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WHY POSTMILLENNIALISM
IS ATTRACTIVE, BUT
PREMILLENNIALISM

IS BETTER

by
Scott Aniol!

Postmillennial eschatology is on the rise. In contrast to premillen-
nialism, which affirms a literal, thousand year kingdom of Christ fol-
lowing the second coming, and amillennialism, which asserts that the
kingdom of Christ is a present spiritual reality and that there will be no
literal kingdom on earth following Christ’s return, postmillennialism
holds that Christ is currently building a literal kingdom on earth
through the spread of the gospel that will result in social, cultural, and
political Christianization. Loraine Boettner explains,

Postmillennialism is that view of the last things which holds that the
kingdom of God is now being extended in the world through the
Ereachinfg of the gospel and the saving work of the Holy Spirit in the
earts of individuals, that the world eventually is to be Christianized
and that the return of Christ is to occur at the close of a long period of
righteousness and peace commonly called the millennium.2

An eschatological position that “did not originate as a system until
the early 1700s,” postmillennialism enjoyed widespread appeal in the
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, particularly fueled by the Great
Awakening and advances in science, technology, and social reform.
However, postmillennial adherents declined in the twentieth century
for two primary reasons. First, two world wars delivered a severe blow
to postmillennialism’s optimism about the progress of world history.

But even more significantly, few postmillennialists of that time
even attempted a robust exegetical defense of their view. When older
postmillennialists did use Scripture, they always stressed the need for an
allegorical interpretation, even tracing their hermeneutic directly to
Origen.* For example, James Snowden argued in 1919, “It is true that
many of these prophecies when so applied must be taken poetically and
not literally.” One later example of this lack of exegetical basis is illus-
trated in George Ladd’s response to Loraine Boettner’s argument for
postmillennialism in the 1977 The Meaning of the Millennium: Four
Views. Ladd’s response filled only half a page, and began with, “There is
so little appeal to Scripture that I have little to criticize.”® Ironically,
even defenders of the postmillennial position during that same year
acknowledged as much. In his foreword to R. ]J. Rushdoony’s God’s
Plan for Victory: The Meaning of Postmillennialism, Martin Selbrede
acknowledged that it “is not itself an exegetical work,”” and later admit-
ted, “It’s actually a pretty poor exposition of postmillennialism, particu-
larly from an exegetical standpoint.”® Likewise, Gary North, the editor
of five essays defending postmillennialism in a 1977 issue of 7he Jour-
nal of Christian Reconstruction, confessed, “This issue...is not deeply
exegetical.”

Why Postmillennialism Is Attractive

But this is no longer the case. As I will demonstrate below, what I
believe has increased the appeal of postmillennialism in more recent
years is the development of exegetical arguments in favor of that posi-
tion, and in particular, the attempt to interpret kingdom prophecy lit-
erally, at least to a certain extent.!® This form of postmillennialism
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found new life in the wake of Christian reconstructionism among theo-
logians such as Gary North, Greg Bahnsen, and Kenneth Gentry. More
recent popularizers of postmillennialism, such as Doug Wilson, have
distanced themselves from reconstructionist roots."! But this newer re-
surgence of postmillennialism has become popular in large part, I be-
lieve, because of their attempt to take certain promises in Scripture
literally. This has attracted some from amillennialism, with its almost
entirely spiritual interpretation of Christ’s kingdom.

Recent conservative postmillennialism has also attracted some for-
mer premillennialists who have bought into the unfair caricature that
premillennialism is unconcerned with this present world.!? Postmillen-
nialism’s more “optimistic outlook” and emphasis on the importance
and value of earthly work is attracting mostly younger Reformed men
who are concerned about the quickly devolving conditions of society
and culture.”® This optimism concerning societa% progress is one of the
most practical outcomes of their attempt to take kingdom prophecy
literally, leading to a strong emphasis on the value of what Christians
do now in the world. Postmillennialists like Greg Bahnsen argue that
widespread conversions will result in massive socio-cultural improve-
ments: “We are not going to see perfection by any means, any more
than we see perfection in our individual lives. We will, however, see a
general improvement in the earth’s condition morally, culturally, politi-
cally, educationally, artistically, and on and on and on it goes.”"* What
Christian would not desire what postmillennialism promises? The ques-
tion is, does Scripture promise this?

These two emphases from recent postmillennialists—a literal inter-
pretation of kingdom prophecy andp placing value on earthly work
now—are what I intend to evaluate in this paper. I will demonstrate
how these emphases are articulated by postmillennialists, and then I will
argue that while both emphases are, indeed, biblically important, pre-
millennialism actually embodies them more consistently.
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Literal Interpretation of Christ’s Kingdom

Premillennialists often lump postmillennial and amillennial herme-
neutics together as similarly aﬁegorical. But recent postmillennialism
does interpret certain aspects of kingdom prophecy in a more literal
fashion, and I believe this is one reason for its recent attractiveness.
Bahnsen notes, “There are things that are said in the Bible which can-
not possibly be applied to the post-consummation kingdom of God.
They must be applied to history.”> He expresses his concern for a lit-
eral interpretation of these promises when he states, “This is what the
Bible says. It is really just a question of whether we can believe the Bi-
ble.”¢ This more literal approach to kingdom prophecy plays out in
several key areas.

God’s Original Creation Purpose

First, postmillennialists recognize God’s original creation purpose
and his continued intent to bring about that purpose within history
prior to the new heavens and earth. God created man in his image, and
God blessed him, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth
and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the
birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the
earth” (Gen 1:28). This blessing given to mankind at creation crowned
him with rule over the earth, granting man the privilege and responsi-
bility to subdue and have dominion over all things. Doug Wilson notes,
“Representing and establishing royalty on earth has been God’s design
and purpose from the beginning.”'” Gary North agrees, “Man must
dominate. It is basic to his very being. He was designed to exercise do-
minion, as the image-bearer of God, in time and on earth.”'8

Adam failed in this role, but as Wilson continues, “God never re-
linquished his determination to establish it among us regardless.”"” God
still intends, he argues, for man to exercise dominion, and this is a goal
of his redemptive kingdom plan. Kenneth Gentry explains, “The post-
millennialist holds that God’s love for his creation prompts his concern
to bring it back to its original purpose of bringing positive glory to him.
Thus, the postmillenniaﬁst’s Eope-ﬁlled expectation is roote?in crea-
tional reality.”?°

5Ibid., 62.
16]bid., 64.

