament Theology,” in
Dispensationalism, Israel and the Church: The Search for Definition, eds. Craig A. Blaising and Darrell
L. Bock (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1992), 324–25; George Eldon Ladd, The Presence of the
Future: The Eschatology of Biblical Realism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1974), 64–65.
29
See, for example, Isa 9:6–7; 40:1–5; 61:1–2 (cf. Luke 4:16–21); Jer 29:10–14; Zech 9:9–10; and
Joel 2:28–32.
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mountain peaks off in the distance—initially they appear to be right next to each
other, but a closer look reveals that they are separated by a valley.30
Most amillennialists recognize this use of prophetic perspective.31 As Kim Riddlebarger explains: “There are specific instances in the Scriptures when a prophet
foretold what appears to be a single future event, but as history unfolded it became
clear that the original prophecy referred to multiple events.” 32 According to Riddlebarger, the mountain peak analogy is a fitting way to illustrate this dynamic:
As I stand in the greater Los Angeles basin and look toward the mountains to
the northeast, I see a single mountainous ridge on the horizon. Yet, if I were to
drive directly toward the mountains, I would soon realize that what appeared to
be a single ridge was actually a series of hills, valleys, and mountains separated
by many miles. So it is with some Old Testament prophecies.33
For example, there is no clear evidence in the Old Testament alone that there
would be two distinct comings of the Messiah separated by a significant period of
time. But once later revelation in the New Testament arrived, it became clear that
what the Old Testament writers seemed to depict as a single event must now be recognized as two events with a gap of time separating the two. 34
In the same way, when it comes to the future resurrection, what the earlier writers of Scripture seemed to depict as a single resurrection of both the righteous and
the wicked (Dan 12:2; John 5:28–29; Acts 24:15) must now be recognized as involving two resurrections, a resurrection of the righteous and a resurrection of the wicked
a thousand years later (Rev 20:1–15). In other words, while these other passages do
not specify the timing of the two resurrections, in Revelation 20:5 this time element

30
Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard, Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 304; Kaiser and Silva,
Biblical Hermeneutics, 144; Virkler and Ayayo, Hermeneutics, 169–70. As J. Barton Payne observes,
“Biblical prophecy may leap from one prominent peak in predictive topography to another, without notice
of the valley between, which may involve no inconsiderable lapse in chronology” (The Encyclopedia of
Biblical Prophecy [Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1980], 137).
31
E.g., Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 71; Anthony Hoekema, The Bible and the Future,
9, 12, 18, 21–22; Storms, Kingdom Come, 29; Donald Garlington, “Reigning with Christ: Revelation 20:1–
6 and the Question of the Millennium,” Reformation & Revival 6, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 60–61; cf. Davis,
The High King of Heaven, 247–48.
32

Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 71.

33

Ibid.

Hoekema, The Bible and the Future, 89. As a more specific example, the events prophesied in
Isa 61:1–2 appear to take place at the same time, and yet later revelation in Luke 4:16–21 clarifies a gap
of time between the first-century fulfillment of Isa 61:1–2a and the eschatological fulfillment of Isa 61:2b.
Luke 4 does not reinterpret or distort the original meaning of Isa 61:1–2, but it does bring clarity to the
timing of the events that were prophesied. Two additional examples can be found in Isa 9:6–7 and Zech
9:9–10. In Isa 9:6–7 alone, there is no clear evidence that a lengthy interval of time would separate the
birth of Christ at His first coming (Isa 9:6a) from the reign of Christ at His second coming (Isa 9:6b–7),
and yet later revelation clarifies the existence of this temporal gap between them. Likewise, the interval
between the first coming in Zech 9:9 and the second coming in Zech 9:10 could not be perceived in that
passage alone, and yet subsequent revelation clarified that what the prophet depicted as a single event must
now be recognized as involving two.
34
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is specified—one thousand years will separate these two physical resurrections. Recognizing this development in the progress of revelation is the only way to harmonize
all of what Scripture teaches on the subject of the future resurrection. 35
The Amillennial View of the First Resurrection
Amillennialists reject the idea of two physical resurrections separated by a thousand years, claiming instead that the “first resurrection” is a spiritual resurrection that
takes place throughout the present age, to be followed by a physical resurrection at
the end of this age. More specifically, amillennialists interpret the first resurrection
as either (a) the regeneration of believers at the point of conversion or (b) the entrance
of believers into life in heaven at the point of death. But before these two specific
views can be evaluated, the amillennial argument for the spiritual nature of the first
resurrection in general must be considered.
The Case for a Spiritual Resurrection
In making the case for the spiritual nature of the first resurrection, most amillennialists appeal to an argument first articulated by Meredith G. Kline in 1975 36 and
subsequently adopted and developed by several leading proponents of amillennialism.37 It now appears to be the primary argument for the spiritual nature of the first
resurrection in Revelation 20, but most premillennialists have largely ignored it in
their critiques of the amillennial view. 38

