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Revelation 20 is generally viewed as a crux interpretum in the debate over the
timing and nature of the millennium. In verses 1–3, the apostle John describes a vision in which Satan is bound and imprisoned in the abyss for a thousand years. Premillennialists consider this passage to be compelling evidence for a future millennium, because this restriction of Satan is clearly incompatible with his activity and
influence in the present age. In contrast, amillennialists believe that Satan is currently bound in the abyss and therefore that the millennium of Revelation 20 is a
present reality. As evidence for their view, amillennialists generally point to the significance of the abyss, the purpose of the binding, and parallel passages in the New
Testament which are said to shed light on the meaning of John’s vision. But a careful
evaluation of these three arguments demonstrates that the case for amillennial view
cannot be sustained and therefore that the binding of Satan must be future, just as
premillennialism teaches.

*****
Introduction
Revelation 20 has long been considered one of the clearest arguments for the
eschatology of premillennialism. But in describing his journey to amillennialism, former premillennialist Sam Storms explains that Revelation 20 served not as a hindrance to this conversion, but rather a catalyst. “Contrary to what I had been taught
and long believed,” Storms writes, “I came to see Revelation 20 as a strong and immovable support for the amillennial perspective.”1 In fact, unlike many of his fellow
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amillennialists, Storms says he embraced amillennialism because of Revelation 20,
not in spite of it.2
This kind of confidence among amillennialists regarding their view of Revelation 20 raises the question of whether premillennialists may have overstated the clarity of John’s teaching in this chapter.3 For example, premillennialists have often
pointed to the binding of Satan in verses 1–3 as proof positive that the millennium of
Revelation 20 is not a present reality, as amillennialism teaches. Instead, say premillennialists, Satan is very active and influential on earth during the present age and
will not be bound in the abyss until after the Second Coming. But is this argument
truly compelling? Isn’t it possible that amillennialists are able to explain Revelation
20:1–3 in way that is not merely feasible, but actually more faithful to the divine
intention of the text?
The purpose of this article is to reexamine this key passage in the millennial
debate, with a focus on the amillennial explanation of Satan’s binding as a present
reality. After setting forth the premillennial argument from Rev 20:1–3, this study
will carefully consider the amillennial view of this passage, giving special attention
to the significance of the abyss, the purpose of the binding, and the parallel passages
often cited by amillennialists as evidence for their view. In the process, this examination will demonstrate not only that the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 fails to
provide strong and immovable support for the amillennial perspective, but also that
it does indeed serve as a compelling argument for the view of premillennialism.
The Premillennial Argument
In Rev 20:1–3, the apostle John’s vision focuses on the status of Satan during
the millennial reign of Christ:
Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, holding the key of the abyss
and a great chain in his hand. And he laid hold of the dragon, the serpent of
old, who is the devil and Satan, and bound him for a thousand years; and he
threw him into the abyss, and shut it and sealed it over him, so that he would
not deceive the nations any longer, until the thousand years were completed;
after these things he must be released for a short time (Rev 20:1–3).
The primary reason that Satan’s imprisonment cannot be considered a present reality
is because Rev 20:1–3 is incompatible with the New Testament’s portrayal of his
influence during the present age.4 According to this passage, Satan will be cut off
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On a more fundamental level, Satan’s imprisonment in Rev 20:1–3 must be future because it
follows the Second Coming of Christ in Rev 19:11–21. But amillennialists dispute the chronological relationship between Rev 19 and 20, arguing instead that the thousand years in Revelation 20 represents the
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from all earthly activity during the thousand-year reign of Christ. The imagery of
Satan being bound with a great chain and cast into the abyss—which is then shut and
sealed over him—provides a vivid picture of the total removal of his influence on
earth.5 In fact, if a vision were intended to teach that Satan is rendered completely
inactive during the thousand years, it is difficult to imagine how this could have been
portrayed more clearly. 6 As Beasley-Murray writes:
A seal on a prison door ensured that prisoners could not escape unobserved.
Only he who authorized the imprisonment could authorize release from it (see
Dan. 6:17; Mt. 27:66). Thus the incarceration of the Devil is trebly circumscribed. He is bound up, locked in, and sealed over. The writer could hardly
have expressed more emphatically the inability of Satan to harm the race of
man.7
In contrast, the New Testament makes it abundantly clear that Satan—who is
described as “the god of this age” (oJ qeo;V tou: aijw:noV touvtou) (2 Cor 4:4) and “the
ruler of this world” (oJ a[rcwn tou: kovsmou touvtou) (John 12:31; cf. John 14:30;
16:11; 1 John 4:4)—is extremely active on earth during the present age. He not only
“prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8), but he is
also involved in a host of other activities—he tells lies (John 8:44); he tempts believers to sin (1 Cor 7:5; Eph 4:27); he disguises himself as an angel of light (2 Cor
11:13–15); he seeks to deceive the children of God (2 Cor 11:3; cf. 2 Cor 2:11); he
snatches the gospel from unbelieving hearts (Matt 13:19; Mark 4:15; Luke 8:12; cf.
1 Thess 3:5; 1 Tim 1:20; 4:1–2); he takes advantage of believers (2 Cor 2:11); he
influences people to lie (Acts 5:3); he holds unbelievers under his power (1 John
5:19; Eph 2:2; Acts 26:18; 1 John 3:8–10); he torments the servants of God (2 Cor
12:7); he thwarts the progress of ministry (1 Thess 2:18); he seeks to destroy the faith
of believers (Luke 22:31); he wages war against the church (Eph 6:11–17); and he
traps and deceives unbelievers, holding them captive to do his will (2 Tim 2:26). It
is impossible to reconcile this portrayal of Satan’s activities in the present age with
the view that he is currently sealed in the abyss.
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The location of the devil’s imprisonment makes it especially clear that the confinement of Rev 20:1–3 will prevent any satanic activity and influence on earth during the thousand years. The “abyss” (a[bussoV) is a prison for evil spirits (Rev 20:7),
and the New Testament indicates that when evil spirits are confined in this prison,
they are prevented from participating in their normal demonic activities on earth
(Luke 8:31; Rev 9:1–3). For this reason, Satan can either be locked away in the abyss
or he can be engaging in the various activities ascribed to him in the present age, but
he cannot be both. The description of Satan’s imprisonment in Revelation 20 is incompatible with the New Testament’s portrayal of his influence during the church
age, and therefore the binding of Satan cannot be understood as a present reality.
The difficulty that this presents for amillennialism is obvious: If the binding of
Satan is not a present reality, the thousand years of Revelation 20 must represent a
future reign of Christ which will take place between the present age and the eternal
state. This intermediate phase of the coming kingdom is a key component in the eschatology of premillennialism, but it presents a significant problem for the view of
amillennnialism.
The Amillennial View
Amillennialist Kim Riddlebarger recognizes the challenge that Revelation
20:1–3 presents for his eschatology, conceding that this passage initially appears to
be a formidable objection to the amillennial view. But according to Riddlebarger,
“once we look closely at what John actually taught about the binding of Satan, the
notion of Satan being bound in the present age becomes an argument in favor of the
amillennial position.”8
According to amillennialism, the binding of Satan in Rev 20:1–3 took place at
the first coming of Christ, and his imprisonment in the abyss extends throughout the
present age, concurrent with the millennial reign of Jesus. 9 Rather than describing a
future event that will occur at the Second Coming, then, Satan’s binding was accomplished by Christ when He conquered the devil through His death and resurrection
during His earthly ministry.10 In this way, amillennialism asserts that the thousandyear binding of Satan extends from the time of the first coming of Christ to the time
of His second coming and is therefore a present reality.