"Douglas Wilson, Heaven Misplaced: Christ’s Kingdom on Earth (Moscow, ID:
Canon Press, 2008), 24.

8Gary North, Unconditional Surrender: God’s Program for Victory (Powder
Springs, GA: American Vision, 2010), 30 (emphasis added).

YWilson, Heaven Misplaced, 24.

20Gentry, “Postmillennialism,” 23.
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Christ Installed as King at the Resurrection/Ascension

Second, postmillennialists believe that this restoration of God’s cre-
ation purpose will be accomplished through Jesus Christ, who they be-
lieve was installed at his resurrection and ascension in the position of
king that Adam abdicated. Bahnsen claims, for example, that when Pe-
ter applies Psalm 110 to Christ’s resurrection and ascension in Acts 2,

Peter declares, with inspired accuracy, that when Jesus was raised from
the dead and ascended to the right hand of God, that was the fulfill-
ment of the promise of God to David that he would have such a king-
dom and that all his enemies would be put under his feet. We must
conclude that the kingdom has come, and it is the Davidic kingdom.2!

Gentry agrees, asserting that “Christ has been installed as the King”
since the resurrection/ascension. He bases this assertion, without any
fuller explanation, on Paul’s declaration that “[Christ] was declared to
be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his
resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom 1:4). Christ is
even now “ruling from God’s right hand,” Gentry states, placing several
proof texts in parentheses about Christ’s exaltation (Rom 14:9-11; Eph
1:20-22; Col 1:18; 1 Pet 3:22; Rev 17:14; 19:16).22

The Successful Rule of Christ over This Earth

Third, since Christ is currently reigning as king, postmillennialists
argue, he will be successful in exercising dominion over this earth as
God originally intended. Gentry argues, “Messiah will vanquish the
raging nations of the world as surely as God conquers Israel’s Canaanite
foes.”? Gentry cites Messianic psalms as support for his “historical op-
timism.” He interprets promises that “all the ends of the earth shall re-
member and turn to the Lord” (Ps 22:27) as taking place in the present
age. He argues that we must interpret literally descriptions of the king-
dom, such as the following: “His salvation is to be known among all
nations (67:2); all the ends of the earth will fear him (67:7); all nations
will come and worship (86:9); renowned enemies will be converted
(87:4); all kings will revere him (102:15). In fact,” Gentry argues,
“Messiah will be seated in heaven until his enemies become his foot-
stool (110:1)—a theme verse that becomes the most cited Old Testa-
ment verse in the New Testament.”?* When Scripture promises that all
people will know God, “from the least of them to the greatest” (Jer
31:34), and that “peoples shall flow to” the mountain of the house of
the Lord (Mic 4:1), postmillennialists take these promises literally.

21Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 43,

2Gentry, “Postmillennialism,” 34-35. He also lists Rom 14:9-11 and Col 1:18,
though it is more difficult to see how these texts apply to his point.

2]bid., 34.
24bid., 32.
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Additionally, these things must take place, not just in the new
heavens and earth (as amillennialists argue), but in this earth. Gentry
argues that “in Psalm 72 messianic victory is tied to preconsummative
history, before the renovation of the present universe and the estab-
lishment of the eternal new heavens and earth.” Jesus’s reign takes place
“as long as the sun, as long as the moon, throughout all generations.”®
Further, Gentry notes that the universal worship of God, as prophesied
in passages such as Isaiah 2:2—4, will occur during the last days, not
after the last days.?® Likewise, Bahnsen argues, “The Bible teaches us
that Jesus will subdue all his enemies under his feet,” and this promise
“cannot be applied to the new heavens and the new earth.”” He points
out that the kingdom prophecy in Isaiah 65 indicates that “the young
man shall die a hundred years old.” Taking this prediction literally, he
observes, “No one is going to die in the new heavens and the new earth,
so Isaiah could not be talking about that.”?® North agrees, “This period
of astounding life expectancy and increased spiritual wisdom will take
place during history, before the final judgment. To argue anything else
is to deny the literal words of the prophecy of Isaiah.”?

This is key for postmillennialism: Christ must successfully reign
over the present earth that God created for that purpose, not simply
over a new carth. Gentry explains, “The protoevangeﬁum promises in
seed form (no pun intended) the victory of Christ in history, just as the
Fall and its effects are in history. The first Adam’s fall will be overcome
by the second Adam’s lifting up. God does not abandon history.”
Boettner explains what this will look like:

The postmillennialist looks for a golden age that will not be essentially
different from our own so far as the basic facts of life are concerned.
This age gradually merges into the millennial age as an increasing pro-
portion of the world’s inhabitants are converted to Christianity. Mar-
riage and the home will continue, and new members will enter the
human race through the natural process of birth, as at present. Sin will
not be eliminated but will be reduced to a minimum as the moral and
spiritual environment of the earth becomes predominantly Christian.
Social, economic, and educational problems will remain but with their
unpleasant features greatly eliminated and their desirable features
heightened. Christian principles of belief and conduct will be the ac-
cepted standards.3!

2]bid.

26]bid., 36.
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No Spiritual Kingdom

As I mentioned earlier, what essentially distinguishes postmillenni-
alism from amillennialism is interpretation of the kingcﬁ)m’s nature.
Both positions agree that the kingdom of Christ is present, but postmil-
lennialists strive to take the prophetic descriptions of the kingdom’s
nature literally. For example, in responding to Robert Strimple’s case
for amillennialism, Gentry argues that “were Strimple to follow his own
exegetical direction, he would become a postmillennialist” if he inter-
preted literally all the descriptions of the kingdom in Isaiah 2, Ezekiel
47, and Psalm 2.3

For my part, I think the arguments for postmillennialism outlined
above do present significant exegetical problems for amillennialism.
Postmillennialists examine the promises of Christ’s kingdom, they in-
terpret those promises literally, and because they believe Christ was in-
augurated as king at his resurrection and ascension and is presently
reigning over earth from heaven, they expect those literal promises to be
fulfilled in this present age before the new heavens and earth.

