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Session #4 

The Nature of the First Resurrection 
 

 

The Expositors Seminary 
Super Seminar—April 8-9, 2016 

 
 
I. Introduction 
 

4 Then I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was given to them. And I saw 
the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony of Jesus and 
because of the word of God, and those who had not worshiped the beast or his image, 
and had not received the mark on their forehead and on their hand; and they came to 
life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. 5 The rest of the dead did not come to 
life until the thousand years were completed. This is the first resurrection. 6 Blessed and 
holy is the one who has a part in the first resurrection; over these the second death has 
no power, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with Him for a 
thousand years (Rev 20:4–6). 

 
§ Initial Observations:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

§ Key Question: Is the “first resurrection” ________________ or ________________? 
 
 

§ Comparison of Views: 
 

 
  Millennial View    First Resurrection  Second Resurrection 
  

Ø Premillennialism: Physical Resurrection  Physical Resurrection  
          of the Righteous         of the Wicked 
 

Ø Amillennialism: Spiritual Resurrection  Physical Resurrection 
          of the Righteous           of Righteous and Wicked 
 
 
   KEY DISTINCTION: 
 

  Premillennialism: First Resurrection is __________________. 
 

  Amillennialism: First Resurrection is __________________. 
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II. The Premillennial View of the First Resurrection 
 
 A.  The Premillennial Argument 
 
  1.   The Use of the Word “Resurrection” 
 

Ø ____ out of its other ____ uses in the NT refer to a physical resurrection 
 

Ø Places burden of proof on those who _________ a physical resurrection 
 
 
  2.  The Confirmation of the Immediate Context 
 
   a.   The Identity of the Resurrected  
 
 
 
   b.   The Description of the Resurrections    
 

The repetition of the same form of the same verb e[zhsan (“they 
came to life”) in verses 4 and 5 indicates that both resurrections 
must be physical. 

 

Ø First:  “they came to life [e[zhsan] and reigned with Christ  
for a thousand years” (v. 4) 

 

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

	  
 
 B.   The Primary Objection 
 

The most common objection to the premillennial view is that the Bible teaches a 
single, general resurrection of the righteous and the wicked at the same time: 
 
1.   Daniel 12:2: 

 
2.  John 5:28–29: 

 
3.   Acts 24:15:   

 
 
  PREMILLENNIAL RESPONSE: 
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III. The Amillennial Views of the First Resurrection 
 
 A. View 1: The Regeneration of the Believer  
 

The “first resurrection” refers to the regeneration of believers at the point of 
conversion, which is often described as a rising from the dead in the spiritual 
realm (e.g., Eph 2:1–7; Col 2:12–13; 3:1; 1 John 3:14). 

 
  DIFFICULTIES WITH THIS VIEW: 
 

1.  The word “resurrection” ____________ refers to regeneration in the NT. 
 

2.  The phrase “for a thousand years” (v. 4) indicates that all who are raised 
in the first resurrection are resurrected together at the beginning of the 
millennium and reign together for the entirety of the thousand years.  

 
Ø Why is this a problem? 

 
 
 

3.  According to this view, the saints in verse 4 are not regenerated until after 
they are martyred for their faith in Christ! 

 
 
 
 B.   View 2: The Death of the Believer 
 

The “first resurrection” refers to the believer’s entrance into heaven at the point 
of physical death (and reigning with Christ refers to the believer’s experience of 
blessing in the intermediate state). 

 
  DIFFICULTIES WITH THIS VIEW: 
 

1.  The word “resurrection” ____________ refers to the translation  
of the believer’s soul into heaven at the point of death. 

 
2.  This view the first resurrection is completely _______________  

with the very concept of a “resurrection.” 
 

Ø Physical Resurrection:  from physical death   to physical life 
 

Ø Spiritual Regeneration:  from spiritual death   to spiritual life 
 

Ø Death of Believer:   from physical life   to physical death 
 

 from spiritual life  to spiritual life  
 (on earth)   (in heaven) 

 
3.  The phrase “for a thousand years” (v. 4) indicates that all who are raised 

in the first resurrection are resurrected together at the beginning of the 
millennium and reign together for the entirety of the thousand years.  
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IV. Conclusion 
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Revelation 20:4-6:
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Then I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment 
was given to them. And I saw the souls of those who 
had been beheaded because of their testimony of Jesus 
and because of the word of God, and those who had 
not worshiped the beast or his image, and had not 
received the mark on their forehead and on their hand; 
and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a 
thousand years. The rest of the dead did not come to 
life until the thousand years were completed. This is 
the first resurrection. Blessed and holy is the one who 
has a part in the first resurrection; over these the second 
death has no power, but they will be priests of God and 
of Christ and will reign with Him for a thousand years.



Key Observation:
__________________________________________________________________________________________

The first part of verse 5 is parenthetical:

They came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand 
years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until 
the thousand years were completed.) This is the first 
resurrection. 

THEREFORE:

The “First Resurrection” = the coming to life 
of those who reign with Christ for a thousand years



The Key Question:
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Is the “first resurrection”
physical or spiritual?

 Premillennialism: Physical

 Amillennialism: Spiritual



Three Millennial Views
__________________________________________________________________________________________



John Walvoord (PR):
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“The sharp contrast in the passage is between 
those who are raised at the beginning of the 
thousand years and those who are raised at 
the end. Both are physical resurrections, but 
those who are raised at the beginning of the 
Millennium, designated as the ‘first 
resurrection,’ are contrasted to those who 
‘come to life’ at the end of the Millennium, 
who face judgment according to Revelation 
20:11–15.”



