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“Then I saw  an angel coming down from heaven, holding the  key of the abyss and a great chain in his 

hand” (Rev. 20:1 NASB ).  

 

Revelation 20 opens with  an angel coming down ( katabainō) from heaven ( Ouranos). In his 

commentary on Revelation, David Ch ilton identifies the angel as Jesus,1 and rightly so. In John’s Gospel, 

this same language is used —as Jesus describes Himself as the one “who descended 

(katabainō) from heaven (Ouranos)” (John 3:13). The reason Jesus descended from heaven and came 

down into this world was to “destroy the works of the devil” (1 John 3:8). With the key of the abyss and a 

great chain in his hand, He prepares to do just that. Through vivid imagery and apocalyptic symbolism, 

Revelation 20:1-10 tells the story of how this was accomplished.  

 

“And he took hold of the  dragon, the serpent of old, who is the devil and Satan, and  bound him for a 

thousand years” (Rev 20:2).  

 

The angel (Jesus) takes hold of the dragon, who is identified as the serpent of old, the devil and Satan. 

John’s clarity here leaves no doubt as to who and what this dragon is. He is none other than the original 

divine rebel from the garden (Gen 3:1, 14-15). The angel (Jesus) puts the key and chain that He is holding 

to good use, as this ancient dragon is then bound (deō) by Him. This is the same root word used for Jesus 

binding the strongman in Matthew 12:29 and Mark 3:27.  

 

Luke tells the same story, only he doesn’t use the word bound. Instead, he speaks of the strongman being 

attacked and overpowered (Luke 21:22). Nonetheless, this comports well with John’s imagery of Jesus 

seizing and taking hold of the dragon. John, however, leaves this account out of his Gospel completely. 

Instead, he saves his version of Satan being overpowered and bound for the book of Revelation. 

Specifically, he saves it for chapter 20. 

 

The duration of the dragon’s binding is said to be a thousand years . The period of a thousand years, 

therefore, begins with Satan’s binding. And as we will see, it ends with his release to initiate “the war” (Rev 

20:8). This would be the same “war” as referenced in Revelation 16:14 and 19:9, which is the Roman -

Jewish War (AD 66 -73).2 The thousand years, consequently, is hyperbole for the 40-year period between 

Jesus binding the strongman (AD 26) and the outbreak of the Roman-Jewish War (AD 66).  

 

Using numbers in a hyperbolic fashion like this is nothing  unusual for John. After  all, he speaks of 200 
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million horsemen in Revelation 9:16, yet there are only 58 million horses in the world. In Revelation 20 

itself, we’re told of an army whose “number” is “like the sand of the seashore” (Rev 20:8). Taken literally, 

that would be 10.8 trillion—the number of grains of sand on a typical beach. There has never been, nor 

will there ever be, an army this large.  

 

In each of these cases, the numbers are exaggerated for emphasis. In reality, the numbers are necessarily 

smaller. In this sense, John is merely following a long biblical tradition of employing hyperbolic numbers 

for rhetorical effect.  

 

The Old Testament is filled with examples of this literary device. In Chronicles 28:6, Pekah kills 120,000 in 

one day for following Ahaz in forsaking the Lord. To get some perspective on this, it took an atomic bomb 

to kill 80,000 people in one day in Nagasaki. During the temple’s dedication, Solomon sacrificed 142,000 

animals in a single day (1 Kgs 8:62-63; 2 Chr 7:5). The space needed to contain these animals would equal 

over 100 football fields.3 1 Kings 20:29 mentions a wall long enough to fall on 27,000 enemies of Israel at 

once. Those who ’ve done the math here point out that we ’re looking at a structure comparable to The 

Great Wall of China. 4  And by doing the math, it’s evident that we’re looking at hyperbolic numbers. 