35
An additional argument against the premillennial view comes from Sydney Page, who points out
that Rev 20:4–6 contains no explicit mention of Christ’s return, which “would be a surprising omission if
the coming to life refers to the resurrection that occurs at that time” (Sydney H. T. Page, “Revelation 20
and Pauline Eschatology,” JETS 23, no. 1 [March 1980]: 36). But according to the premillennial view, the
second coming is explicitly described in Rev 19:11–21, which takes place at the very beginning of the
thousand years of Rev 20:1–6, so this objection carries no weight.
36
Meredith G. Kline, “The First Resurrection,” WTJ 37, no. 3 (Spring 1975): 366–75; and Meredith
G. Kline, “The First Resurrection: A Reaffirmation,” WTJ 39, no. 1 (Fall 1976): 110–19.
37
E.g., Beale, The Book of Revelation, 1002–7; Vern S. Poythress, The Returning King: A Guide to
the Book of Revelation (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing, 2000), 179–81; Dennis
E. Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb: A Commentary on Revelation (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing, 2001), 291–94; Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 244–49; Storms, Kingdom
Come, 462–66.
38
The most obvious exception is found in the immediate response to Kline’s original article by J.
Ramsey Michaels (“The First Resurrection: A Response,” WTJ 39, no. 1 [Fall 1976]: 100–9). In subsequent years, however, most premillennialists have either ignored this argument altogether or addressed it
only briefly. For example, Deere (“Premillennialism in Revelation 20:4–6,” 72) and Blaising (“Premillennialism,” 224) relegate their responses to a single footnote, and Hoehner (“Evidence from Revelation 20,”
255) summarizes the responses of Michaels and Deere in a single paragraph. Most others don’t even mention it.
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The Amillennial Argument
As amillennialists observe, even though the word “resurrection” (ajnavstasiV)
almost always refers to physical resurrection elsewhere in the New Testament, it occurs only here in the Apocalypse, and Revelation 20:5–6 is the only place in Scripture
where ajnavstasiV is modified by the ordinal “first” (prw:toV).39 Amillennialists consider the uniqueness of this expression “first resurrection”—rather than simply the
use of “resurrection” itself—to be the decisive factor in determining the intended
meaning of John’s designation.40
According to amillennialists, by calling it the “first” resurrection, the apostle
was not simply designating it the first in a series of resurrections of the same kind—
he was indicating that this resurrection was of a different quality than the resurrection
that follows. In other words, the modifier “first” indicates a qualitative difference
between two resurrections rather than merely establishing a numerical sequence between two events.41 According to this view, the qualitative difference is that the
“first” resurrection is spiritual whereas the second resurrection is physical.
To justify this distinction, amillennialists point to the contrast between the first
and second deaths in Revelation 20. The first death of believers is physical/temporal
and therefore different in nature from the second death of unbelievers, which is spiritual/eternal (Rev 20:10, 14–15). As G. K. Beale reasons, “If there are thus two different kinds of deaths, it is plausible that the corresponding resurrections would also
differ. The resurrection of believers is spiritual, whereas the resurrection of unbelievers is physical.”42 In this way, the passage is said to reflect the following chiastic
arrangement:

Figure 1. Beale, The Book of Revelation, 1005.
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Beale, The Book of Revelation, 1004; Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 243–44; Storms,
Kingdom Come, 462; Jonathan Menn, Biblical Eschatology (Eugene, OR: Resource Publications, 2013),
359–60.
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Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 243–44; Storms, Kingdom Come, 462; Beale, The Book
of Revelation, 1004; R. Fowler White, “Death and the First Resurrection in Revelation 20: A Response to
Meredith G. Kline,” unpublished paper presented at ETS, 1992, 2, 19.
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Kline, “The First Resurrection,” 366; Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 244–45; Beale,
The Book of Revelation, 1002–15; Menn, Biblical Eschatology, 359–63. As Riddlebarger summarizes,
“The terms do not indicate sequence but contrast” (A Case for Amillennialism, 245).
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According to amillennialist Sam Storms, this double binary pattern reflects a beautiful irony in John’s language: the believer dies physically but experiences spiritual
resurrection, whereas the unbeliever is resurrected physically but experiences spiritual death.43
The key to understanding this expression “first resurrection” is said to be found
in those New Testament passages which contain a similar antithesis between
“first/old” and ”second/new” (Rev 21:1; 1 Cor 15:22, 49–49; Heb 8:6–10:9). According to amillennialists, in these passages the modifier prw:toV designates not that
which is first in a sequence, but rather that which pertains to the present world order,
in contrast to that which pertains to the world to come. In Revelation 21:1, for example, the modifier “first/old” refers to those pre-consummate and incomplete elements
belonging to the present, sin-cursed creation order, whereas the modifier ”second/new” refers to those consummate and complete elements belonging to the eternal
state.44 In Revelation 21:1, then, the adjective “first”
does not merely mark the present world as first in a series of worlds and certainly not as first in a series of worlds of the same kind. On the contrary, it
characterizes this world as different in kind from the “new” world. It signifies
that the present world stands in contrast to the new world order of the consummation which will abide forever.45
This antithesis is said to be confirmed later in Revelation 21, where physical death in
the present age in verse 4 is considered part of the “first things,” and the “second
death” in the lake of fire in verse 8 takes place in the age to come. 46
According to amillennialists, then, whatever is “first” in the Book of Revelation
pertains to the present world and whatever is “second” or “new” pertains to the world
to come.47 For this reason, because the second resurrection is physical and pertains
to the eternal order of the age to come, the first resurrection must be spiritual and
pertain to the temporary order of the present age. 48 Therefore, the first resurrection
must refer to a spiritual resurrection which takes place during the present age rather
than a physical resurrection in the age to come. 49
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Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb, 291; Beale, The Book of Revelation, 1005–6.