In contrast to the premillennial view that the incarceration of Satan renders him
completely inactive on earth, amillennialism sees the binding of Satan in Revelation
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20 as “a figurative description of the way in which Satan’s activities will be curbed
during the thousand-year period.”11 More specifically, amillennialists believe that
this binding does not eliminate the activities of Satan on earth, but merely limits them
to some extent. As Riddlebarger explains:
What this binding of Satan means is that, after the coming of the long-expected Messiah, Satan lost certain authority that he possessed prior to the life,
death, burial, resurrection, and ascension of the Savior. It does not mean that
all satanic operations cease during the millennial age, as many opponents of
amillennialism mistakenly assume. 12
Amillennialists describe the restriction imposed upon Satan in Revelation 20 as
the limiting,13 the curbing,14 the curtailing,15 the relative curtailment,16 the partial paralyzing,17 and the restraining18 of the devil’s influence on earth, but again, not the
elimination of it.19 According to amillennialist William Cox, “Satan, though bound,
still goes about like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour. The chain with
which he is bound is a long one, allowing him much freedom of movement.” 20 As
Hendriksen illustrates, “A dog…bound with a long and heavy chain can do great
damage within the circle of his imprisonment.” 21
According to amillennialists, then, Satan is indeed bound in the present age, but
his binding is partial rather than absolute. 22 This view of Rev 20:1–3 allows the amillennialist to affirm both the binding of Satan as a current reality and the present-day
activity of Satan as described in the New Testament. To argue for this view—and
against the interpretation of premillennialism—amillennialists typically point to
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three related aspects of the binding of Satan: the significance of the abyss, the purpose
of the binding, and the parallels to Rev 20:1–3 elsewhere in the New Testament.
The Significance of the Abyss
During the thousand years of Rev 20:1–3, Satan is said to be bound and sealed
specifically in the “abyss” (a[bussoV). When addressing the significance of the abyss
in this vision, amillennialists typically emphasize the use of symbolism throughout
the passage. For example, Dennis Johnson writes:
The multiplication of visual features—key, chain, hand, dragon, throwing, locking, and sealing—underscores the symbolic genre of the entire vision, since
John’s audience knows well that Satan is not a literal dragon who can be bound
with a physical chain or locked away in a physical pit.23
For this reason, amillennialists believe that the premillennial view of the abyss as a
spatial location imposes “a rigidly wooden and artificial structure on symbolism that
it simply isn’t designed to sustain.” 24 As G. K. Beale states, understanding the abyss
as an actual location is to interpret it “in an overly literalistic manner.” 25
Accordingly, Storms argues that “if the premillennialist insists on saying that
Satan’s being cast into the abyss in Revelation 20 must be interpreted in a literal,
spatial way,” he must also affirm the following in order to be consistent: (a) the angel
was physically holding a literal key that could literally lock and unlock the pit; (b)
the angel was holding a literal chain with material links that could be measured; (c)
the angel literally grabbed the devil and wrestled him into submission and threw him
into this pit; and (d) Satan was a literal, physical serpent as he is called in verse 2. 26
In a similar way, amillennialist Jonathan Menn insists that consistency requires the
premillennialist to affirm that the abyss in Revelation 20 “is an actual pit in the earth
which has a physical lock and physical ‘seal.’” 27
In contrast to the literal interpretation of premillennialism, Beale says the abyss
should be understood as representing a spiritual dimension which exists alongside—
and in the midst of—the earthly dimension.28 In this way, Beale sees the abyss in Rev
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20:1–3 as “one of the various metaphors representing the spiritual sphere in which
the devil and his accomplices operate.”29 For this reason, he rejects the idea that the
abyss is spatially removed from the earth30 and that Satan’s confinement in the abyss
requires a complete abolition of his activity on earth. 31 This view of the abyss enables
the amillennialist to affirm that Satan prowls about like a roaring lion, engaged in the
various activities ascribed to him in the New Testament, while simultaneously being
confined to the abyss as described in Revelation 20.
The immediate problem with this argument concerns the false alternative it establishes between a literal and figurative interpretation of the abyss. According to the
amillennialist, the abyss must be understood as either (a) a literal reference to a physical, bottomless pit which extends endlessly into the depths of the earth, or (b) a symbolic metaphor signifying “the spiritual sphere in which the devil and his accomplices
operate.” But this ignores the possibility that the abyss in Revelation 20 is a spirit
prison for demonic beings, an actual location which imprisons them and prevents
them from functioning outside of its confines. According to this third view, the abyss
is neither a physical hole in the ground (the woodenly literal view) nor the spiritual
sphere of demonic activity in general (the amillennial view), but rather an actual
location in the spiritual realm where evil spirits are confined and prevented from
roaming free on earth. A careful examination of a[bussoV indicates that this is indeed
the meaning of this word in Revelation 20.
The word a[bussoV was originally an adjective meaning “bottomless” or “unfathomable,” and then a noun signifying a deep place. 32 In the Septuagint, it usually
translates MwOht@; and most often refers to “the watery depths of the earth, whether
oceans or springs, in contradistinction to the land” (e.g., Pss 77:16; 78:15; 106:9; Isa
55:10; Amos 7:4).33 In the Jewish writings, a[bussoV predominantly referred to a
prison where evil spirits were confined and punished (e.g., 1 En 10:4–16; 18:11–
19:3; 21–22; 88:1–3; 90:24–27; 108:2–6; Jub 5:6–14; Tob 8:3; cf. Isa 24:20–23).34
(Kingdom Come, 429) and “the source or abode of those demonic powers that are opposed to God” (478).
But none of them emphasize the fact that the abyss is a “prison” (Rev 20:7). Other amillennialists are even
less precise in their explanation of the abyss. For example, Hoekema says the abyss should “be thought of
as a figurative description of the way in which Satan’s activities will be curbed during the thousand-year
period” (The Bible and the Future, 228), but this explanation communicates the effect of confinement in
the abyss without defining what the abyss actually is.
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In the New Testament, a[bussoV is used only nine times and has two basic usages,
referring either to (a) the realm of the dead (Rom 10:7), or (b) a prison for evil spirits
(Luke 8:31; Rev 9:1–2, 11; 11:7; 17:8).35 Its use in Revelation 20 conveys this second
nuance of meaning—a prison for evil spirits—which is clear from (1) the description
of Satan being thrown into the abyss and having it “sealed” (ejsfravgisen) over him
in verse 3, and (2) the description of Satan being released from his “prison” (fulakhv)
in verse 7. Put simply, the abyss of Revelation 20 is a spirit prison.