The Church’s Present Work

As to how Christ will successfully reign, conservative postmillenni-
alists point to the Great Commission of Matthew 28. Christ extends his
authority primarily through his body, the church, successfully accom-
plishing the evangelization of the world. They argue that on the foun-
dation of all authority being given to him (v. 18), Christ commissions
his people to “disciple all the nations” (v. 19). They take this to mean
that nations as nations will be entirely converted during Christ’s king-
dom as a result of the church’s evangelistic endeavors.>> Bahnsen argues,
“The church goes forth, not simply to battle (with periodic or spotted
conversions from place to place), but to incredible victory (namely, the
discipling of the nations as such).” And again, this worldwide alle-
giance to Christ will occur in history before the new heavens and earth.
Wilson insists that when the Bible speaks of the earth being full of the
knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea (Isa 11:9), “all this
happens in the course of history, not after history is over.”®

It is important to recognize, however, that postmillennialists do not
believe that every individual will be saved during the millennium, and

32Kenneth L. Gentry Jr., “A Postmillennial Response to Robert B. Strimple,” in
Three Views on the Millennium and Beyond, ed. Stan N. Gundry and Darrell L. Block
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 131.

3For a helpful treatment of postmillennialists” interpretation of “disciple nations,”
see Jeff Moore, “The Mission of the Church and the Mission of the State: Honoring
Christ’s Authority to Define Proper Domains,” Gloria Deo Journal of Theology 3
(2024): 13-37. I disagree with some of Moore’s conclusions, such as his denial that
nations as nations will come worship Christ, but his exegetical work is helpful.

34Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 102.
3Wilson, Heaven Misplaced, 17.
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they do so on a literal reading of parables such as in Matthew 13, where
both wheat and weeds grow side by side in the kingdom. This descrip-
tion of the kingdom has always been a problem for amillennialism, but
postmillennialists take it literally. Yet the success of Christ’s rule, evi-
denced in all the nations submitting to him as king, will come to pass.
Wilson argues, “We should note that we are not commanded to give
everyone in the world a chance to be saved—we were told to disciple
the nations. This is the earthly task of the church, and nothing else
is.”3¢

Postmillennialists root this optimism regarding the church’s success
on earth, not only in the Great Commission, but also in a literal inter-
pretation of the promises that Christ’s people will reign with Christ on
earth in history. The kingdom “shall be given to the people of the saints
of the Most High,” promises Daniel 7:27. Jesus promised that the meek
would inherit t%e earth (Matt 5:5). Paul declares, “If we have died with
him, we will also live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with
him” (2 Tim 2:11-12). And Revelation 20:6 unequivocally predicts
that Christ’s followers “will be priests of God and of Christ, and they
will reign with him.” Postmillennialists want to take these and many
similar promises literally as occurring in history before the new heavens
and earth.’”

The Christianization of Culture

But the success of Christ’s reign does not end with the salvation of
souls. Although this reign of God’s people results primarily from gospel
proclamation, since postmillennialists understand such a reign to be
rooted in God’s original creation purpose for mankind, they also in-
clude a socio-cultura% emphasis in what it means to extend Christ’s rule
on the earth. Christ is ultimately fulfilling God’s original intent for man
to rule as his vice regents, but he is doing so through his people on
earth. According to Gentry, Adam and Eve were “covenantally obligat-
ed...to develop human culture to [God’s] glory, exercising righteous
dominion over all the earth,” and that covenant obligation continues
now for Christ’s body.?® Wilson agrees, “The cultural mandate is noth-
ing more or less than mankind’s obligation to be culturally responsi-
ble.”® North asserts, “Man must exercise dominion. It is part of his
nature to do so.”4

As a result, postmillennialists place a high emphasis on the real

3¢Ibid., 82.

37Qthers include Ps 37:11; 149:5-9; Rom 5:17; 1 Cor 6:2-3; Rev 2:26-27; 5:9—
10.

3Gentry, “Postmillennialism,” 26.
3Wilson, Heaven Misplaced, 114.

4“Gary North, Dominion Covenant: Genesis (Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian
Economics, 1982), 29.
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value of earthly work in this present age, as they anticipate the Chris-
tianization of culture through their extending Christ’s rule over all the
earth. Gentry suggests that

as a consequence of the spread of the gospel, history will experience
widespread faith in God, righteousness on the personal and social lev-
els, and international peace and prosperity on the cultural and political
levels.... Each and every realm of thought and activity is under his au-
thoritative command: ecclesial, familial, and personal—as well as ethi-
cal, social, cultural, financial, judicial, legal, political, and every other
realm. The rich reward of his redemptive labor is sovereign lordship
over all.41

Wilson insists that postmillennial optimism should motivate Christians
to pursue strong Christian marriages, godly children, fervent gospel
proclamation, holy living, and covenant-renewal worship that is regu-
lated by Scripture instead of wracked by worldliness. “The central way
that Christians are called to transform the world is not to be found in
politics,” he says. “Christ gave us our mission and he gave us our meth-
ods. The world is to be brought to Christ, with all the nations submit-
ting to him, agreeing to obey him. That is the mission.”#

It seems to me that this emphasis is partly responsible for the
growth of postmillennialism today. In response to nominal Christiani-
ty, worldly worship, theological compromise, and cultural passivity in
much of modern evangelicalism, young Reformed Christians are at-
tracted to a theology that stresses the need to live holy and distinct lives
in conformity to God’s moral standards, to create culture that reflects
biblical values, to boldly proclaim the lordship of Christ in the public
sphere, and to worship according to the dictates of God’s Word. All of
these things they find in the postmillennial proposal.