Kline, “The First Resurrection,” 366–67. Later Kline writes, “To be called ‘first’ within that
pattern is to be assigned a place in this present world with its transient order. That which is ‘first’ does not
participate in the quality of consummate finality and permanence which is distinctive of the new kingdom
order of the world to come” (369).
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Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 245; Beale, The Book of Revelation, 1006.
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Ibid., 464. In other words, the first resurrection of Rev 20:5 is “first” in the sense that it belongs
“to the order of the present world which is passing away” (Garlington, “Reigning with Christ,” 75).
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As Dennis Johnson writes, “The ‘first resurrection’ granted to deceased saints in Revelation 20:4–
6, since it belongs to the present, preconsummation order, is not their reception of the bodies made like
Christ’s glorious body, fitted for immortal residence in the curse-free new earth (Phil. 3:21)” (Triumph of
the Lamb, 291–92).
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This same distinction is also seen in the antithesis between the “first man”
(Adam) and the “second man” (Jesus) in 1 Corinthians 15 and the “old/first covenant”
vs. “new/second covenant” in Hebrews 8–10.50 As Beale observes:
The first Adam had a perishable body and brought death, whereas the last Adam
had an imperishable and glorious body and brought eternal life. The first covenant was temporary and led to death (e.g., Heb. 8:13), while the second was
eternal and led to life.51
Therefore, in none of these passages—Revelation 21, 1 Corinthians 15, or Hebrews
8–10—“does ‘first’ (prw:toV) function as an ordinal in a counting of things that are
identical in kind.”52 Amillennialists believe that this supports the view that the “first
resurrection” of Revelation 20 must be different in kind from the second resurrection
(which is physical) and therefore that it must be spiritual in nature.
The Premillennial Response
In response, there are five significant problems with this argument. The initial
difficulty with this view of the “first resurrection” is that the operative term in this
designation is not the adjective “first” but rather the noun “resurrection.” 53 As previously noted, the noun ajnavstasiV is a well-attested technical term that almost always
refers to bodily resurrection in the New Testament. In the very rare instances where
this word means anything else, this is instantly clear from the immediate context (e.g.,
Luke 2:34). In addition, the chronological use of the adjective prw:toV—in which it
refers to the first in a sequence—is extremely common in the New Testament, and
especially in the Apocalypse. 54 This, in combination with the clear contextual indicators of two physical resurrections in Revelation 20 (see discussion above), identifies the most obvious meaning of the “first resurrection” as the first in a sequence of
two bodily resurrections. Put more simply, prw:toV means “first” and ajnavstasiV
means “resurrection.”
This does not mean that the two physical resurrections in Revelation 20 are
identical in kind—for the first is “a resurrection of life” (John 5:29a) while the second
50
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Beale, The Book of Revelation, 1007. According to Riddlebarger, “If two major redemptive covenants—the Mosaic covenant and the new covenant—can be contrasted with the same terms, [first] and
new, this certainly strengthens the case that John did the same thing in Revelation 20 and 21, contrasting
two kinds of resurrection” (A Case for Amillennialism, 246).
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Deere, “Premillennialism in Revelation 20:4–6,” 72. As Blaising writes, “It seems incredible that
Meredith Kline could devote two articles attempting to defend a traditional amillennial view of ‘the first
resurrection’ by means of an argument on the word ‘first,’ completely ignoring the operative term ‘resurrection’” (“Premillennialism,” in Three Views on the Millennium and Beyond, 224).
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Steve Sullivan, “Premillennialism and an Exegesis of Revelation 20,” 35; accessed on July 20,
2014, http://www.pre-trib.org/data/pdf/Sullivan-PremillennialismAndA.pdf. The adjective prw:toV is used
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which is most prominent or important (BDAG, 892–94; Danker, The Concise Greek-English Lexicon, 309).
In all of its 19 uses in Revelation, prw:toV appears to describe being first in a sequence.
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is “a resurrection of judgment” (John 5:29b)—but it does mean that both are actual
resurrections. This illustrates why the appeal to Revelation 21, 1 Corinthians 15, and
Hebrews 8–10 actually undermines the case for a spiritual resurrection in Revelation
20. There is a qualitative distinction in Revelation 21 between the “first” heaven and
earth and the “new” heaven and earth, but both are physical creations; there is a
qualitative distinction in 1 Corinthians 15 between the “first man” (Adam) and the
“second man” (Jesus), but both are actual men; and there is a qualitative distinction
in Hebrews 8–10 between the “first” covenant and the “second” covenant, but both
are actual covenants.55 In contrast, the amillennialist emphasizes the qualitative distinction between the two resurrections in Revelation 20 in such a way that the “first
resurrection” is no longer an actual resurrection, at least not in terms of what the
word ajnavstasiV means in the New Testament.
Secondly, if the “first resurrection” does not consist of a physical resurrection,
then Revelation 20 contains no explicit mention of the future resurrection as the consummation of the believer’s hope.56 As J. Ramsey Michaels argues:
It would be strange indeed if a work emphasizing so strongly at the outset the
resurrection of Jesus (1:5, 18), and with such a pervasive concern to offer consolation to Christians facing persecution and martyrdom, were to overlook the
very heart of the church’s eschatological expectation. 57
Although some assert that the future resurrection of believers is described in Revelation 20:11–15, this passage describes only the resurrection of judgment which awaits
unbelievers.58
The third difficulty with this argument relates to the perspicuity of Scripture.
Simply stated, it is difficult to imagine that any interpreter would have ever taken this
approach to the “first resurrection” prior to its discovery in the second half of the 20 th
century.59 How could even the most diligent of Bible students be expected to connect
55
This qualitative distinction is indicated not by the terms “first/old” and “second/new” themselves
but rather by the contexts in which they occur.
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That only unbelievers are in view in Rev 20:11–15 is clear for a number of reasons: (1) “The rest
of the dead” in Rev 20:5—which refers to unbelievers as those who do not take part in the “first resurrection”—is the obvious antecedent of “the dead” in verse 12. (2) The resurrection of “the dead” in Rev
20:11–13 is the second resurrection implied in verse 5b, and this resurrection leads to the “second death”
in verse 6a, of which believers are said to have no part (Thomas, Revelation 8–22, 431). (3) The only
stated outcome of this judgment is the lake of fire (Rev 20:15). (4) “The Book of Life comes into the
discussion only to show that the names of these dead are not written there” (Thomas, Revelation 8–22,
431). (5) This fits the broader context of Revelation 19–20, which sets forth God’s ultimate victory over
everything corrupted by sin—the beast, the false prophet, Satan, heaven and earth, and now His unbelieving human enemies. At the very least one would have to agree with the observation of Michaels that “in
these verses there is no emphasis at all upon this future resurrection as positive object of Christian hope”
(Michaels, “The First Resurrection,” 105).
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Even though this argument was first articulated in 1975 by Meredith Kline, the chiastic relationship between the two deaths and two resurrections was identified in 1960 by Summers (Ray Summers,
“Revelation 20: An Interpretation,” RevExp 57, no. 2 [April 1960]: 182). Jonathan Menn appears to trace
