
Historical Background

Unlike most apocalypses, Revelation does not pretend to be written by some 
famous religious figure out of the distant past. The person responsible for this 
book identifies himself as a Christian named “John” who was on the island of 
Patmos “because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (1:9). The latter 
reference probably indicates that he has been banished from the mainland for 
witnessing to his faith and sent into exile on this island. But who is this person? 
In a popular vein, he often has been identified with the apostle John, who was 
one of the twelve disciples of Jesus. This view, however, was sharply challenged 
by authorities in the early church, and most modern scholars do not think that 
it can be maintained. Most interpreters today simply view the author of Reve-
lation as a Christian prophet named “John” who is otherwise unknown to us.

Nevertheless, scholars do seek to surmise certain facts about the author from 
the book itself. He is steeped in the Old Testament and familiar with the imagery 
and style of Jewish apocalypses. Indeed, this John (whoever he was) appears to 

Box 30.4

Millennium, Tribulation, Rapture
In Revelation 20:1–10 John sees a vision in which Satan is bound and some Christian martyrs are 

raised from the dead. Faithful saints reign with Christ for one thousand years, and then Satan is 

released, but only to be cast in the lake of fire following a final battle.

Throughout the centuries Christians have adopted various positions with regard to what this vi-

sion of the “millennium” means:

•	Premillennialism. Christ returns before the millennium: his faithful saints rule with him on earth 

for one thousand years after the second coming but prior to the final judgment and estab-

lishment of the new kingdom.

•	Postmillennialism. Christ returns after the millennium: his faithful saints will successfully evange-

lize the world and rule it in peace for one thousand years before Christ’s second coming.

•	Amillennialism. Christ returns without any literal millennium: his faithful saints experience spiri-

tual victory symbolized in Revelation as a triumph equivalent to a thousand-year reign.

Premillennialists take a futurist approach to interpreting Revelation and sometimes try to relate 

their understanding of the book to two other eschatological events: the “tribulation” (a seven-year 

period of woes thought to be described in Rev. 6–9 and specifically mentioned in Dan. 9:27; Rev. 

11:2–3) and the “rapture” (a miraculous removal of God’s faithful from the earth thought to be ref-

erenced in Matt. 24:40–41; 1 Thess. 4:15–17; Rev. 4:1). Thus premillennialism yields subcategories:

•	Pretribulationism. The rapture will come prior to the onset of the tribulation (so the unfaithful 

who are left behind will receive a wake-up call regarding what is now to come).

•	Midtribulationism. The rapture will come at some midpoint during the tribulation (so the faith-

ful may regard any onset of terrible woes as a possible sign that the rapture is near).

•	Posttribulationism. The rapture will come after the tribulation, at the time of Jesus’s second 

coming (so even the faithful should expect to endure suffering prior to Christ’s return).

word of God: 
proclamation that 
expresses what God 
wants to say; in 
John 1 Jesus Christ 
is identified as the 
Word of God made 
flesh.
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