The Appeal of Postmillennialism

As noted earlier, the emphasis upon the success of Christ’s reign on
earth in history, as clearly prophesied in Scripture, is one significant
reason many amillennialists have become attracted to postmillennial-
ism. As Bahnsen observes, “Amillennialists are always at a disadvantage
here because they end up having to do such gymnastics to explain how
all these really powerful promises of kingdom success are being fulfilled
today in a kind of invisible way or in heaven.”® He states with a note of
irony, “We [postmillennialists] can be premillennialists, at least when it
is appropriate in terms of the understanding of the golden age, or semi-
golden age, that has been promised by the Bible.”#4

4“Kenneth L. Gentry Jr., Postmillennialism Made Easy, 2nd ed. (Chesnee, SC: Vic-
torious Hope, 2020), 20, 28.

“2Douglas Wilson, Mere Christendom (Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2023), 160.
Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 53.
441bid.
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Yet, they certainly set their sights on premillennialism as well. Both
amillennialists and premillennialists, according to postmillennialists, are
“pessimistic” about the trajectory of world history, not expecting the
kind of worldwide Christianization within history that they believe
Scripture promises. “Postmillennialism is set apart from the other two
schools of thought,” Bahnsen suggests, “by its essential optimism for
the kingdom in the present age.”# Boettner claims of premillennialism,

If we feel the whole secular order is doomed, and that God has no fur-
ther interest in it, why, then, of course we shall feel little responsibility
for it, and no doubt feel that the sooner evil reaches its climax the bet-
ter. ...Such an over-emphasis on the other-worldiness cannot but
mean an under-emphasis and neglect of the here and now. ...It would
be hard to imagine a theory more pessimistic, more hopeless in princi-
ple or, if consistently applied, more calculated to bring about the de-
feat of the church’s program than this one.46

Any “refusal to exercise dominion” Wilson asserts, “is escapist religion.”*

In fact, postmillennialists seem to believe that they are actually tak-
ing the promises of the kingdom more literally than premillennialists
do. After citing several New Testament promises that the kingdom will
come “quickly” (Rev 3:11; 22:7, 12, 20), that is it “at hand” (Jas 5:8; cf.
1 Jn 2:18; Rev 1:1, 3), and that “this generation will not pass away until
all these things take place” (Matt 24:34; cf. Matc 10:23; Heb 10:25),
Wilson asserts, “None of these passages would lead us to think that we
need to wait two thousand years or more.” Wilson claims that the only
options for interpreting these texts are (1) unbelieving liberalism,
(2) interpreting them as referring to the end of the world, in which case
“the natural meaning of the words indicating its nearness in time must
be ‘spiritualized,” or (3) “we can say that the writers of the New Tes-
tament expected to see these thing come to pass in their day, and they
were correct.” 48

The bottom line is that postmillennialists believe that a literal read-
ing of Scripture inevitably leads to the conclusion that Christ will suc-
cessfully subdue the earth as God originally intended in the Garden of
Eden, that he will do so through the spread of the gospel, and that the
success will occur before he returns to earth a second time.

Why Premillennialism Is Better

Much could be said to correct postmillennial interpretation of
many biblical texts, but that is not my goal here.* What I intend to do

41bid., 92.

4Boettner, The Millennium, 353-54.
\Vilson, Heaven Misplaced, 74.
4]bid., 95.

“For a helpful critique of how postmillennialists interpret key biblical texts, see
Jeremy Sexton, “Postmillennialism: A Biblical Critique,” Themelios 48 (2023): 551-72.
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is to focus specifically on this central reason I believe postmillennialism
has become attractive—its attempt to take kingdom prophecy literally.
And what I will show is that ultimately, though postmillennialists do
interpret some of the kingdom prophecies literally, they are not willing
to take all of the kingdom prophecies literally. Rather, premillennialism
more consistently applies a literal hermeneutic to biblical prophecy.

Literal Interpretation of the Cause and
Nature of Christs Kingdom

The most obvious example of the postmillennial unwillingness to
take prophecy literally is in their allegorization of the thousand years
prophesied in Revelation 20. For example, Bahnsen insists, “we are not
inclined to begin by reading the ‘one-thousand’ in a literal way any-
more than we should read the one-thousand literally when the Psalmist
says the Lord owns the cattle on a thousand hills. ...[T]he thousand-
year reign of Jesus has begun and it is set in contrast in John’s writing
to a very short period for Satan at the end of history.”®

Yet an even more prevalent aspect of kingdom prophecy that post-
millennialists do not take literally is descriptions of how Christ’s king-
dom comes. To put it another way, postmillennialism and
Eremillennialism agree on the literal earthly character of millennial

ingdom in history (with a few notable exceptions discussed below).
Where we disagree is in the cause and timing of the kingdom.

God’s Kingdom Purpose

Contrary to what some might claim, biblical premillennialism is
not based solely on a particular interpretation of Revelation 20. Rather,
it is rooted in a holistic understanding of God’s kingdom purposes, be-
ginning in Genesis 1. Michael Vlaci succinctly presents the biblical
argument for premillennialism:

Jesus as the Last Adam is destined to successfully rule from and over
the realm (earth) that was tasked to the first Adam. Adam failed but
the Last Adam will succeed. Jesus’s kingdom reign will be from and
over the earth and He will share His reign with His followers and
complete the kingdom mandate of Genesis 1:26-28.5!

As we have seen, this paragraph could have almost been written by
a postmillennialist based on a literal reading of kingdom promises.” Yet
premillennialists believe this rule of Jesus and his people will occur after

59Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 51. Gentry likewise asserts, “With amillennialism,
postmillennialists understand the ‘thousand years’ in Revelation as symbolizing an ex-
tended period of time” (Gentry, Postmillennialism Made Easy, 5).

SIMichael J. Vlach, He Will Reign Forever: A Biblical Theology of the Kingdom of
God (Silverton, OR: Lampion Press, 2017), 543.