Kline’s view/argument back to Alexander Fraser’s Key to the Prophecies of the Old and New Testaments
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all the dots necessary to arrive at this conclusion? Why would the apostle John use
such obscure language, demanding such a convoluted interpretive process? How
could John be sure his readers would identify this double binary pattern, much less
think to consult these other three passages, to determine the meaning of the “first
resurrection”? And why would the fact that “first” never modifies “resurrection” outside of Revelation 20 send his readers on this complicated interpretive journey in the
first place?60 Isn’t it more likely that “first resurrection” simply means “first resurrection”? As Harold Hoehner observes, “The complexity of this view makes it suspect.”61
Fourthly, the technical meaning ascribed to the adjective prw:toV is highly questionable. Apart from the fact that this use of the adjective has gone almost completely
unnoticed by the major lexicons, 62 it does not appear to be demanded by its use in 1
Corinthians 15, Hebrews 8–10, or Revelation 21. In each of these passages, the sequential use of prw:toV—in reference to the first of two Adams, the first of two covenants, and the first of two heavens/earths—is sufficient to communicate the intended
meaning of the biblical writers. Even though the first Adam, first covenant, and first
creation all possess other qualities in addition to being first in a sequence—even some
qualities common to all three—this does not mean that these additional qualities are
inherent in the meaning of the adjective itself. 63 The amillennial argument uses a
questionable meaning of the adjective “first” to reinterpret the well-attested meaning
of “resurrection” and thereby ascribes to ajnavstasiV a meaning in Revelation 20
which it possesses nowhere else in the New Testament. 64
Fifthly, and most importantly, even if the amillennial view of prw:toV is granted
for the sake of argument, an insurmountable problem arises because of the definitions
which are Not Yet Accomplished in 1802 (Menn, Biblical Eschatology, 360–61), but a comparison shows
that the similarities between Fraser and Kline have been exaggerated.
60
The fact that a given adjective modifies a given noun only once in the entire New Testament
should not lead the interpreter to expect a specialized meaning of the adjective-noun combination which
ascribes an unprecedented meaning to the noun. But the amillennial approach does just that.
61
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Langkammer believes that the concept of transitoriness is communicated by the greater context of Rev
21:1, or by the word in and of itself.
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given to prw:toV and ajnavstasiV. To review, in light of the perceived antithesis between “first/old” and “second/new,” amillennialists insist that prw:toV in Revelation
20 means “to belong to the present state of affairs which is passing away.” 65 As the
qualitative and polar opposite of “new,” 66 prw:toV is said to describe that which is
merely provisional, transient, and temporary, in contrast to what is consummate, final, and enduring.67 In other words, whatever is “first” is antithetical to permanence 68
and will eventually be superseded and replaced by what is “new” when it passes
away.69 For this reason, amillennialists believe the adjective prw:toV “is used to designate elements that belong…to the present, sin-cursed creation order, in contrast to
the new heaven and new earth.”70 As the diametrical opposite of that which characterizes eternity and resurrection life, 71 “Whatever is first does not participate in the
quality of finality and permanence which is distinctive of the age to come.” 72
The difficultly arises when the amillennialist takes this definition of prw:toV and
applies it to ajnavstasiV in Revelation 20 as a reference to a spiritual resurrection. For
those amillennialists who believe that the “first resurrection” refers to regeneration,73
the contradiction is obvious. In what way does the believer’s regeneration belong to
the present state of affairs which is passing away? How can the new life received at
conversion be described as provisional, transient, and temporary, in contrast to what
endures? How can the new birth be considered the qualitative and polar opposite of
the future resurrection? Is the believer’s regeneration antithetical to permanence?
Will the new life received at conversion pass away and be replaced by his bodily
resurrection? Can it really be said that the spiritual birth of believers belongs to the
65
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present, sin-cursed creation and therefore that the spiritual life of regeneration does
not participate in the age to come? 74 As Michaels observes:
The point of the few New Testament passages that speak of Christians as already in some sense resurrected (e.g., Rom. 6:4, 11; Eph. 2:5f; Col. 3:1ff.) is
that, to the extent that this resurrection is a present reality, the believer is set
free from the transitory present world and ushered into the age to come. 75
For amillennialists who believe the “first resurrection” refers to the believer being ushered into the presence of Christ at the point of death,76 the dilemma is similar.
In what sense does the believer’s entrance into the blessings of heaven belong to the
present state of affairs which is passing away? How can being ushered into the presence of Christ be described as transitory or diametrically opposed to the future resurrection?77 How can a “resurrection to heavenly glories” 78—including the blessings it
brings to those who are resurrected—be considered part of the present, sin-cursed
creation order?79 As Michaels explains:
74
Most amillennialists would likely affirm that regeneration is the means by which believers partake of the age to come, even now in the present age. In contrast, they see the “first man” (1 Cor 15:47)
and the “first covenant” (Heb 8–10) as that which leads to death (Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism,
246; Beale, The Book of Revelation, 1007). This alone demonstrates the inconsistency of the amillennial
position, at least for those who see the “first resurrection” as regeneration.
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Kline seeks to resolve the tension in a similar way, noting that this resurrection “is still not the
ultimate glory of the Christian” because it “stands on this side of the consummation” (“The First Resurrection,” 371). But this too significantly dilutes the amillennial view of the antithesis between the two
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One amillennialist who takes this view of the “first resurrection” defines it as “the deliverance of
their souls from all that threatened them on earth” (Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb, 294), and another
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the first resurrection as resurrection can hardly be described as temporary or
transitory. It does not “pass away,” like death or the sea or the old heaven and
earth. The Christian who dies…begins to participate then and there in the blessings of the age to come. His death as death is indeed transitory, but his death as
resurrection…belongs to the new age. Is that not the whole point in referring to
it as a resurrection?80
For these five reasons, even though the amillennial argument is certainly sophisticated, it fails to provide any convincing evidence that the “first resurrection” in Revelation 20 is spiritual in nature.
Amillennial Views of the First Resurrection
Although amillennialists all agree that the first resurrection is spiritual in nature,
they disagree regarding the specific kind of spiritual resurrection portrayed in Revelation 20. Some amillennialists interpret the first resurrection as the regeneration of
believers at the point of conversion, while others view it as the entrance of believers
into life in heaven at the point of death. Both of these amillennial views must be
considered.
View 1: The Regeneration of the Believer
The first amillennial view is that the first resurrection of Revelation 20 refers to
the regeneration of believers at the point of conversion.81 This spiritual resurrection
is said to take place throughout the current age as those who were previously dead in
their sins are made alive in Christ and live to reign with Him in the present millennial