 

Clearly, the biblical writers did not intend their audience to understand any of these numbers literally, and 

literate readers of the time would have understood this. In fact, they would have expected it. 5 The 

scriptural authors are simply employing a common rhetorical device of the time, which was widely 

attested to in the surrounding literature. In these writings, hyperbolic numbers magnify the king, the 

people, and the deity of the culture in view. Hence, it is “no heresy or leap of logic,” writes Brian Godawa, 

“to conclude that Hebrew scribes would write in a similar genre as those around them when they wanted 

to glorify their God and their king in comparison.”6   

 

It is also no heresy or leap of logic to conclude that John is doing the same thing in the book of Revelation. 

In fact, John seems to make full use of this literary tool as Christ’s “thousand years” (Rev 20:4) is 

contrasted with Satan’s “short time” (Rev 20:3). The “thousand years” is simply a hyperbolic number 

meant to accentuate the magnitude of all that was accomplished during the 40-year period in which Satan 

was bound (AD 26-66).  

 

“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 20:3).  

 

While the term abyss (ἄβυσσος <abussos>) is used sparsely in the New T estament, it’s used 36 times in 34 

verses in the Septuagint (LXX). 7 Although we might be tempted to assume that the abyss8 refers to the 

underworld, the word is never used to translate the Hebrew term “ Sheol.” According to Beale and 

McDonoug h, “The abyss in the LXX is always related to water, whether it be the chaotic waters —the 

‘primeval deep’—of the creation account (Gen 1:2; Ps 103:6 [104:6 ET]), or the waters of the sea (Isa 

63:13), or the waters below the earth (Ezek 31:15).”9 



 

Fulfilled Communications Group
  

www.fulfilledcg.com
 

 

With that said, t he image of a dragon (Rev 20:2) being thrown into the abyss (Rev 20:3) is meant to 

telegraph the Exodus theme (a 40-year period). John introduces the dragon imagery in chapter 12, where 

Satan is called “the great dragon” (Rev 12:9). This exact same phrase is used by Ezekiel to describe the 

office of the Egyptian Pharaoh (Ezek 29:2-3). In the Exodus story, Pharoah and his armies are thrown into 

the sea, the abyss covers them, and they go down like a stone (Exod 15:4-5).  

 

Accordingly, in Isaiah, the Exodus is looked back upon as the time when God “pierced the dragon” and 

made a way for H is people “through the waters of the abyss” (Isa 51:9-10). Here, we see both terms, 

dragon and abyss, used in conjunction with the Exodus. The echoes of the Exodus reverberate in John’s 

words as the ultimate dragon (Satan) is thrown into the abyss. This being the case, John is expecting his 

readers to make the connection to a 40-year period.  

 

Next, t he imagery of Satan being bound , with the abyss being shut and sealed over him , echoes The 

Prayer of Manasseh, where the wording matches John’s language so closely that it’s impossible to miss: 

 

“O Lord, Almighty God of our fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and of their righteous seed; 

who hast made heaven and earth, with all the ornament thereof; who hast bound (κλείω)10 the sea 

by the word of thy commandment; who hast shut (κλείω) up the Abyss (ἄβυσσος), and sealed 

(σφραγίζω) it by thy terrible and glorious name; whom all men fear” (Pr. Man. 1-3). 

 

“And he took hold of the dragon, the serpent of old, who is the devil and Satan, and bound (κλείω) 

him for a thousand years;   and he threw him into the  Abyss (ἄβυσσος) and shut (κλείω) 

it and sealed (σφραγίζω) 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 

NASB).  

 

Both passages are related to abyss, and both passages employ the same threefold sequence of binding, 

shutting, and sealing. The parallels are unmistakable, and the connection John expects his readers to make 

is equally unmistakable.  

 

The context of the prayer stretches all the way back to the original creation account, where God restrains 

the forces of chaos and speaks order, meaning, and purpose into existence.11 By drawing on this earlier 12 

Jewish prayer,13 the message John is telegraphing to his readers is that God is restraining the leader of the 

forces of chaos and giving His servants time to bring order back to the cosmos through the preaching of 

the gospel to all nations. Satan is not allowed to deceive them into initiating “the war” until this happens. 