The use of a[bussoV in Luke 8 and Revelation 9 demonstrates that confinement
to this spirit prison entails the complete removal of demonic/satanic activity and influence upon the earth. In Luke 8, Jesus encountered a demon-possessed man and
began conversing with the evil spirits indwelling him (vv. 26–30). These demons
understood full well that Jesus was “Son of the Most High God” (v. 28), and recognizing His authority over them, they began “imploring Him not to command them to
go away into the abyss” (v. 31). Instead, they asked if Jesus would permit them to
enter a nearby herd of swine (v. 32)—which He did—and they proceeded to enter the
swine and drive them into the lake where the herd drowned (v. 33).
This remarkable episode in Luke 8 reveals several significant truths about the
abyss. First, the abyss in Luke 8:31 must be a specific spirit prison which was wellknown to both Jesus and the demons. This is clear not merely from the articular use
of a[bussoV,36 but primarily from the way the demons immediately refer to the abyss
as a possible destination now that Jesus has commanded them to depart from their
human victim. Here in Luke 8:31, the abyss is not some nebulous metaphor in an
apocalyptic vision filled with symbolism—it is a technical term used in narrative literature to refer to a specific prison for evil spirits which was familiar to both Jesus
and the demons.
Second, the spirit prison in Luke 8:31 must refer to an actual location. This can
be seen in the way that Luke’s narrative sets the abyss alongside of the herd of swine
as two possible destinations for the demons. Satan and demons are spiritual beings,
but they are not omnipresent—they exist and function in a specific location at any
given time. When Jesus first approached the demon-possessed man, these demons
resided inside of this man (v. 27). But once they “came out of [ejxelqei:n ajpo;] the
4, no. 2 (Fall, 1994): 20. Beale acknowledges that whenever evil spirits are imprisoned in the abyss in the
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the abyss is sealed over him. Beale also makes the point that “the only apparently explicit Jewish references
to the binding of Satan speak of a ‘binding’ that is not absolute” (989). But this fails to support the amillennial view, because it is Satan’s incarceration specifically in the abyss—not his binding per se—which
securely eliminates his activity on earth during the thousand years of Rev 20.
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man” (v. 29), two locations for their new place of residence were now possible—they
could either “go away into [eijV...ajpelqei:n] the abyss” (v. 31), or they could “enter
into [eijV...eijselqei:n] the swine” (v. 32). In response to the permission of Jesus, these
demons “entered into [eijsh:lqon eijV] the swine” (v. 33). The use of proper and improper spatial prepositions throughout this narrative—eijV, ajpo;, and ejk—highlights
the possible and actual movements of the demons into (or out of) specific places and
therefore makes it clear that the abyss should be understood as a location.
Third, the narrative in Luke 8 indicates that confinement in the abyss involves
the complete removal of demonic activity and influence upon the earth. This can be
seen in the request of the demons in verse 31. The reason for the demons’ request
was not because they were so determined to kill the swine. The reason for their request was because imprisonment in the abyss would have cut them off from having
any influence in this world—at least as long as they were in the abyss—whereas a
departure into the swine would allow them to continue to roam free and wreak havoc
on the earth.37 This indicates that these evil spirits could either be imprisoned in the
abyss or they could be prowling about the earth—engaged in demonic activities—
but they could not be both.38
The various uses of a[bussoV in the book of Revelation leads to a similar conclusion. For example, in John’s vision in Rev 9:1–6, a multitude of demons—pictured
as a swarm of “locusts”—must first be released from the abyss before it is able to
cause harm on the earth. The apostle writes:
Then the fifth angel sounded, and I saw a star from heaven which had fallen to
the earth; and the key of the bottomless pit [th:V ajbuvssou] was given to him.
He opened the bottomless pit [th:V ajbuvssou], and smoke went up out of the pit,
like the smoke of a great furnace; and the sun and the air were darkened by the
smoke of the pit. Then out of the smoke came locusts upon the earth, and power
was given them, as the scorpions of the earth have power. They were told not
to hurt the grass of the earth, nor any green thing, nor any tree, but only the men
who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads. And they were not permitted
to kill anyone, but to torment for five months; and their torment was like the
torment of a scorpion when it stings a man. And in those days men will seek
death and will not find it; they will long to die, and death flees from them (Rev
9:1–6).

37
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As Blaising observes, the harm caused by these demonic locusts in this vision
occurs only after the abyss is opened and they are released from its confines. 39 According to Blaising:
The necessary implication is that their influence is not experienced by anyone
as long as they are locked up in the pit. The graphic language about the key,
opening the pit, subsequent instructions about harming, and coming on the earth
(eis tēn gēn, v. 3)…all converges to make the point that these “locusts” had no
influence on earthly inhabitants prior to the time of their release. 40
According to Revelation 9, therefore, confinement of demons in the abyss entails the
complete removal of activity and influence upon the earth. 41
The abyss, then, refers to an actual location in the spiritual realm where evil
spirits are confined and prevented from roaming free on earth. As Powell observes:
In every reference to the abyss the being or beings in it must emerge from it in
order to interact with humans. This suggests that the sphere of the abyss, like
the realm of the dead, is separate from the realm of living humanity, and that
those who dwell in the abyss have no contact with those outside that sphere. 42
This understanding of confinement in the abyss fits perfectly with John’s description of Satan’s imprisonment and release in Revelation 20. Not only is Satan
thrown “into the abyss” (eijV th;n a[busson)—which is then “shut” (e[kleisen) and
“sealed over him” (ejsfravgisen ejpavnw aujtou:)—but he must first be “released from
[luqhvsetai...ejk] his prison” (v. 7) before he can “come out [ejxeleuvsetai] to deceive
the nations which are in the four corners of the earth” (v. 8). But as long as he is
39
Craig A. Blaising, “Premillennialism,” in Three Views on the Millennium and Beyond, ed. Darrell
L. Bock (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1999), 217–18.
40
Ibid., 218. According to Blaising, “This does not mean that evil was non-existent, but that these
locusts themselves played no role prior to their release.”

Webb, “Revelation 20,” 20–21. In a similar way, in Rev 11:7 the satanically inspired beast must
first “come up out of the abyss” (to; ajnabai:non ejk th:V ajbuvssou) before he is able to make war with the
two witnesses on earth (cf., Rev 17:8, where the beast “is about to come up out of the abyss [ajnabaivnein
ejk th:V abuvssou] and go to destruction”). As Webb explains, the designation “those who dwell on the
earth” (tou;V katoikou:ntaV ejpi; th:V gh:V) is a key phrase for understanding the cosmology of Revelation
(3:10; 6:10; 8:13; 11:10; 13:8, 14; 17:2, 8):
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The whole point of locking someone (an angel or the Devil) in the abyss…is so that they cannot bring
any harm against those who dwell on the earth. The abyss is not simply a metaphorical “reduction in
influence” as amillennialists suggest. Thus an amillennial perspective breaks down when the abyss is
considered more broadly throughout the book of Revelation. Also, confinement in the abyss stands in
direct contrast to the outcome of Satan being thrown out of heaven to the earth. [John] declares Satan’s
arrival upon the earth as one of the three great “woes” to its inhabitants: “woe, woe, woe, to those
who dwell on the earth (tou;V katoikou:ntaV ejpi; th:V gh:V)” (8:13; cf. 12:12–13). Within Revelation
demonic confinement in the abyss brings safety to the earthdwellers. In contrast, demonic beings
thrown down to the earth (from heaven) or released to go up to the earth (from the abyss) brings harm
to the earthdwellers (“Revelation 20,” 20–21).