describes it as an “extension” and “intensification” of the blessedness of regeneration (Garlington, “Reigning with Christ,” 96). Again, how can this understanding of the first resurrection in Revelation 20 be
reconciled with the amillennialist’s definition of the modifier “first”?
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kingdom.82 As William Cox writes, “We believe entrance to the on-going millennium
is gained solely through the new birth, and that John refers to this as the first resurrection.”83 This view is common among amillennialists. Riddlebarger identifies the
first resurrection as “the believers’ regeneration;”84 Hamstra calls it “the first resurrection of regeneration;”85 Hamilton refers to it as “the new birth of the believer;” 86
Page describes it as “initiation into the Christian life in the present age;” 87 and Shepherd simply labels it “conversion.”88
To support this view, amillennialists note that the new birth is depicted throughout the New Testament as a rising from the dead in the spiritual realm (Mark 12:26–
27; John 5:25–29; 11:25; Rom 6:4–6; 8:10–11; Eph 2:1–7; Col 2:12–13; 3:1; 1 John
3:14; 5:11–13).89 Those regenerated by the Holy Spirit are described as having
“passed out of death into life” (1 John 3:14), having been “made…alive together with
Christ” (Eph 2:5). This abundant use of resurrection terminology in reference to the
new birth is said to provide clear evidence that the first resurrection of Revelation 20
is spiritual regeneration.90
A second argument for the regeneration view is that the apostle John describes
the first resurrection as “souls” coming to life (Rev 20:4). As Floyd Hamilton writes:
The deliberate choice of the word “soul,” which almost universally means soul
as distinct from body, as applying to the believers now reigning with Christ in
glory, seems to make it perfectly plain that the first resurrection is [the new
birth]. If it were a literal resurrection of the body, why should the author choose
a word which almost always does not mean body?91
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A third argument for this view is found in John 5:25–29.92 In this passage, when
Jesus refers to a spiritual resurrection of believers in the present (vv. 25–27)—in contrast to a physical resurrection of believers in the future (vv. 28–29)—the spiritual
resurrection in view is the new birth of the one who believes in Christ. Because of
the parallel between this passage and Revelation 20, John 5:25–29 is said to support
the idea not merely that the “first resurrection” is spiritual in general, but that it is the
regeneration of the believer in particular.
In response, there are several significant difficulties with this view of the first
resurrection in Revelation 20. First, the word “resurrection” (ajnavstasiV) is used 39
times in the New Testament outside of Revelation 20 and never is it used to refer to
regeneration.93 This objection is not conclusive, because it is possible that Revelation
20 uses this word in a unique way, especially since a metaphorical use of ajnavstasiV
would be a fitting way to signify being “made alive” in the spiritual realm. But nonetheless, the lack of precedent for this use of ajnavstasiV places the burden of proof on
those who claim that the “first resurrection” is the believer’s regeneration.
A second problem concerns the coming to life of “the rest of the dead” at the
beginning of verse 5. When John says that these individuals “came to life” (e[zhsan),
most interpreters agree that this verb refers to a physical resurrection. Because John
uses the same form of the same Greek word (e[zhsan) to refer to the coming to life of
the individuals in verse 4, it stands to reason that this “first resurrection” must be a
physical resurrection as well. Otherwise, “we are faced with the problem of the same
word being used in the same context with two entirely different meanings, with no
indication whatsoever as to the change of meaning.” 94 The premillennial view does
not have this problem, because it sees the verb e[zhsan as referring to a physical resurrection in both verses—a resurrection of the righteous in verse 4 and a resurrection
of the wicked in verse 5.
Regarding the amillennial argument that John’s use of the word “souls” in Revelation 20:4 supports this view, yuchv is often used as a reference to the whole person
(Mark 3:4; Luke 6:9; 9:56; Acts 2:41, 43; 3:23; 7:14; 15:26; 27:37; Rom 2:9; 13:1; 1
Cor 15:45; 1 Pet 3:20)95 and therefore it need not refer to the resurrection of merely
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the spiritual component of man. In fact, as amillennialist G. C. Berkouwer recognizes, there seems to be no soul-body dichotomy in view in Revelation 20:4–6, for
John simply sees that those who had been beheaded come to life again and sit on
thrones.96 For this reason, the use of yuchv in Revelation 20:4 is compatible with the
premillennial view of the “first resurrection” and therefore fails to provide compelling evidence that it refers to the regeneration of believers.
A third problem with this view concerns the duration of the reign of the saints.
In Revelation 20:4 and 6, the apostle John describes the saints reigning “for a thousand years” (civlia e[th). In doing so, he uses an accusative of time, which indicates
that the saints will reign for the entire thousand-year period.97 This can be illustrated
by John’s use of the same accusative of time in Revelation 20:2—“for a thousand
years” (civlia e[th)—where Satan is bound and incarcerated for the entirety of the
thousand years. According to John’s portrayal of the vision, then, the individuals who
come to life in the first resurrection will begin their reign at the same time—at the
very beginning of the thousand years—and they will reign together with Christ for
the entirety of that time period (Rev 20:4–6).98
In contrast, according to the amillennial view that the first resurrection equals
regeneration, believers are regenerated throughout the thousand years (i.e., the present age) so that the entrance of these saints into this millennial reign is distributed
throughout the millennium. 99 In this scenario, those saints who are saved during the
church age do not reign for the entirety of the thousand years—as John says they
will—and some of them do not begin their reign until the millennium is almost over.
If John had intended to communicate that the saints would reign during the
thousand years (which would correspond to the amillennial view) instead of throughout the extent of the thousand years, a genitive of time would have been more appropriate.100 As it stands, the apostle’s use of the accusative civlia e[th (“for a thousand
years”) not only presents a problem for the amillennial regeneration view, but it also
fits perfectly with the premillennial view of believers coming to life in the first resurrection and reigning with Christ for the entirety of the thousand years. 101
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The amillennialist cannot escape this difficulty by appealing to the symbolic nature of the Book
of Revelation, for John’s use of the accusative of time is not imagery but rather a grammatically precise
explanation of the significance of what he saw in his vision. If the first resurrection refers to the regeneration of believers throughout the thousand years, why would John portray them as coming to life at the
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Fourthly, and most significantly, according to the view that the “first resurrection” in Revelation 20 is regeneration, the people in verse 4 are not regenerated by
the Holy Spirit until after they are martyred for their faith in Christ. In the second
part of John’s vision in Revelation 20:4, the apostle John writes:
And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony
of Jesus and because of the word of God, and those who had not worshiped the
beast or his image, and had not received the mark on their forehead and on their
hand; and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years (Rev
20:4).
According to the straightforward reading of Revelation 20:4, this view introduces
“the absurdity of having souls being regenerated after they’ve been beheaded for
their faithfulness to Christ!”102 Because this is theologically impossible, this view of
the first resurrection must be rejected.103
View 2: The Death of the Believer
Other amillennialists interpret the “first resurrection” of Revelation 20 as the
believer’s entrance into the intermediate state at the point of death and the blessings
beginning of the millennium and reigning together with Christ throughout the entirety of the millennium?
No satisfactory answer to this question has been proposed by proponents of amillennialism.
102
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of life that it brings.104 William Hendriksen describes the first resurrection as “the
translation of the soul from this sinful earth to God’s holy heaven;” 105 Anthony
Hoekema calls it “the transition from physical death to life in heaven with Christ
during the time between death and the resurrection;” 106 and James Hughes defines it
as “the soul’s being raised from earth to heaven.” 107
According to this view, when the believer dies physically, his soul is raised and
it ascends from earth to heaven, “the effect of which is the living and reigning Christ
a thousand years.”108 This ascension—in which the soul enters the intermediate state
of life with Christ—is called the “first resurrection.”109 In the words of Robert Strimple, “The first resurrection occurs when [the believer] departs this life and is immediately ushered into the presence of Christ to reign with him.” 110
According to this view, the first resurrection of Revelation 20 is considered a
paradoxical reference to the physical death of the believer. 111 As Meredith Kline explains, “Just as the resurrection of the unjust is paradoxically identified as ‘the second
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death’ so the death of the Christian is paradoxically identified as ‘the first resurrection’…. What for others is the first death is for the Christian a veritable resurrection!”112 In other words, even though these believers have died, “John sees them as
alive, not in the bodily sense, but in the sense that they are enjoying life in heaven in
fellowship with Christ.”113
According to amillennialist Sam Storms, if the apostle John’s purpose in Revelation 20:4–6 was to encourage believers who were facing persecution and possible
martyrdom,
what better, more appropriate, or even more biblical way could he have done so
than by assuring them that though they may die physically at the hands of the
beast they will live spiritually in the presence of the Lamb? I can think of no
more vivid way of making this point than that of life beyond and in spite of
death.114
In fact, Storms argues that the terminology John uses to describe his vision fits perfectly with the view that the first resurrection refers to entrance into the intermediate
state:
If John were attempting to describe the blessings of the intermediate state for
those facing martyrdom, what terminology could he possibly have used, other
than what he does use, and still maintain the desired emphasis? There simply is
no other Greek noun besides anastasis [“resurrection”] that would adequately
make the point.115
As evidence that Revelation 20:4–6 refers to the experience of martyrs in the
intermediate state—and therefore that the first resurrection must refer to entrance into
the intermediate state—amillennialists point to John’s use of the word “thrones” in
verse 4.116 According to Storms, because the Greek word for “throne” (qrovnoV) consistently refers to heavenly thrones throughout the book of Revelation, it must refer