 

And i nitiating the war is precisel y the reason for what Satan’s binding entails. He is bound so that he 

would not deceive the nations any longer, until the thousand years were completed. The Greek lemma 

translated “deceive” here is planao. As the late Dr. Michael Hieser pointed out,  
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“BDAG, which is the standard Greek lexicon for New Testament literature, has the lemma’s 

primary meaning as ‘leading astray in a specific way.’ The specifics, in my judgment, are best 

defined in terms of what Satan does when permitted to do what he does. And the text is clear on 

this point. Do you know what he does? He leads the nations against Zion. So if that’s what he does 

when he’s permitted, then that is what he was prevented from doing. Get it? We let one passage 

interpret the other.”14 

 

Jon Paul Miles concurs, writing , “Whatever Satan was prevented from doing before he was loosed, he 

would have been anxious to do as soon as he was released. As soon as he is released, he goes out to deceive 

the nations and gather them for battle against God's people.”15 

 

Satan, therefore, is not bound in every respect, but only bound with respect to deceiving the nations into 

starting “the war” prematurely. His being released for a short time , consequently, would simply be the 

time between the start of the war (AD  66) and God’s ends being achieved (AD  70). Basically, the war 

would in fact begin, and the temple would in fact come down, but only in God’s good tim ing—and not 

Satan’s.  

 

“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 foreheads 

and on their hands; and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years . The rest of the 

dead did not come to life until the thousand years were completed. This is the first resurrection . 

Blessed and holy is the one who has a part in the first resurrection; over these the second death has no 

power, but they will be priests of God and of Christ, and will reign with Him for a thousand years” 

(Rev 20:4-6).  

 

John sees the souls of those who’ve been beheaded for their testimony and for the word of God. Clearly, 

these are deceased individuals who’ve been martyred for their faith. Beheading was a standard form of 

capital punishment at the time,16 and the imagery is meant to convey martyrdom. The ones reigning on 

the thrones also include those who had not worshiped the beast or received the mark. This extends the 

group of reigning saints to include not only martyrs per se, but also those who lived lives of general 

resistance to the beast.  

 

Typically, we think of the sea beast (Rev 13:1-10) in terms of Nero/Rome. While this is indeed the case, it 

is important to realize that Nero/Rome was merely the latest incarnation of the sea beast. The sea beast 

represents the tyrannical forces of evil that opposed God and His people throughout time.  

 

In Revelation 13:1, John is using Leviathan imagery – and that imagery has a long and deep history.17 As 

John is told later , “The beast which you saw was, and is not, and is about to rise out of the abyss” (Rev 

17:8). So, the beast wasn’t currently on scene when John had his vision, but it was about to make a 

reappearance–not a first appearance. In other words, the beast that John sees rising from the abyss had a 
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past, and that past is recorded on the pages of the past.  

 

For example, in the Septuagint version of Jeremiah 51:34, the same word for “beast” (thērion) that John 

uses for Nero/Rome is used for Nebuchadnezzar/Babylon: “He has devoured me, he has torn me asunder, 

airy darkness has come upon me; Nabuchodonosor king of Babylon has swallowed me up, as a dragon 

(thērion) has he filled his belly with my delicacies .”18 As A.Y. Collins says, the imagery in Revelation 

“would carry associations with a long line of national enemies, foreign powers often personified in a 

particular ruler whose deeds were perceived as especially infamous or threatening.”19 Nero/Rome was just 

the latest in this long line of enemies—the latest “beast” on the scene.  

 

Those who resisted the beast came to life and reigned with Christ  for a thousand years, and this is called 

the first resurrection.  Specifically, t hose who come to life and reign with Christ have a part  in this 

resurrection. Many c ommentators recognize that the first resurrection can only be the resurrection of 

Christ , and those on the thrones in Revelation 20:6 have “a part” in His resurrection.  This is certainly the 

case.  