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confined in the abyss, the devil is not able to depart from his prison and therefore his
activity on earth is completely non-existent.43
In contrast, the amillennial view that the abyss is a metaphor representing “the
spiritual sphere in which the devil and his accomplices operate” 44 is essentially nonsensical when assumed in the various passages where a[bussoV is used. For example,
what sense does it make for the demons in Luke 8:31 to plead with Jesus not to cast
them into the spiritual sphere where they normally function? Weren’t they already
there prior to their encounter with Jesus? If the abyss is the spiritual realm in which
demons operate, how is being confined in the abyss any different from indwelling
the demon-possessed man or the herd of swine?
In Revelation 20, how can Satan be seized and thrown into the spiritual realm
in which he normally functions (v. 3)? Wasn’t he already there prior to being seized?
This would be similar to seizing a dangerous shark in the Pacific Ocean and locking
it in a “prison,” only to then define that prison as the entirety of the Pacific Ocean.
Furthermore, what does it mean that Satan is “sealed” in this realm (v. 3), and what
does it mean that he is “released” from it (v. 7)? How can Satan be either sealed in or
released from the realm in which he usually operates?
By equating the abyss with the spiritual sphere of Satan’s activity, the amillennial definition of a[bussoV completely removes the idea of a spirit prison, in spite of
the abyss being “sealed” (ejsfravgisen) over Satan in verse 3 and being designated
his “prison” (fulakhv) in verse 7.45 The amillennial understanding of the abyss is
43
Some amillennialists dispute the absolute nature of Satan’s confinement by appealing to Jude 6.
According to this argument, in the same way that demons are still actively involved on earth even though
they are “kept in eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the great day” according to Jude 6 (cf.
2 Pet 2:4), so Satan is simultaneously bound in the abyss (Rev 20:1–3) and yet still very active on earth
(Beale, The Book of Revelation, 990; Stanely J. Grenz, The Millennial Maze: Sorting Out Evangelical
Options [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1992], 162; Strimple, “Amillennialism,” 124). As Grenz
writes, “Just as the demons in chains are not totally powerless, but restricted in activity, so also the binding
of Satan entails restriction rather than total incapacitation” (The Millennial Maze, 162). The premillennial
response to this argument depends on the identity of the fallen angels in Jude 6. Some interpreters see
these demons as the “sons of God” in Gen 6:2 who “took wives for themselves” and were therefore imprisoned by God as described in Jude 6. If so, this presents no support for the amillennial argument, because Jude 6 would simply be saying that only some of the fallen angels are in eternal bonds, not all of
them, and therefore demonic activity in the present age could simply be attributed to those fallen angels
who are not confined. Other interpreters see Jude 6 as a reference to the original fall of the angels who
defected with Satan. If this view is correct, then Jude 6 cannot refer to confinement in the abyss, because
the confinement of Jude 6 is permanent (“kept in eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the
great day”), which would imply that every demon is permanently confined in the abyss until the final
judgment. But Luke 8:31 and Rev 9:13 make it clear that not all demons are permanently confined to the
abyss. Jude 6 and 2 Pet 2:4, therefore, present no support for this amillennial argument.
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Beale, The Book of Revelation, 987; cf. Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 237; Menn,
Biblical Eschatology, 357.
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The amillennial reluctance to see the abyss as a prison is reflected not only in Beale’s reference
to “prison” (fulakhv) in verse 7 as “a figurative word,” but also in his explanation of the seal in Rev 20:3.
According to Beale, rather than connoting an absolute incarceration, the sealing of the abyss could just as
easily convey the general idea of “authority over,” in keeping with its primary meaning in Dan 6:17 and
Matt 27:66 (The Book of Revelation, 985–86). But in contrast to Beale’s claim, the act of sealing in these
two verses was indeed designed to ensure absolute incarceration, namely by making sure that Daniel did
not escape the lion’s den (Dan 6:17) and that Jesus’ body did not leave the tomb (Matt 27:66). As Osborne
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based on neither the consistent use of the word in the New Testament nor the immediate context of its use in Rev 20:1–3. Rather than allowing for the kind of freedom
that the amillennialist claims, imprisonment in the abyss eliminates the activity of the
devil on earth and therefore the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 cannot be a present
reality.46
The Purpose of the Binding
One of the primary arguments for the amillennial view focuses on the purpose
of Satan’s binding in Revelation 20. In contrast to the premillennial view that this
binding prevents Satan from engaging in any earthly activity whatsoever, amillennialists often point to the purpose clause in Rev 20:3, which is said to indicate that the
devil is bound in one respect and one respect only: “so that [i{na] he should not deceive the nations any longer” (v. 3b).47 In the words of amillennialist William Hendriksen, “The devil can do much, indeed, during this present period of one thousand
years. But there is one thing which, during this period, he cannot do. With respect to
this one thing he is definitely and securely bound.” 48
For this reason, because the binding of Satan only prevents him from deceiving
the nations, amillennialists believe that he is still free to prowl about the earth like a
roaring lion (1 Pet 5:8), partaking in the other activities attributed to him in the New
Testament.49 As Riddlebarger explains:
The point of John’s vision was that the angel restrains Satan’s evil activities.
His binding does not eliminate them. Even though Satan is presently bound and
writes, “This intensifies the idea of ‘locking’ the abyss and connotes an absolutely secure situation, guaranteed by sovereign authority. Satan is completely bound in the abyss and cannot escape” (Grant R. Osborne, Revelation, ECNT [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002], 701).
46
In arguing that Satan’s present-day activities are not incompatible with his present-day imprisonment in Rev 20, Hendriksen uses the analogy that a dog “bound with a long and heavy chain can do great
damage within the circle of his imprisonment” (More Than Conquerors, 190; cf. Hamstra, “An Idealist
View of Revelation,” 120). What this illustration seems to ignore is that Satan’s “circle of imprisonment”
is identified in verse 3 as the abyss. If Satan is free to roam and do damage only in the abyss, then he is
indeed cut off from activity on the earth. In a similar way, Cox affirms that Satan still prowls about like a
roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour, because “the chain with which he is bound is a long one,
allowing him much freedom of movement” (Amillennialism Today, 139). Likewise, Cullman describes
Satan as being “bound as to a rope, which can be more or less lengthened” (Oscar Cullman, Christ and
Time: The Primitive Christian Conception of Time and History, transl. Floyd V. Filson [Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1949], 198). But rather than seeing the chain as the means by which Satan is bound
(i.e., tied up), Cox and Cullman write as if the imagery were one of Satan on a leash. The length of the
chain is not only unstated but irrelevant, for the imagery is one of Satan being bound by it and then locked
and sealed in an escape-proof prison. Where in the language of Rev 20:1–3 is there any indication that
Satan has “much freedom of movement”?
47
Storms, Kingdom Come, 439–41; Cox, Amillennialism Today, 62; Strimple, “Amillennialism,”
123; Morris, Revelation, 229; Hendriksen, More Than Conquerors, 190; James A. Hughes, “Revelation
20:4–6 and the Question of the Millennium,” WTJ 35, no. 3 (Spring 1973): 281; Hamilton, The Basis of
Millennial Faith, 132; Beale, The Book of Revelation, 985; Venema, The Promise of the Future, 318–19.