to thrones in heaven in Revelation 20:4 as well.117 For this reason, because the resurrected martyrs are described as sitting upon these heavenly thrones, the millennial
reign of these saints must refer to life in heaven in the intermediate state.
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As further evidence for this view, it is also noted that John specifically refers to
“souls” (yuchv) being resurrected and reigning with Christ (Rev 20:4). 118 According
to this argument, the reason John refers to the experience of disembodied souls who
are martyred is because he is describing the blessedness of the intermediate state of
those who are now living and reigning with Christ during the thousand years. 119
Amillennialists also point to other uses of the verb “to live” (zavw) in the New Testament.120 According to this argument, because zavw is used to describe the life and
existence of souls after the death of the body in passages such as Matthew 22:32, 121
Luke 20:38,122 and 1 Peter 4:6,123 there is a clear precedent of this word being used
to describe life in the intermediate state. This argument is said to support this specific
use of the verb in Revelation 20:4.
As a final argument for this view, amillennialists point to other passages in the
Book of Revelation which highlight spiritual life in the intermediate state after physical death. For example, Revelation 2:10–11 promises “the crown of life” to those
believers who are faithful until death; 124 Revelation 6:9–11 “is a vision of the heavenly bliss of those who have suffered martyrdom for Christ;” 125 and Revelation 14:13
emphasizes “the blessedness of Christian death.” 126 These parallels are said to confirm that Revelation 20:4–6 “is concerned with the bliss of the intermediate state” 127
and therefore that the “first resurrection” refers to entrance into the intermediate state.
In response, the primary difficulty with this view concerns the term ajnavstasiV.
As even amillennialist Sydney Page observes, “Like all attempts to relate the first
resurrection to the intermediate state, it faces the objection that the translation of the
soul of the believer to heaven at death is not spoken of as a resurrection anywhere
else in the NT.”128 But not only does this view insist on a use of ajnavstasiV which is
unprecedented in the New Testament, it also argues for an interpretation of the “first
Christ, of the twenty-four elders, etc.” (Kingdom Come, 461; cf. Cornelis P. Venema, The Promise of the
Future [Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 2000], 328).
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resurrection” that is inconsistent with the very concept of a “resurrection.” 129 According to this view, the word “resurrection” refers to those who live spiritually even
though they have died physically. In this way, the term “resurrection” refers to “the
Christian’s entrance into non-bodily life after bodily death” or “the Christian’s passage from bodily death into non-bodily life.”130 The problem is that “resurrection”
does not imply life after death but rather life from death.131 In other words, “When
the Bible and its interpreters invoke resurrection as a term or concept, life and death
are understood to be either both spiritual (non-bodily) or both physical (bodily).”132
Therefore, when someone who is physically dead is made alive in the physical
realm, this is often referred to as a “resurrection.” Likewise, when someone who is
spiritually dead is made alive in the spiritual realm, this could also be described as a
“resurrection.”133 But when someone who is already spiritually alive continues to live
spiritually even after his physical death, no coming to life—and therefore no “resurrection”—has actually taken place. For this reason, “We may rightly call such life
‘the intermediate state’ or ‘the Christian’s afterlife,’ but not ‘resurrection.’” 134 The
word ajnavstasiV is completely ill-suited to convey the believer’s entrance into the
intermediate state at death, and therefore this view should be rejected.135
A second problem with this view concerns the repetition of the identical form
of the same verb e[zhsan (“they came to life”) in verses 4 and 5. If one resurrection
is spiritual, then the other must also be spiritual, and if one is physical, the other must
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be physical as well. As A. J. Gordon writes, “The meaning of the one fixes the meaning of the other.”136 This has significant implications:
If e[zhsan in both verses refers to a physical resurrection, there is no problem.
But if e[zhsan refers to a spiritual resurrection in both verses, then the exegete
is confronted with an insurmountable problem. For this would imply that the
unbelieving dead of verse 5 live spiritually in heaven like the martyrs of verse
4 after the thousand years is completed. 137
This is a theological and exegetical impossibility, and for this reason the use of the
word e[zhsan as a description of the “first resurrection” weighs heavily against this
view.
A third problem with this view concerns the designation civlia e[th (“for a thousand years”) at the end of Revelation 20:4. As explained above, John’s use of the
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Blaising, “Premillennialism,” 225–26; MacLeod, “The Fourth ‘Last Thing,’” 58). Therefore, the use of
the conjunction a[cri in Rev 20:5 implies that the “rest of the dead” will indeed “come to life” (e[zhsan)
and experience a physical resurrection like the saints in verse 4. (2) The exact same expression is used in
Rev 20:3 (“until the thousand years were completed”—a[cri telesqh/: ta; civlia e[th) where it clearly
contemplates a change after the thousand years (since Satan will be released once the millennium is completed) (Rev 20:7–8). This implies that the rest of the dead will indeed “come to life” (e[zhsan) after the
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resurrection, then there is no mention of the future resurrection of the believer in Revelation 20. (5) This
interpretation raises the question of why John would have deemed it necessary to inform or assure his
readers that unbelievers will not experience the spiritual resurrection promised only to believers. (6) A
“first resurrection” simply implies a second one. As Saucy states, “The immediate identification of the
coming to life of the first group as the ‘first’ resurrection seems clearly to suggest a second resurrection
involving those remaining” (Saucy, Progressive Dispensationalism, 276). Amillennialists G. K. Beale
(The Book of Revelation, 1015–16) and Sam Storms (Kingdom Come, 468–69) argue against Hoekema’s
view, insisting that Rev 20:5 refers to the physical resurrection of unbelievers after the thousand years,
which leaves them with no adequate response to the premillennial objection of the two uses of e[zhsan
having different meanings.
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accusative of time indicates that the individuals who come to life in the first resurrection will begin their reign at the same time—at the very beginning of the thousand
years—and they will reign together with Christ for the entirety of the millennium
(Rev 20:4–6).138 In contrast, according to the view that the first resurrection refers to
believers entering the intermediate state at the point of death, the entrance of these
saints into their reign is distributed throughout the millennial period as they die. 139 In
this scenario, believers do not live in heaven and reign with Christ for the entirety of
the thousand years—as John says they will—and some of them do not begin their
reign until the millennium is almost over. A genitive of time would have been compatible with this view, but the accusative of time is not.
Furthermore, the various arguments in favor of this view are less than compelling. First, the claim of a clear precedent of the word zavw (“to live”) being used as a
reference to life in the intermediate state is true, but also a bit misleading. The verb
is used 139 times in the New Testament, but only three times is it used in this way
(Matt 22:32; Luke 20:38; 1 Pet 4:6). Therefore, a clear precedent does exist, but the
rarity of its use undermines the strength of this argument, especially in the absence
of clear contextual indicators for this uncommon usage. 140 The verb can certainly be
used to describe life in the intermediate state, but John’s use of this specific word in
Revelation 20:4 provides no compelling evidence that it does.
Second, John’s use of the word “throne” (qrovnoV) in verse 4 is not a decisive
argument in favor of this view either. According to some amillennialists, because
qrovnoV refers to heavenly thrones throughout Revelation, it must refer to heavenly
thrones in Revelation 20:4 as well. This is said to place the scene of Revelation 20:4–
6 in heaven and therefore during the intermediate state. But the word qrovnoV simply
refers to a throne, without specifying the actual location of the throne. Instead, the
location of the throne mentioned in any given passage must be determined from the
immediate context of its use. In Revelation 20, the context indicates that the saints
who reign from these thrones are “on the broad plain of the earth” (Rev 20:9). Furthermore, the promise in Revelation 5:10 that the saints “will reign upon the earth”
also argues for earthly thrones in Revelation 20:4–6 since the former is fulfilled in
the latter. This amillennial argument is less than compelling, for if John had intended
to refer to thrones on earth, what other word was available to him to do so?
Thirdly, John’s reference to “souls” (yuchv) being resurrected and reigning with
Christ (Rev 20:4) fails to provide compelling evidence for this view either. As noted
previously, the use of yuchv to refer to the whole person is well attested in the New
Testament (e.g., Mark 3:4; Luke 6:9; 9:56; Acts 2:41, 43; 3:23; 7:14; 15:26; 27:37;
Rom 2:9; 13:1; 1 Cor 15:45; 1 Pet 3:20).141 In addition, there seems to be no soul-
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In addition, the verb zavw is used elsewhere in Revelation to refer to bodily resurrection (Rev
1:18; 2:8; 13:14; cf. Rom 14:9). Furthermore, as Thomas notes, whenever zavw is used in the context of
bodily death in the New Testament, it always speaks of bodily resurrection (e.g., John 11:25; Acts 1:3;
9:41) (Revelation 8–22, 417).
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body dichotomy in view in Revelation 20:4–6, for John sees simply that those who
had been beheaded come to life again and sit on thrones. 142 For this reason, the use
of yuchv in Revelation 20:4 is compatible with the premillennial view of the “first
resurrection” and therefore fails to prove the amillennial view.
In addition, the amillennial argument for interpreting yuchv in Revelation 20:4
as a reference to man’s soul (as distinguished from his physical body) actually highlights the primary problem with this view, for in what sense does the believer’s soul
experience a “resurrection” at the point of physical death? Again, when someone who
is already spiritually alive continues to live spiritually even after his physical death,
no coming to life has actually taken place.
Fourthly, none of the parallel passages cited by amillennialists confirm that
Revelation 20:4–6 describes life in the intermediate state and therefore that the “first
resurrection” refers to entrance into the intermediate state. The strongest amillennial
argument in this regard is the appeal to Revelation 6:9–11.143 According to amillennialist Sam Storms, a careful comparison between Revelation 6:9–11 and Revelation
20:4 reveals that they are clearly describing the same experience of martyred saints
in the intermediate state:144