52The only point on which a postmillennialist would disagree is with the word
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Jesus comes again—it is not currently taking place. Why? Because pre-
millennialists apply a literal hermeneutic to kingdom prophecies more
consistently than postmillennialists do, which manifests in a few key
areas.

Violent Subjugation

First, the positions diverge primarily with regard to how the king-
dom will come. Postmillennialists argue that the kingdom comes grad-
ually and generally peacefully through gospel proclamation and faithful
Christian living. For example, though Gentry rightly interprets messi-
anic psalms like Psalm 22:27 as being fulfilled before the creation of the
new heavens and earth, he asserts without support that it will come
“apparently on the basis of evangelistic persuasion rather than Arma-
geddon imposition.”>® Bahnsen states the point clearly: “According to
the Bible, the kingdom of God does not come in this world through
violence.”>*

Yet consistent literal interpretation of the promises indicates other-
wise. Instead of coming gradually and peacefully, many prophecies con-
cerning the earthly kingdom of Christ predict that it will come
suddenly and with violent force.”> A few examples will suffice to illus-
trate the point.

Psalm 2, often correctly cited by postmillennialists as proof that
Christ’s kingdom will involve whole nations submitting to the lordship
of Christ, reveals how this will take place: “You shall break them with a
rod of iron and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel” (Ps 2:9).
Psalm 72, another Messianic psalm predicting his “dominion from sea
to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth” (Ps 72:8) also de-
scribes how that will take place: he will “crush the oppressor” and make
“his enemies lick the dust” (Ps 72:4, 9). The messianic kingdom psalm
most quoted in the New Testament, Psalm 110, says that Christ “will
shatter kings on the day of his wrath” (Ps 110:5). How is it that the
nations will be Christianized? “He will execute judgment among the
nations, filling them with corpses; he will shatter chiefs over the wide
earth” (Ps 110:6). In fact, much, if not all, of the imprecatory language
in the psalms is a plea for God to fulfill his promise of subjugating the
nations and reigning over the earth.

This is what the prophets of old foretold. Isaiah prophesied, “Be-
hold, the day of the LORD comes, cruel, with wrath and fierce anger, to
make the land a desolation and to destroy its sinners from it” (Isa 13:9).
As Craig Blaising rightly summarizes, “It is the coming of Christ in the

53Gentry, “Postmillennialism,” 32.
>4Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 57.

55This is a point on which premillennialists and amillennialists agree, though amil-
lennialists believe that Christ’s sudden and violent defeat of his enemies at his second
coming ushers in the eternal kingdom in the new heavens and earth. See Riddlebarger,

A Case for Amillennialism, 166ft.
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Day of the Lord that brings in the future fulfillment of the eschatologi-
cal kingdom both in its millennial and final forms.”® And this Day of
the Lord will come with violence: “I will punish the world for its evil,
and the wicked for their iniquity; I will put an end to the pomp of the
arrogant, and lay low the pompous pride of the ruthless” (Isa 13:9—
11).°7 Likewise, Zechariah prophesied a day when Messiah would estab-
lish his kingdom on earth by unleashing his wrath against his enemies:
“Then the Lord will go out and fight against those nations as when he
fights on a day of battle” (Zech 14:3).

This violent overthrow of Christ’s enemies is what will render the
nations subservient to him such that even Egypt will worship him: “In
that day there will be an altar to the Lord in the midst of the land of
Egypt, and a pillar to the Lord near its borders” (Isa 19:19). Zephaniah
predicts that the Day of the Lord will bring with it wrath, distress and
anguish, ruin and devastation, darkness and gloom” (Zeph 1:14). On
that Day, the Lord will “gather nations, to assemble kingdoms, to pour
out upon them my indignation, all my burning anger” (Zeph 3:8). This
outpouring of wrath upon the nations, the prophet predicts, will then
be the means by which the nations will be converted: “For at that time I
will change the speech of the peoples to a pure speech, that all of them
may call upon the name of the Lord and serve iim with one accord”

(Zeph 3:9).

Coming, Then Reigning

Blaising also helpfully points out that “throughout the New Testa-
ment, the second coming of Jesus is the coming of the Day of the
Lord.”® First Corinthians 5:5 identifies the Day of the Lord as future.
It “will come like a thief in the night,” Paul says in 1 Thessalonians 5:2,
bringing with it “sudden destruction” (v. 3). Paul insists that the Day of
the Lord is not yet here, “for that day will not come, unless the rebel-
lion comes first” (2 Thess 2:2). Paul describes Christ’s second coming
as a time when he “is revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in
flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and
on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus” (2 Thess 1:7—
8).

Further, Jesus specifically described his earthly reign as being ac-
complished as a result of his coming again. He promised in Matthew
25:31-32, “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels
with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be
gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one from another
as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” The order of events

56Craig Blaising, “A Premillennial Response to Kenneth L. Gentry Jr.,” in Three
Views on the Millennium and Beyond, ed. Stan N. Gundry and Darrell L. Block (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 74.

57See also Isa 2:12; 3:16-24; Jer 30:7; Ezek 38-39; Amos 5:18-19; Zeph 1:14-18.

58Blaising, “Premillennial Response,” 74.
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here is clear: the Son of Man comes again, then he will sit on his glori-
ous throne to judge the nations. After separating the sheep from the
goats, he says to his sheep, “Come, you wEo are Elessed by the Father,
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the
world” (Matt 25:34).

Postmillennialists interpret passages related to the Day of the Lord
in one of two ways. Some acknowledge that it refers to Christ’s second
coming, but they ignore the biblical chronology of the millennium fol-
lowing his coming. Others claim that the Day of the Lord has already
begun. These, too, ignore the biblical chronology, and they also must
spiritualize the violent subjugation of God’s enemies prior to the mil-
lennium.