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cannot deceive the nations, he remains a dangerous foe, the same way in which
a mortally wounded animal is far more dangerous than a healthy one.50
According to the amillennial view, then, the binding of Satan is a present reality
which consists of a partial restriction of his earthly influence, leaving him free to
engage in the various activities ascribed to him throughout the New Testament. Satan’s activity in the present age is limited, but not eliminated.
The initial problem with this argument is that it mistakenly assumes that the
purpose clause in verse 3 limits the degree of Satan’s confinement. 51 The purpose
clause can only state why the action of imprisonment is taken, not the degree of restriction intended, which must be gleaned instead from the immediate context. 52 To
illustrate, if the warden of a prison puts a prisoner in solitary confinement for the
primary purpose of preventing him from killing other prisoners, this does not mean
that he is then free to steal from them and do other such activities. After all, the location of solitary confinement completely removes him from the rest of the prison and
cuts him off entirely from the other prisoners. In the same way, the degree of Satan’s
restriction in Revelation 20 is determined not by the purpose clause alone, but also
by the location of his imprisonment, the abyss, which removes the devil from earth
and cuts him off from any influence there.53
A second problem with this argument is that the New Testament teaches that
Satan is in fact deceiving the nations during the present age. Therefore, even if the
amillennialist were correct in his assertion that Satan is only prevented from deceiving the nations during the thousand years—remaining active on earth in every other
way—the fact that he is currently engaged in such deception indicates that the millennium cannot be a present reality. This can be seen in a number of New Testament
passages.
In 2 Cor 4:3–4, as Paul describes his apostolic ministry, he writes that “if our
gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing, in whose case the god of this
world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might not see the light of
the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” According to this passage,
the truth of the gospel is concealed from unbelievers because the deceptive influence
of Satan has blinded their minds from understanding and embracing it. 54 In a similar
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Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 239. The irony here is that Riddlebarger seems to imply
that Satan is more dangerous while sealed in the abyss than when he is not!
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Ibid. In addition, the use of a purpose clause does not preclude the possibility that the stated action
was taken with additional purposes in mind, even though those purposes are not specifically stated in the
passage itself. For example, most amillennialists link the binding of Satan with Christ’s victory over Satan
at the cross (Col 2:15; Heb 2:14–15; 1 John 3:8), and yet none of them would argue that the only purpose
of Christ’s work of redemption was to keep Satan from deceiving the nations during the thousand years.
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The verb tuflovw (“has blinded”) means “to blind” or “to deprive of sight” (BDAG, 1021), and
here in 2 Cor 4:4 it refers to spiritual blindness, just as in its other two uses in the New Testament (John
12:40; 1 John 2:11).
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way, 2 Tim 2:26 describes unbelievers as being caught in the snare of the devil, having been deceived and held captive by Satan to do his will. 55 In addition, 1 John 5:19
highlights Satan’s deceptive influence in the hearts of unbelievers by stating that “the
whole world lies in the power of the evil one.” As Townsend writes, “The New Testament makes it clear that Satan is now very much involved in the deception of the
nations, for what is the deception of the nations if it is not the deception of individuals
who make up the nations?”56
Furthermore, the Book of Revelation teaches that Satan and his demons will
continue to “deceive” (planavw) the nations right up until the time when Jesus returns
to establish His kingdom and Satan is cast into the abyss (Rev 12:9; 13:14; 18:23;
19:20).57 Amillennialists have a particularly difficult time explaining how Satan can
be described as the one “who deceives the whole world” in Rev 12:9 while simultaneously being sealed in the abyss “so that he would not deceive the nations any
longer” (Rev 20:3). How can Satan deceive the whole world (Rev 12:9) and yet be
unable to deceive the nations of the world (Rev 20:3) at the same time? If Satan is
prevented from deceiving the nations during the millennium, and yet he is currently
deceiving the nations—and will continue to do so until the Second Coming—the
thousand years of Revelation 20 cannot be equated with the present age.
Some amillennialists respond to this difficulty by insisting that Satan’s inability
to deceive during the thousand years is merely a matter of degree. According to Hendriksen, “If during the present N.T. era the devil ‘blinds the minds of unbelievers,’ II
Cor. 4:4, that was true even more emphatically during the old dispensation.” 58 But
the purpose clause in Rev 20:3 teaches not that Satan will deceive the nations less
emphatically than he previously did, but that he will deceive the nations no longer
(mh; planhvsh/ e[ti). In other words, Satan’s ability to deceive is not limited during the
thousand years, but rather eliminated.
Other amillennialists respond to this difficulty by insisting that the binding of
Satan does not prevent him from engaging in any kind of deception whatsoever, but
rather from deceiving the nations in two specific ways. According to this argument,
the purpose clause in Rev 20:3 means that the binding of Satan specifically precludes
him from (a) deceiving the nations in such a way as to gather them for an all-out
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The difficulty presented by these verses from Revelation is not alleviated by the amillennial view
that they describe the present age (rather than the seven-year tribulation period, as some premillennialists
believe), for this would mean that Satan is actively deceiving the nations throughout the present age, the
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assault against the people of God,59 and (b) preventing the spread of the gospel to the
nations of the world.60
In support of the first assertion—that Satan is restrained from gathering the nations for an all-out assault against the church—amillennialists point to the connection
between verse 3 and verses 7–8.61 In verse 3, Satan is bound so that he would not
deceive the nations until after the thousand years. In verses 7–8, after the thousand
years are completed, Satan comes out of the abyss to deceive the nations and thereby
gather them to wage war on the people of God. If Satan’s release results in an all-out
effort to destroy the church, say amillennialists, this reveals something about the kind
of deception he is prevented from engaging in during the thousand years—it is not
simply deception per se, but rather “deceiving the nations in such a way as to gather
them together for an all-out assault against God’s saints.”62 As Storms writes:
Although Satan may and will do much in this present age (as the New Testament
epistles clearly indicate), there is one thing of which John assures us: Satan will
never be permitted to incite and organize the unbelieving nations of the world
in a final, catastrophic assault against the Church, until such time as God in
his providence so determines.63
According to amillennialists, the restriction of Satan during the present age prevents
him from inciting the nations to destroy the church as a missionary institution. 64
In support of the second assertion—that Satan is restrained from preventing the
spread of the gospel to the nations—amillennialists generally point to the broader
landscape of redemptive history. According to this argument, the nations were left in
darkness in the Old Testament era, but through His work of redemption, “Christ curtailed the forces of Satan and paved the way for the successful proclamation of the
gospel throughout the world.”65 In this way,
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The binding of Satan described in Revelation 20:1–3…means that throughout
the gospel age in which we now live the influence of Satan, though certainly
not annihilated, is so curtailed that he cannot prevent the spread of the gospel
to the nations of the world.66
As Strimple explains:
The age of salvation for the Gentiles has arrived. Prior to Christ’s ministry Israel
was the one nation called out from all the nations of the world to know God’s
blessings and to serve him. There were exceptions, of course—those who came
to know God’s grace even though they were not of the children of Abraham
after the flesh. But essentially all the nations on this earth were in darkness,
under Satan’s deception. But then, praise God! Christ came and accomplished