Berkouwer, The Return of Christ, 304.
Amillennialists also cite Rev 2:10–11 and 13:14 as evidence that Rev 20:4–6 portrays life in the
intermediate state. According to Storms, Rev 2:10–11 is parallel to Rev 20:4–6 in three specific ways: (1)
“it speaks of martyrdom as the result of steadfast faith;” (2) “the faithful are promised ‘the crown of life;’”
and (3) “the faithful martyrs are exempt from the second death” (Kingdom Come, 459; emphasis original).
But these parallels do not prove that Rev 20:4–6 describes life in the intermediate state. To use Rev 2:10–
11 as a compelling argument, the amillennialist must be able to demonstrate (a) that receiving the crown
of life takes place during the intermediate state rather than in the eternal state and (b) that it can be equated
with the millennial reign portrayed in Rev 20:4–6. But this cannot be done. According to Kline, the “crown
of life” in Rev 2:10 “might…be the royal crown,” in which case it should be considered “the nominal
equivalent of the verbal ‘they lived and reign’…in Revelation 20:4ff” (“The First Resurrection,” 374), but
this has merely been asserted rather than proven.
Regarding Rev 14:13, Kline argues that the blessing of “rest from their labors” promised in this
verse “is very much the same as the millennial blessings of Revelation 20:6” (“The First Resurrection,”
373). According to Kline, “the biblical concept of sabbath rest includes enthronement after the completion
of labors by which royal dominion is manifested or secured (cf., e.g., Isa. 66:1)…. To live and reign with
Christ is to participate in his royal sabbath rest.” For this reason, Kline cites Rev 14:13 as evidence that
Rev 20:4–6 describes life in the intermediate state. The simple problem with this argument is its inability
to demonstrate that the rest of Rev 14:13 can indeed be equated with the reign of Rev 20:6. If a case can
be made from Isa 66:1 that the two verses describe the same experience, then this needs to be demonstrated
clearly. Until then, interpreters not already inclined to connect these dots may have a difficult time seeing
the connection.
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Revelation 6:9