Gentry argues that the Day of the Lord refers to AD 70.° He notes
how Psalm 2 is quoted in the New Testament with regard to Christ’s
resurrection and ascension.®® But as Blaising observes, “Gentry does not
do well, however, in explaining how the themes of rebellion and subju-
gation by force in this psalm find their fulfillment at this time. Is the
preaching of the gospel the fulfillment of dashing to pieces those who
refuse to submit to him?”®" Blaising notes that while the New Testa-
ment references Psalm 2 with relation to Christ’s resurrection and as-
cension, Revelation 19:15 also quotes Psalm 2 with reference to Christ’s
second coming, a prophecy filled with language of violent subjugation:

In righteousness he judges and makes war. His eyes are like a flame of
fire, and on his head are many diadems, and he has a name written
that no one knows but himself. He is clothed in a robe dipped in
blood, and the name by which he is called is the Word of God....
From his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the
nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the
winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty (Rev 19:11-
16).

As Blaising notes, “These texts see the final fulfillment of Psalm 2’s re-
gal language in a kingdom that ensues from that Second Coming.”®2
Postmillennialists also do not take literally descriptions of Christ
physically ruling the world on David’s throne from Jerusalem after his
coming to earth. Isaiah 2 pictures Messiah ruling on earth from Jerusa-
lem as the nations gather to worship him there. Isaiah 9 states that Mes-
siah will establish his government “on the throne of David and over his
kingdom” (Isa 9:7). While Gentry’s assertion from Isaiah’s prophecy
that worldwide worship will take place during the last days, not after
the last days does counter the amillennial position, it does not

59Kenneth L. Gentry Jr., He Shall Have Dominion: A Postmillennial Eschatology,
3rd ed. (Chesnee, SC: Victorious Hope, 2021), 382-83.

Gentry, “Postmillennialism,” 34.
¢1Blaising, “Premillennial Response,” 76.
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contradict the premillennial view of the millennium, which occurs after
Christ’s coming, but still during the last days.®

In order to deny the violent nature of Christ’s return to establish
his kingdom, postmillennialists must follow the amillennial method of
allegorizing prophecies that speak in such terms. Bahnsen explains,

Postmillennialism maintains that the victorious advance of Christ’s
kingdom in this world will take place in terms of the present peaceful
and spiritual power of the gospeﬁ rather than through a radically dif-
ferent principle of operation, namely, physical force and earthly vio-
lence in order to subdue opposition.... How does Jesus conquer the
nations according to Revelation 192 With a sword, right? But not a
sword in His hand, it is a sword from His mouth. It is going to be
preaching that changes men’s hearts.64

Likewise, Wilson notes that Psalm 110 “ends with Christ crushing the
rulers of the whole earth. But how is this to be done?” Wilson says it
will happen gradually in this age through gospel proclamation.®> For
other passages in which they cannot avoid the violent language, they
either interpret them to occur in AD 70, or they acknowledge that they
occur at Christ’s coming but simply to squash a rebellion that rises at
the end of the golden age.*

Reigning with Christ

Postmillennialists also do not take promises of saints reigning with
Christ literally, either in character or in timing. Repeatedly in kingdom
prophecy, Christ’s coming brings with it violent subjugation of his en-
emies, after which his people are given rule with Christ over the na-
tions. For example, Daniel 7 portrays a “horn” waging war with the
saints, which suddenly ends when the Ancient of Days comes in judg-
ment, after which “the saints took possession of the kingdom” (Dan
7:21-22). Jesus promised in Matthew 19:28, “Truly, I say to you, in
the new world, when the Son of Man will sit on his glorious throne,
you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the

63“Hebrews 1:2 indicates that ‘in these last days’ God ‘has spoken to us in his Son.’
Yet the NT also speaks of many eschatological events that have not been fulfilled with
the first coming of Jesus and await future %ulﬁllment (see 1 Thess 4—5; 2 Thess 1-2; 2
Pet 3; etc.). The interpreter will need skill in deciphering which aspects of OT eschatol-
ogy apply to Jesus’ first coming and which apply to his second coming” (Vlach, He Wi/l
Reign Forever, 148, n. 7).

¢4Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 56-57.
SWilson, Heaven Misplaced, 99.

66“The siege of Jerusalem described in Zechariah 14:1-2 points to the AD 70
judgment upon Jerusalem” (Gentry, He Shall Have Dominion, 523). “Though clearly
expecting Christ’s dominion throughout the world, Scripture nevertheless teaches that a
minority of the human race will not convert to Christ. Evidence for this exists in the
events associated with Christ’s return, which include a brief rebellion, as indicated in

2 Thessalonians 1:7—10 and Revelation 20:7-9” (ibid., 302).
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twelve tribes of Israel.” Ironically, after mocking the Corinthian believ-
ers for acting like they were currently reigning (1 Cor 4:8), Paul prom-
ised that believers would one day literally judge men and angels (1 Cor
6:3). And Christ says in Revelation 2:26-27, “The one who conquers
and who keeps my works until the end, to him I will give authority over
the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron.” Postmillennialists
spiritualize the reign of believers as simply gospel proclamation, and
even when they extend such “rule” to cultural and societal influence,
they are unwilling to take literally passages about judging men and an-
gels and ruling over the nations with a rod of iron.

The timing is also key: saints will be given authority to rule after
Christ’s coming, when his faithful in John’s vision, “came to life and
reigned with Christ for a thousand years” (Rev 20:4). Postmillennialists
have to follow the example of amillennialists in spiritualizing this resur-
rection and placing it during this age rather than taking it literally. For
example, Bahnsen interprets Matthew 25:31-32 as occurring at the end
of the Millennium. Conveniently, when quoting these verses, Bahnsen
skips verses 33-34 which mention the sheep inheriting the kingdom.®”
Instead of affirming that the saints will literally rule over the nations,
Bahnsen argues that this is taking place spiritually now. Referring to
Ephesians 2:1-6, Bahnsen states, “Paul has told us we have been raised
with him and we sit with him in the heavenly places, reigning with him
on his throne. We have ascended with Jesus, the kingdom has come
and the millennium has begun.”®® Gentry argues that the idea of saints
reigning with Christ in Revelation 20 is essentially the same as Paul’s

statement that Christians are seated with Christ in heavenly places (Eph
2:6).9°

Restored Creation

Another aspect of kingdom prophecy that postmillennialists spirit-
ualize is with respect to the nature of the kingdom. While they do agree
with premillennialists concerning all nations coming to worship Christ
during his kingdom reign, they do not take literally promises concern-
ing the restoration of the created order during Christ’s kingdom. Bahn-
sen acknowledges, “As far as the curse of sin has affected this world the
kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ is going to reverse that.”
He goes on to mention a reversal in “politics ..., our sexual affairs, our
family affairs, our financial affairs, our artistic affairs, our industrial af-
fairs. It makes no difference. If sin has touched it, Jesus is going to deal
with it.”7® But what of the earth itself, including the animal kingdom?
Postmillennialists seem unwilling to take those promises literally.