his redemptive work….The age of world missions had begun, and Satan’s deceptive work on that grand scale over so many centuries had come to an end. 67
According to the amillennial view, then, even though Satan blinds the minds of unbelievers in the present age (2 Cor 4:4), he is unable to incite the unbelieving world
to seek to destroy the church, and he is unable to prevent the spread of the gospel to
the nations (Rev 20:1–3).68
The problem with the amillennial view of the nature of Satan’s deception concerns the purpose clause in verse 3. When John says that Satan will be sealed in the
abyss “so that he would not deceive the nations any longer [e[ti]” (Rev 20:3), this
indicates the interruption of something that is already taking place. 69 For this reason,
the deception from which Satan is prevented in Rev 20:1–3 is a deception that was
already taking place prior to his incarceration in the abyss.70 Therefore, when the
amillennialist explains this deception as Satan inciting the nations into an all-out,
catastrophic assault against the church, the question arises—when was this final catastrophic assault launched by Satan prior to the cross?71 The amillennialist’s inability
66
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to point to Satan leading the nations of the world in an all-out assault to destroy the
people of God just prior to the cross proves to be an insurmountable difficulty for
this view.72
Equally problematic is the amillennial view that the binding of Satan simply
restrains him from preventing the spread of the Gospel to the nations. The weakness
of this explanation is that the purpose clause in verse 3 concerns itself not with the
freedom of the church to proclaim the Good News but with the inability of the nations
to embrace it. Properly understood, satanic deception of the nations does not prevent
believers from preaching the Gospel to the world—satanic deception is something
that takes place in the hearts of the unbelievers who make up those nations. Put another way, satanic deception does not close the mouths of believers; it deludes the
hearts of unbelievers. There is no indication in Rev 20:1–3 that the purpose of Satan’s
binding was to allow the gospel to go forth to Gentiles who had been previously
deprived of the Good News.73
The New Testament Parallels
The most common amillennial argument that the binding of Satan is a present
reality is found not in Revelation 20 itself but rather in other New Testament passages
which are said to illuminate the meaning of John’s vision (e.g., Matt 12:29, Luke
prevented him from doing it then what is the difference between God's prevention of the final war of all
times before the cross and the so-called binding during this age?” (21). Mathewson argues that even if the
deception in Rev 20:1–3 is restricted to opposing the saints and mounting an all-out war (Rev 20:8)—as
amillennialists claim—this would be no different from the deception referred to in Rev 12:9, which takes
place prior to the Second Coming. According to Mathewson, “It is not clear that the deceiving in both
cases is different; both have the express purpose of turning the nations from God to follow the dragon (see
13:2, 4, 7, 8, 14). The final deception of the nations in order to get them to follow the dragon ends, then,
with an assault on the people of God (20:7–10). This is precisely the activity which is denied Satan for
one thousand years in 20:1–3” (Dave Mathewson, “A Reexamination of the Millennium in Rev 20:1–6:
Consummation and Recapitulation,” JETS 44, no. 2 [June 2001]: 245).
72
According to Powell, Beale (The Book of Revelation, 983–90) “seems to interpret the deception
in terms of its degree of success and failure, not in terms of its attempt” (“Progression versus Recapitulation,” 106). As Powell explains:

While admitting that Satan will ultimately fail in his objective of destroying the covenant community of believers, nevertheless Beale views Satan as continuously attempting such a goal, and only
at the end will he succeed in mounting a worldwide lethal attack. However, the imprisonment imagery shows that Satan will be prevented from even making an attempt at deceiving the nations,
while the purpose clause makes it clear that he will not have any success, not simply limited success
(emphasis original).
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An additional problem arises when one considers the question of whether Satan is currently able
to keep the nations in darkness by preventing the spread of the Gospel. Strimple and other amillennialists
claim that Satan is no longer successful in this endeavor because he is bound during the present age (Strimple, “Amillennialism,” 123–24), but the number of unreached people (and even nations) in the world would
argue otherwise. In fact, as Powell explains, deception and persecution of the church have been widespread
throughout the entirety of the present age:

Persecution was initiated under the reigns of Nero, Domitian, and Diocletian, the last of which was
throughout the Roman Empire. The bastions of Christianity in Asia Minor and North Africa in the
first six centuries have all been under Muslim control for the past several centuries. Three quarters
of the earth’s population are still Islamic, Buddhist, or Hindu. Communism in the twentieth century
threatened to stamp out Christianity. All this suggests that in the present age Satan is “deceiving the
nations” and is having more success than failure (“Progression versus Recapitulation,”106–7).
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10:17–18, John 12:31–32, Col 2:15, Heb 2:14–15, 1 John 3:8, and Rev 12:7–12).74
According to amillennialists, “These passages provide the biblical context within
which the vision of Revelation 20 becomes clear.” 75 More specifically, these passages are said to prove that the binding of Satan occurred at the time of the first
coming of Christ and therefore that the thousand years of Revelation 20 is a present
reality.
In these passages, Satan is bound (Matt 12:29); he falls from heaven (Luke
10:17–18); he is cast out (John 12:31–32); he is disarmed and conquered (Col 2:15);
he is rendered powerless (Heb 2:14–15); his works are destroyed (1 John 3:8); and
he is thrown down from heaven to earth (Rev 12:7–11). According to amillennialists,
these descriptions of the victory of Jesus over the devil in the first century are parallel
to the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 and therefore indicate that this binding took
place at the start of the present age. As Waldron writes, “The biblical evidence proves
conclusively that any interpretation of [Rev 20:1–3] that professes to interpret it in
accord with the rest of Scripture must conclude that Satan was bound by the events
of and at the time of Christ’s first advent.” 76
In making this argument, amillennialists appeal to the hermeneutical principle
“that Scripture should interpret Scripture and that the more obscure passage should
be interpreted in the light of the more clear passage.” 77 In this case, amillennialists
see Rev 20:1–3 as the more obscure passage and Matt 12:29, Luke 10:17–18, John
12:31–32, Col 2:15, Heb 2:14–15, 1 John 3:8, and Rev 12:7–12 as those clearer passages which should be used to interpret the binding of Satan. The problem is that
none of these supposed parallels actually refer to what is described in Rev 20:1–3,
and therefore this approach fails to bring clarity to the divinely intended meaning of
John’s vision.78
Matthew 12:29
The New Testament parallel most often cited by amillennialists is the statement
of Jesus in Matt 12:29. In this verse, Jesus explains to the Pharisees that His ability
to cast out demons is dependent on His prior act of having bound Satan: “Or how can
anyone enter the strong man’s house and carry off his property, unless he first binds
the strong man? And then he will plunder his house” (Matt 12:29). This verse is said
to demonstrate that the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 was accomplished by Jesus
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during his first-century earthly ministry.79 As many amillennialists note, the very
same Greek verb “to bind” (devw) is used with reference to Satan in both Matt 12:29
and Rev 20:3, strengthening the case that these passages describe the same action
taken against the devil.80
The initial difficulty with this argument concerns the timing of this incident in
the ministry of Christ. In Matt 12:29, Jesus specifically says He is not able to exorcise
the demon “unless he first [prw:ton] binds the strong man.” But most amillennialists
believe that the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 took place through the death and
resurrection of Christ. Herein lies the problem: If Jesus had not yet bound Satan
through His death and resurrection (Matthew 27–28), how was He able to cast out
the demon in Matthew 12? The amillennial view that the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 was accomplished by the death and resurrection of Jesus precludes the possibility that this same binding is described in Matt 12:29.81
A second difficulty concerns the purpose of Satan’s binding in Revelation 20.