Robert Saucy (PR):
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“The mention of two resurrections separated 
by a period of a thousand years, along with 
the reference to the participants in the first 
resurrection as reigning with Christ, clearly 
points to a millennial period after the 
coming of Christ, when the first resurrection 
occurs.” 



The Premillennial Argument 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

1. The Use of the Word “Resurrection”
 38 out of its other 39 uses in the NT refer to 

a physical resurrection
 places a heavy burden of proof who dispute 

the premillennial view

2. The Confirmation of the Immediate Context
 The Identity of the Resurrected



Alva J. McClain (PR):
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“If the people involved were beheaded 
physically, and then lived again, common 
sense would suggest that they received 
back the same category of life that had 
been lost.” 



The Premillennial Argument 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

1. The Use of the Word “Resurrection”
 38 out of its other 39 uses in the NT refer to 

a physical resurrection
 places a heavy burden of proof who dispute 

the premillennial view

2. The Confirmation of the Immediate Context
 The Identity of the Resurrected
 The Description of the Resurrections



Two Resurrections:
__________________________________________________________________________________________

 First: “they came to life [e[zhsan] and 
reigned 

with Christ for a thousand years” (v. 
4)

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



Millard Erickson (PR):
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“Because both the first and second 
resurrections are described in identical 
terminology, ezesan, and because no 
qualifying adjectives or adverbs or 
anything else indicate that the two 
resurrections are different in kind, the 
attempt to make them different appears 
to be purely arbitrary.”



The General Resurrection 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

 Daniel 12:2: “And many of those who sleep in the dust 
of the ground will awake, these to everlasting life, but 
the others to disgrace and everlasting contempt.” 

 John 5:28–29: “Do not marvel at this; for an hour is 
coming, in which all who are in the tombs shall hear His 
voice, and shall come forth; those who did the good 
deeds to a resurrection of life, those who committed the 
evil deeds to a resurrection of judgment.” 

 Acts 24:15: “There shall certainly be a resurrection of 
both the righteous and the wicked.” 



The Primary Objection 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“Why should we believe that the New 
Testament everywhere teaches a general, 
singular resurrection on the last day, only 
to discover later in the most difficult book 
of the Bible that there are actually two 
specific, distantly separated resurrections 
for different classes of people?” 

—Kenneth Gentry



Wayne Grudem (PR):
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“All of these verses, in the absence of Revelation 
20:5–6, might or might not be speaking of a 
single future time of resurrection. But with the 
explicit teaching of Revelation 20:5–6 about 
two resurrections, these verses must be 
understood to refer to the future certainty of a 
resurrection for each type of person, without 
specifying that those resurrections will be 
separated in time.” 



Prophetic Telescoping:
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“There are specific instances in the Scriptures 
when a prophet foretold what appears to be a 
single future event, but as history unfolded it 
became clear that the original prophecy 
referred to multiple events.” 

—Kim Riddlebarger



Prophetic Telescoping:
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“As I stand in the greater Los Angeles basin and 
look toward the mountains to the northeast, I 
see a single mountainous ridge on the horizon. 
Yet, if I were to drive directly toward the 
mountains, I would soon realize that what 
appeared to be a single ridge was actually a 
series of hills, valleys, and mountains 
separated by many miles. So it is with some 
Old Testament prophecies.” 

—Kim Riddlebarger



Prophetic Telescoping:
__________________________________________________________________________________________

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiznLWS__fLAhXRth4KHSlkBCYQjRwIBw&url=http://www.hikespeak.com/trails/fish-canyon-narrows/&bvm=bv.118443451,d.dmo&psig=AFQjCNEbDDXXG-5roikjJiwRMmTSco7Rww&ust=1459962717210173
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiznLWS__fLAhXRth4KHSlkBCYQjRwIBw&url=http://www.hikespeak.com/trails/fish-canyon-narrows/&bvm=bv.118443451,d.dmo&psig=AFQjCNEbDDXXG-5roikjJiwRMmTSco7Rww&ust=1459962717210173


The Regeneration of the Believer
__________________________________________________________________________________________

DIFFICULTIES WITH THIS VIEW:

 The word “resurrection” never refers to regeneration in 
the NT. 

 The phrase “for a thousand years” (v. 4) indicates that 
all who are raised in the first resurrection are 
resurrected together at the beginning of the millennium 
and reign together for the entirety of the thousand 
years.

 According to this view, the saints in verse 4 are not 
regenerated until after they are martyred for their faith 
in Christ! 



Robert Strimple (AM):
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“The first resurrection occurs when [the 
believer] departs this life and is 
immediately ushered into the presence of 
Christ to reign with him.” 



The Death of the Believer
__________________________________________________________________________________________

DIFFICULTIES WITH THIS VIEW:

 The word “resurrection” never refers to the translation 
of the believer’s soul into heaven at the point of death. 

 This view the first resurrection is completely 
inconsistent with the very concept of a “resurrection.” 

 The phrase “for a thousand years” (v. 4) indicates that 
all who are raised in the first resurrection are 
resurrected together at the beginning of the millennium 
and reign together for the entirety of the thousand 
years.



George Eldon Ladd (PR):
__________________________________________________________________________________________

“It is difficult to see how this ‘first resurrection’ 
can be anything but literal bodily resurrection.” 



The Millennial Debate in Revelation 20
__________________________________________________________________________________________

FOUR KEY ISSUES:

 The Duration of the Thousand Years
 The Timing of Satan’s Binding
 The Nature of the First Resurrection
 The Chronology of John’s Visions
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