¢’Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 46.
8]bid., 45.

©“In God’s eyes we sit with Christ in heavenly places (which, in essence, is the
idea of Rev 20:4-6), i.e. in regal position” (Gentry, He Shall Have Dominion, 268).

79Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 65.
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What do postmillennialists do, for example, with Isaiah 11:6-9,
which promises that “the wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leop-
ard shall lie down with the young goat, and the calf and the lion and
the fattened calf together; and the little child shall lead them”?”! They
rightly interpret Isaiah 2 as taking place literally on this present earth,
but they must interpret promises of reversal of the curse on the earth
either allegorically or as occurring on the new earth. For example, Gen-
try says of this verse, “This is poetry; it is not speaking literally of
wolves, lambs, leopards, lions, and bears. These carnivores acting peace-
fully with herbivores picture the glory of Christ’s kingdom when it
comes to full expression in history.””> He interprets verse 11 literally
about the reconciliation of his people as occurring with present nations
on this earth, yet he has to allegorize promises that involve more than
just people.

But as Vlach notes,

some spiritualize the literal meaning of these verses, but there is no
good reason to do this. Nature and the animal kingdom were casual-
ties of the fall of man. So why wouldn’t the restoration of all things
(Acts 3:21) include a restoration of nature and animals? ...Isaiah 11:6—
9 shows that Messiah’s kingdom is not just a spiritual kingdom; it is a
kingdom that transforms every aspect of creation—including the ani-
mal realm. In Eden man and animals lived in harmony, so too will it
be in Messiah’s kingdom.”3

If, as postmillennialists agree, God’s kingdom purposes began in the
garden and will be fulfilled in the kingdom of Christ, why would we
not see the dominion of the Last Adam, not only over nations, but also
over creation itself? It appears that the postmillennial understanding of
the millennium takes prophecies about conversion and society literally,
but it interprets ﬁgurativefl)y prophecies about the restoration of the cre-
ated order.

Literal, but Not

In other words, the key difference between premillennialism and
postmillennialism is not with whether Christ will successfully rule over
the nations, but when and how he will do so. Premillennialism takes
literally all of the promises concerning the nature and timing of Christ’s
visible reign on earth. A good summary comes from J. C. Ryle:

I believe that after our Lord Jesus Christ comes again, the earth shall
be renewed, and the curse removed; the devil shall be bound, the godly

71Other passages that promise animal restoration include Isa 65:25 and Ps 8:6-8.

72Kenneth L. Gentry Jr., “Thoughts on Isaiah 11, Postmillennial Worldview
(blog), May 12, 2023, https://postmillennialworldview.com/2023/05/12/thoughts-on-
isaia%l—l 1/. Interestingly, I could not find anywhere in Gentry’s published works where
he deals with this text.

73Vlach, He Will Reign Forever, 160.
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shall be rewarded, the wicked shall be punished; and that before He
comes, there shall be neither resurrection, judgment, nor millennium,
and that not until after He comes, shall the earth be filled with the
knowledge of the glory of the Lord (Acts 3:21; Isaiah 25:6-9; 1 Thes-
salonians 4:14-18; Revelation 20:1, etc.).74

Postmillennialism interprets literally many more promises than
amillennialists do. NevertheE:ss, postmillennialists refuse to take literal-
ly any promises that do not fit within their system, and they do not
appear to have any clear method for determining what to interpret liter-
ally and what to interpret spiritually. Bahnsen argues that kingdom
prophecies “are to be interpreted figuratively and literally, depending
on the context, and depending on the author’s intention,”” but he nev-
er presents any clarity on how these are to be determined.

Understanding Why Earthly Work Matters Now’®

This comparison of how literally postmillennialists and premillen-
nialists interpret kingdom prophecies should also lay to rest the carica-
ture of premillennialism as passive and unconcerned about earthly
matters. As I mentioned earlier, one of the reasons young, Reformed
evangelicals are attracted to postmillennialism is its emphasis on active
work in this present world, which they believe premillennialism and
amillennialism have wrongly minimized. Certainly some premillennial-
ists may be passive, but that is not inherent to premillennial theology.
In fact, on the basis of the theology itself, premillennialism offers a fair-
ly robust philosophy of cultural engagement.

Since in the premillennial view the future millennial kingdom will
be an earthly, physical kingdom, this implies that physical, cultural ac-
tivities matter. Furthermore, since there is continuity between this pre-
sent age and the future millennial kingdom, Alva J. McClain insists that
“Life here and now, in spite of the tragedy of sin, is nevertheless some-
thing worth-while; and therefore all efforts to make it better are also
worth-while. All the true values of human life will be preserved and
carried over into the coming kingdom; nothing worth-while will be
lost.””7 Vlach agrees: “Man was created to interact with his environ-
ment, including culture. He will continue to do so in the kingdom of
God in a holistic manner. This involves international harmony, tran-
quility in the animal kingdom, planting of vineyards, and the building
of houses.””® This is because it is God’s intention to restore during

74]. C. Ryle, Are You Ready for the End of Time?: Understanding Future Events from
Prophetic Passages of the Bible (Inman, SC: Christian Heritage, 2020).

75Bahnsen, Victory in Jesus, 39—40.
76This section is adapted from Aniol, “Polishing Brass.”

77Alva J. McClain, The Greatness of the Kingdom (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books,
1959), 531.