 

Typically, however, the commentators equate this idea of taking part in Christ’s resurrection (Rev 20:3) 

with each believer’s own spiritual resurrection . In other words, they identify it as the new birth, or 

regeneration—something which all believers experience  (e.g., Eph 2:1 -6). While this is a theologically 

sound doctrine in and of itself, this is a classic case of the right doctrine but the wrong text. These verses 

here in Revelation 20 are clearly describing the souls of deceased believers who’ve been martyred and/or 

have suffered greatly for their faith. And this is just not true of all believers. 

 

With that said, there is a group of saints who indeed had “a part” in Christ’s resurrection (the first 

resurrection) and Scripture records it for us: “ Also the tombs were opened, and many bodies of the saints 

who had fallen asleep were raised;  and coming out of the tombs after His resurrection, they entered the holy 

city and appeared to many” (Matt 27:52-53). The O ld Testament had telegraphed that Jesus would not be 

the only one coming out of His tomb that morning: “He will revive us after two days; He will raise us up on 

the third day, that we may live before Him” (Hos ea 6:2). 

 

Putting the pieces together, those who took part in the first resurrection would be the O ld Testament 

saints who resisted the beast in its past manifestations and came out of their tombs with Jesus on that first 

Easter morning.  

 

“When the thousand years are completed, Satan will be  released from his prison,  and will come out 

to deceive the nations which are at the  four corners of the earth,  Gog and Magog, to  gather them 

together for the war; the number of them is like the  sand of the seashore. And they came up on the 

broad plain of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city, and fire came 

down from heaven and devoured them” (Rev 20:7-9).  
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As stated above, the hyperbolic thousand years is completed when Satan is released from his prison and 

permitted to gather the nations together for the war. Again, this is the Roman -Jewish War, and the 

number of the armies being like the sand of the seashore is of course hyperbolic, like the thousand years 

themselves.  

 

John’s reference to Gog and Magog  comes from the book of Ezekiel (Ezek 38 -39). Like his references to 

Jezebel (Rev 2:20), Sodom and Egypt (Rev 11:8), and Babylon (Rev 18:2), this refers to something in the 

past that is meant to give shape and meaning to the present. Ezekiel’s Gog prophecy is an oracle against 

Haman in the book of Esther,20 and the comparison to the events of the first century is apropos.21  

 

In Esther, the enemy of God’s people (Haman and his cohorts) is in league with the political power of the 

day (Persia). Haman conspires with the Persian king to exterminate the Jews. In the end, it backfires, and 

Persia turns on Haman. The deceiver is deceived. The executioner is executed. And God’s people are 

victorious. 

 

In Revelation, the enemy of God’s people (apostate Judaism) is in league with the political power of the 

day (Rome). The Jews and the Romans conspire together to exterminate the Christians. But what happens 

in the end? The beast (Rome) turns on the harlot (Jerusalem), and the true Israel of God (Jews and 

Gentiles alike) is victorious. As it was in Esther, so it is in Revelation.  

 

“And  the devil who deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone, where the beast and 

the false prophet are also; and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever” (Rev 20:10).  

 

As stated in the opening, Jesus came “ to destroy the works of the devil ” (1 J ohn 3:8), and this is 

accomplished here—as the devil who deceived them is thrown into the lake of fire, along with the beast 

and the false prophet to be tormented day and night forever and ever.22 

 

Recap 

 

Revelation 20 casts the 40 -year period between AD 26 and AD 66 in hyperbolic terms as “a thousand 

years.” The Exodus motif in Revelation 20 reinforces the idea of a 40-year period. By binding Satan, God 

restrained the forces of chaos so that the gospel seed could be planted before Satan was released to start 

the war. The “short time” of Satan’s release would be the period of the war from AD  66 to AD  70. The 

martyred saints of the past lived and reigned with Christ in heaven as His servants accomplished their task 

on earth during the hyperbolic “thousand years.” John recycles Ezekiel’s Gog & Magog imagery to convey 

the idea that the tables would soon be turned after the war starts. God’s people would be victorious in his 

day, just as they were in Esther’s day.  
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