As previously discussed, amillennialists often point to the purpose clause in verse 3
as indicating that Satan is bound in one respect and one respect only: “so that he
should not deceive the nations any longer” (Rev 20:3). 82 But in Matt 12:29, the purpose of Satan’s binding was to enable Jesus to heal the demon-possessed man. To the
degree that amillennialists emphasize the purpose clause in Rev 20:3 as stating the
sole purpose of Satan’s binding, they weaken their ability to equate that binding with
the binding of the strong man in Matt 12:29.
But the most significant problem with this argument is found in a simple comparison between the two passages. In Matt 12:29, Jesus is continuing His response to
accusations that He is casting out demons by the power Satan, and He does so with a
parable. He has already shown that He is Satan’s enemy (vv. 25–28), and now He
79
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explains that He is also Satan’s master,83 saying: “Or how can anyone enter the strong
man’s house and carry off his property, unless he first binds the strong man? And
then he will plunder his house” (Matt 12:29). The point of this parable is that the very
exorcism for which Jesus was condemned is a demonstration of His power and superiority over Satan. For how could Jesus have plundered the strong man’s house—i.e.,
robbed Satan of his spiritual property by delivering the demoniac—unless He had
first bound the strong man and rendered him powerless to prevent the exorcism. 84
According to Jesus, rather than casting out demons by Satan’s power, He was demonstrating His own power over the devil when He performed exorcisms. 85
In Matt 12:29, then, the binding of Satan broke the power he had to possess
specific individuals and thereby enabled Jesus to deliver those people from Satan’s
control. In contrast, the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 involved sealing him in the
abyss and preventing him from deceiving the nations. 86 The two passages have more
differences than similarities. In Matthew 12 Satan is bound in his own domain—his
own “house,” according to the parable—but in Revelation 20 he is removed from that
domain and cast into the abyss.87 The binding in Matthew 12 is a local reference to
Satan’s inability to control a single individual through demon possession, 88 but the
binding in Revelation 20 is a universal reference to Satan’s inability to deceive the
nations of the world. As one amillennialist acknowledges:
The binding of the strong man in the Synoptic Gospels…bears no recognizable
relationship to the thrust of the amillennial view. That thrust is that the binding
of Satan applies only to his ability to deceive the nations. But where are the
nations in the pericopes that refer to the binding of the strong man? They are
not to be seen. What is very much in view is the local sufferers from demon
83
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possession and Satan’s inability to prevent Jesus from healing them; what is not
at all in view is the now blessedly undeceived nations. 89
The inability of Satan to prevent Jesus from delivering demoniacs (Matt 12:29) is
simply not the same as his inability to deceive the nations of the world (Rev 20:1–
3).90 The two passages are not describing the same event, and therefore Matt 12:29
provides no support for the amillennial view of the binding of Satan.
Luke 10:18
A second passage often cited by amillennialists is Luke 10:17–20, which describes the return of the missionaries sent out by Jesus:
The seventy returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us
in Your name.” And He said to them, “I was watching Satan fall from heaven
like lightning. Behold, I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing will injure you. Nevertheless do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that
your names are recorded in heaven” (Luke 10:17–20).
The key is verse 18, where Jesus says, “I was watching Satan fall from heaven
like lightning.” According to amillennialists, Satan’s fall from heaven coincides with
the binding of Satan in Revelation 20, and therefore Luke 10:18 provides evidence
that Satan’s binding took place in the first century.91 To use this verse as an argument,
however, the amillennialist must be able to prove not only that the fall of Satan in
Luke 10:18 took place during the first-century ministry of Jesus, but also that it can
be equated with the binding of Satan in Revelation 20.
Because of the ambiguity of Jesus’s statement in Luke 10:18, commentators are
divided on the timing and nature of Satan’s fall. According to most interpreters, the
fall of Satan refers to either (1) the original fall of Satan (Isa 14:12), (2) the defeat of
Satan when Jesus resisted his temptations (Luke 4:1–13), (3) the defeat of Satan evidenced by the exorcism of demons (cf. Luke 11:17–23), or (4) the ultimate judgment
of Satan in the future (Rev 20:10).92 A fifth possibility combines views (3) and (4)
89
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and asserts that the victory of Jesus over the devil—as evidenced by demons being
cast out in His name—served as a preview of the final judgment of Satan, ultimately
pointing ahead to his eventual demise in the lake of fire (Rev 20:10).93
But regardless of which view is correct, Jesus simply does not define the fall of
Satan clearly enough for the amillennialist to make his case. In fact, each of these
five interpretations is consistent with the premillennial view and none of them requires the amillennial view. It is certainly possible to argue that the description of
Satan in Luke 10:18 took place when Jesus spoke these words—that Satan fell from
heaven when demons were cast out in the first century—but this does not demonstrate
that the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 occurred at the same time.
To prove that it did, amillennialists point out that the fall of Satan in Luke 10 is
associated with the missionary activity of the seventy. 94 For this reason, it is argued
that the fall of Satan curtailed the devil’s power and paved the way for the successful
proclamation of the Gospel throughout the world, just like the binding of Satan in
Revelation 20.95 Therefore, it is said, both actions must have occurred in the first
century. As noted above, however, Rev 20:3 does not say that the binding of Satan
paved the way for the church to proclaim the Gospel to the nations. Furthermore, the
fall of Satan in Luke 10:18 is presented as evidence that the seventy were given authority to cast out demons, not that the church was now able to preach the Good News
throughout the world. For this reason, even if the authority of Jesus over demons
indicated that Satan was defeated in some way during the first century (Luke 10:18),
this does not mean that Satan was sealed in the abyss, unable to deceive the nations
(Rev 20:1–3).96 In the absence of any clear parallels between the two passages, Luke
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10:18 falls short as an argument that the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 is a present
reality.97
John 12:31–32 / Colossians 2:15 / Hebrews 2:14–15 / 1 John 3:8
Several passages cited by amillennialists specifically refer to the victory that
Jesus accomplished through His death and resurrection as He triumphed over Satan
and redeemed from his control those who repent and believe in Christ:


John 12:31–32: “Now judgment is upon this world; now the ruler of this
world shall be cast out. And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all
men to Myself.”98



Colossians 2:15: “When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, He
made a public display of them, having triumphed over them through Him.” 99



Hebrews 2:14–15: “Since then the children share in flesh and blood, He
Himself likewise also partook of the same, that through death He might render powerless him who had the power of death, that is, the devil; and might
deliver those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their
lives.”100
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1 John 3:8b: “The Son of God appeared for this purpose, that He might destroy the works of the devil.” 101

According to the amillennialist, these descriptions of the victory of Jesus over Satan
are parallel to the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 and therefore locate the timing
of that binding in the first-century ministry of Christ.