78Vlach, He Will Reign Forever, 16.
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Christ’s kingdom not just individuals, but all creation. “This restoration
of all creation,” according to Vlach, “includes the planet, animal king-
dom, agriculture, architecture, and all God-honoring cultural pursuits
(Isa 11; 65:17-25).”” He explains that “not only does Jesus’ death
atone for the sins of God’s image-bearers, it is the basis for the reconcil-
iation of all things in his kingdom.”%°

Thus, from a premillennial view, what Christians do in the world
now does matter.’! While the church as church has no social responsi-
bility outside of itself, this does not mean that Christians must refrain
from involvement in cultural spheres. According to McCune, “a church
saint lives in two separate spheres, the church and the state,” and as
such, individual Christians are “dual citizens” who can and should en-
gage in politics, arts, education, law enforcement, science, and other
cultural activities. However, “this is in their capacity as citizens of
earth,” not as “the church.”® An individual Christian’s role in society is
not connected in any direct way to God’s plan to establish his millenni-
al kingdom on earth and restore all things. Further, when a Christian
acts in society, it is not out of a motivation to fulfill the “cultural man-
date.” As Vlach argues, only “the ‘Son of Man,” and ‘Last Adam’ (see
1 Cor 15:45) can fulfill the kingdom mandate originally tasked to Ad-
am. He can represent man and do for mankind what mankind on his
own cannot do,”® and this will occur in the future kingdom “after his
present session at the right hand of the Father.”®

While God intends to restore all things, this is not happening dur-
ing the present age, and the church has no role in such restoration. In-
stead, premillennialists make much of the fact that the NT promises
this age will continue to grow, in the words of John Walvoord, “in-
creasingly wicked as the age progresses” (2 Tim 3:13), and thus alt-
hough cultural pursuits are worthy, “the premillennial view...presents
no commands to improve society as a whole.”®® Yet, this pessimism

7Ibid., 536.
80]bid., 446.

810n this point, premillennialists agree with amillennialists, especially those who
affirm two kingdom theology. See David VanDrunen, Nasural Law and the Two King-
doms: A Study in the Development of Reformed Social Thought (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2009); David VanDrunen, Living in God’s Two Kingdoms: A Biblical Vision for Christi-
anity and Culture (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010); Scott Aniol, Citizens and Exiles:
Christian Faithfulness in God’s Two Kingdoms (Douglasville, GA: G3 Press, 2023).

82Rolland McCune, Promise Unfulfilled: The Failed Strategy of Modern Evangelical-
ism (Greenville, SC: Ambassador-Emerald International, 2004), 262.

83]bid., 260.
84Vlach, He Will Reign Forever, 546—47.

85Ibid., 458. Vlach also affirms that when Jesus fulfills the dominion mandate in
the kingdom, he will also “empower those who belong to him to do so” as he shares his
rule with them.

86John F. Walvoord, The Millennial Kingdom (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1959),
134.
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about the trajectory of the world’s systems in this age is balanced with
an optimism in the power of the gospel to change lives and the reality
of Christ’s coming again to set up his kingdom on the earth. Only he
can accomplish societal transformation.

Conclusion

The bottom line is that while postmillennialism does interpret
many kingdom prophecies literally and rightly emphasizes the im-
portance of earthly work now, premillennialism does both of these with
far more consistency. Unfortunately, not only is postmillennialism on
the rise, but also premillennialism seems to be the favorite whipping
boy of both alternative positions, scoffed at and maligned as “loser the-
ology.”® Much of postmillennialism’s claim that it is optimistic in con-
trast to premillennialism is a case of begging the question. It is not
helpful to be optimistic about realities we are not promised prior to the
second coming. A false optimism rooted in faulty expectations may ac-
tually hinder Christians from preparing themselves to endure even un-
der persecution. Any theology that questions why we should be active
in society if wholesale transformation is not the goal is simply pragmatic
to the core. Indeed, while the optimism may be attractive, optimism
should not be the reason to adopt a system. The system is faulty, as I
have shown, because of its unwillingness to apply a literal hermeneutic
consistently.

Premillennialism, on the other hand, attempts to apply a consist-
ently normal, “originalist” interpretation of kingdom prophecies in
Scripture.®® Postmillennialists should be applauded for their attempt to
take kingdom prophecies literally, but they should be pressed to do so
more consistently. Vlach best summarizes the inevitable conclusions to
a consistently literal hermeneutic applied to kingdom prophecy:

(1) There must be a successful reign of man and the Last Adam
(Jesus) from and over the realm—earth—where God tasked the
first Adam to rule.

(2) Jesus must have a sustained and visible reign in the realm
where he was rejected.

(3) There must be a vindication and reign of the saints in the
realm where they were persecuted.

(4) There needs to be a time in history when all aspects of the

87This label given to premillennialism comes from a somewhat hyperbolic state-
ment made by John MacArthur in a sermon on January 17, 2021: “Oh, guess what?
We don’t win down here, we lose. You ready for that? Oh, you were a post-
millennialist, you thought we were just going to go waltzing into the kingdom NP you
took over the world? No, we lose here—get it” (John MacArthur, “2020 Clarity: Re-
flecting on God’s Goodness in the Last Year,” Grace to You, January 17, 2021,
https://www.gty.org/library/sermons-library/ GTY178/).

88See Snoeberger, “Traditional Dispensationalism,” 153ff.
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covenants and promises are fulfilled.®

Each of these points could be affirmed by modern postmillennialists if
they would simply extend their desire to take Scripturally literally to the
timing and manner of the advent of Christ’s kingdom on earth.

Premillennialists ought to recognize with approval the growing
concerns, especially among young Reformed evangelicals, to interpret
Scripture literally and to find solutions to compromised worldly Chris-
tianity today. These two concerns find their most faithful answers in
the exegetical foundations of premillennialism.

89Michael Vlach, Premillennialism: Why There Must Be a Future Earthly Kingdom of
Jesus (Los Angeles: Theological Studies Press, 2015).