Revelation 20:4a

“And…I saw”

“And I saw”

“the souls of those
who had been slain”

“the souls of those
who had been beheaded”

“because of the word of God”

“because of the word of God”

“and because of the testimony
which they had maintained”

“because of the testimony of Jesus”

Figure 2. Storms, Kingdom Come, 458.145

Because of these parallels, Storms says it “seems beyond reasonable doubt” that these
two visions are describing the same experience of the martyrs and therefore that Revelation 20:4–6 must portray life in the intermediate state. 146
But the problem with this argument is that the similarities listed by Storms
merely prove that both visions refer to the same group of individuals, not that both
visions describe the same experience of those individuals. In fact, John identifies the
martyrs and what led to their deaths in Revelation 6:9 and 20:4a, but he does not
describe the experience of these martyrs until Revelation 6:10–11 and 20:4b. For this
reason, if Storms wants to demonstrate that Revelation 6:9–11 and 20:4 describe the
same experience of these martyrs in the intermediate state, he must show clear parallels between Revelation 6:10–11 and 20:4b.147 But these are the very parts of the
passages he ignores in his comparison.
The two visions are obviously related to one another, but their relationship is
one of progression rather than simple identity.148 More specifically, the progression
from Revelation 6:9–11 to 20:4–6 is such that if the former refers to the intermediate
state (as it clearly does), then the latter must refer to a subsequent stage in the experience of the martyred saints.149 In Revelation 6:10–11 the martyrs cry out to the Lord
to avenge their blood because of the ongoing martyrdom of the saints (v. 10). In
response to their anguished pleas, they are given a white robe and told to wait until
the full number of martyrs has been slain (v. 11), with the implied promise that vindication will come when this number has been reached. This is indeed the intermediate state.
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The only similarity in experience noted by Hoekema is that in both passages “the souls of deceased believers are said to be living between death and resurrection” (The Bible and the Future, 235).
But this simply assumes that Rev 20:4–6 describes the intermediate state (i.e., the experience of saints
between death and resurrection), which is precisely what Hoekema is trying to prove.
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In Revelation 20:4b, however, their number is now complete (cf. Rev 13:15;
18:24) and their prayers for vindication have been answered, for the Lord has returned in judgment (Rev 19:11–21).150 The wait for divine vengeance is over, and the
entire group of martyrs comes to life and reigns with Christ for a thousand years (Rev
20:4). This distinction between the two is reflected in the fact that the experience of
the martyred saints in Revelation 6:9–11 lasts for a short time (“a little while longer”
in v. 11), whereas the experience of the martyred saints in Revelation 20:4–6 lasts
for a long time (“a thousand years” in v. 4).151 The two passages are clearly not describing the same experience or period of time.
Storms and other amillennialists may disagree with this reading of the Book of
Revelation, but the consistency of this progression between the two passages demonstrates the compatibility of Revelation 6:9–11 with the premillennial view of Revelation 20:4–6. In doing so, it also demonstrates that Revelation 6:9–11 fails to provide
compelling evidence that Revelation 20:4–6 describes life in the intermediate state.152
Conclusion
In the words of George Eldon Ladd, “It is difficult to see how this ‘first resurrection’ can be anything but literal bodily resurrection.” 153 For this reason, the first
resurrection in Revelation 20 must be the first of two physical resurrections which
are separated by a thousand years. The first is a resurrection of the righteous, who
will be raised at the Second Coming of Christ (Rev 20:4–6), and the second is a
resurrection of the wicked (Rev 20:5a), who will be raised after the millennium to
stand before the judgment of the great white throne (Rev 20:11–15). And between
these two physical resurrections, King Jesus will reign upon the earth for a thousand
years, just as premillennialism teaches.
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