The main problem with this argument is its inability to account for the release
of Satan in Revelation 20, for whatever is accomplished in the incarceration of verses
1–3 is undone in the release of verse 7.102 As Ladd explains, the release of Satan is
difficult to understand if it is applied to the Lord’s binding of Satan in His earthly
ministry: “The victory he won over Satan was won once and for all. Satan will never
be loosed from bondage to Christ won by his death and resurrection.” 103 In other
words, if the binding of Satan in Revelation 20 refers to Christ’s work of redemption
on the cross (John 12:31–32; Col 2:15; Heb 2:14–15; 1 John 3:8), the finished work
of Christ turns out to be the unfinished work of Christ when Satan is released. 104
For example, according to 1 John 3:8 Jesus came to break the dominating power
of sin in the lives of those who believe in Him. But if the victory over the devil in
this verse is equated with the binding of Satan in Rev 20:3, what does it mean that
Satan is released in Rev 20:7? How can the effects of this redemptive victory be
reversed? Similarly, the victory of Christ over the devil in Heb 2:14–15 consists of
Jesus redeeming sinners from the power of Satan and the fear of death. But if this
victory is identified as the binding of Satan in Revelation 20, how can this act of
deliverance be nullified when the devil is set free? Likewise, how can the casting out
of Satan in John 12:31–32 be reversed, and how can Christ’s triumph over the rulers
of darkness in Col 2:15 be overturned? These passages must not describe the same
act of divine judgment against Satan as what John describes in Rev 20:1–3.
Revelation 12:7–11
A final passage often cited by amillennialists is found in Rev 12:7–11, which
describes the casting down of Satan in terms very similar to those of Rev 20:1–6.105
Although the details between the two passages are not identical at every point, the
parallels are said to “suggest that they depict the same events and mutually interpret
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one another.”106 The following seven parallels have been highlighted by various amillennialists:

Figure 1. Riddlebarger, A Case for Amillennialism, 229.107

According to amillennialists, the obvious parallelism between Revelation 12 and
20—and especially the verbal connection in the fourfold identification of the dragon
in 12:9 and 20:2–3—indicates that both passages are describing the present age. 108
For this reason, the casting down of Satan in Rev 12:7–11 is seen as evidence for the
present-day fulfillment of Rev 20:1–3.
The problem with this argument is that it focuses on superficial points of similarity between Rev 12:7–11 and 20:1–6 while ignoring differences between the two
passages which make it impossible for them to be describing the same events or time
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period. Suppose a news magazine were to publish two separate articles about the
president of the United States. The first article described how the president flew on
Air Force One from Washington D.C. to London where he spent the day giving a
number of public speeches. A subsequent article described how he flew on Air Force
One from London to Hawaii where he spent two weeks vacationing with his family
out of the public eye. The discerning reader would not assume that the two articles
were describing the same flight simply because they both referred to how (a) the
president of the United States (b) flew across the ocean (c) on Air Force One. After
all, the point of departure is different, the destination is different, and the substance
of the trip is different. The two accounts could not possibly be describing the same
flight across the ocean.
So it is with the parallels between Revelation 12 and Revelation 20—even
though both passages refer to a casting down of Satan, three critical differences preclude the possibility that they refer to the same casting down.109 First, the origin and
the destination of the casting down of Satan are completely different in the two passages.110 In Revelation 12 Satan is cast down from heaven to earth, but in Revelation
20 he is cast down from earth into the abyss. In Revelation 12, Satan no longer has
access to heaven because he is confined to earth, but in Revelation 20 he no longer
has access to earth because he is confined in the abyss. Unless one is prepared to
equate the abyss and the earth, this cannot be the same casting down of Satan. He is
on earth in Revelation 12 and in the abyss in Revelation 20, but, as discussed above,
he cannot be in both places at the same time.
A second major difference is that the expulsion of Satan from heaven in Revelation 12 has the opposite effect as the casting of Satan into the abyss in Revelation
20.111 When Satan is cast down to earth in chapter 12, it results in increased deception
of the nations (Rev 12:9; cf. 13:14; 16:14; 18:23; 19:20), but when Satan is cast into
the abyss in Revelation 20, it prevents him from deceiving the nations any longer
(Rev 20:3). How can Satan be described as the one “who deceives the whole world”
(Rev 12:9) while simultaneously being sealed in the abyss “so that he would not deceive the nations any longer” (Rev 20:3)? Satan cannot deceive the whole world (Rev
12:9) and yet be unable to deceive the nations of the world (Rev 20:3) at the same
time, and therefore the two descriptions are incompatible.
A final difference involves the short amount of time given to Satan in both passages. At the end of Rev 12:12, John describes Satan being cast down to the earth,
“having great wrath, knowing that he has only a short time.” In Rev 20:3, John writes
that after Satan is locked in the abyss for a thousand years, “he must be released for
a short time.” As seen in #5 in the chart above, this parallel—“a short time” (ojlivgon
kairo;n) in 12:12 and “a short time” (mikro;n crovnon) in 20:3—is cited by those who
argue for the amillennial view.
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The problem is that these two brief periods of time do not line up chronologically. In Revelation 12, Satan is cast down to earth for “a short time,” but in Revelation 20 he is cast into the abyss for a long time (the thousand years), and then afterward he is released for “a short time.” If the amillennial view is correct, the short
time in Revelation 12 coincides with the long time in Revelation 20 (the thousand
years), which is then followed by a short time.112 The supposed parallel between the
“short time” in Revelation 12 and the “short time” in Revelation 20 offers no support
for the amillennial view and actually presents a significant difficulty for it.
Therefore, even though Satan is indeed cast down in both visions, the destination of Satan, the result of him being cast down, and the duration of his restriction
(either on earth or in the abyss) are completely incompatible. For this reason, Rev
12:7–11 and 20:1–6 do not portray the same events or time period, and a comparison
between the two passages provides no evidence for the amillennial view of Satan’s
binding.113
None of these New Testament passages, then, are truly parallel to the binding
of Satan because none of them portray the kind of absolute confinement described in
Rev 20:1–3. For this reason, these cross-references fail to bring any clarity to the
meaning of John’s vision and therefore fail to provide evidence that the millennium
began with the first-century ministry of Christ.
Conclusion
Hundreds of years before the first coming of Christ, Satan was “roaming about
on the earth and walking around on it” (Job 1:7), and now, hundreds of years after
the death and resurrection of Jesus, Satan still “prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour (1 Pet 5:8). His ultimate fate is sealed, but the devil is not
currently bound and sealed in the abyss as described in Rev 20:1–3. As Saucy explains:
All attempts to apply this picture to the present period, either as a limitation of
Satan’s deceptive power on believers or his inability to prevent the spread of
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the gospel in the world, are difficult to harmonize with the language of the passage and other teaching of the New Testament. The text gives no indication that
the limitation on Satan is one of degree.114
To the contrary, the confinement of Revelation 20 is absolute and therefore the binding of Satan is not a present reality. Instead, the thousand years in John’s vision represents a millennial kingdom which will take place between the present age and the
eternal state (cf. Isa 24:21–23), just as premillennialism teaches.
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