
What is the first resurrection? - Rev. 20:5-6

“v. 4 And I saw thrones, and seated on them  were those who had been given 
the authority to judge. I also saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for 
the testimony of Jesus and for the word of God.  These had not worshiped the 
beast or  its image and had not received its mark on  their foreheads or  their 
hands.  They came to life and reigned with  Christ for a thousand years. v. 5 
(The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were 
finished). This is the first resurrection. v. 6 Blessed and holy is the one 
who has a part in the first resurrection!  Over such the second death has no 
power, but they will be priests of God and of Christ, and they will reign with 
him for a thousand years.”
(Revelation 20:4–6 MOUNCE-NT)

My Thoughts:

The overall passage is specifically and contextually dealing with the issue of the 
martyrs.  It is answering the question of Rev. 6:10-11.  It is similar to Rev. 11, 
12, and 14.  Thus the passage has this background.  It is dealing with the 
group mentioned in v. 4 who had been beheaded for the testimony (marturi÷an - 
testimony) and did not receive the mark of the Beast.  This group came to life 
and reigned with Christ for 1,000 years.  A second group did not come to life.  
They did not participate in the 1st resurrection.  So the first resurrection 
happens before the 1,000 years.  V. 6 confirms that the first resurrection takes 
place before the 1,000 years.  So it seems to me that this is primarily a 
reference to the martyrs and those who were receiving this letter.  Specifically, 
general Christians are not in view.  Only by application, not by direct textual 
inclusion is the reader today invited to join these martyrs in sharing and taking 
part in this first resurrection.  It seems that the idea is to stand with them in 
faith.  To hold to the testimony of truth and then we will not be defeated, but 
will win the victory symbolized by the term, “resurrection.”  

 Though - I see much merit and validity, in a larger application and 
 extension of the passage, to seeing the first resurrection as a reference 
 to the Christian’s new spiritual life they receive at baptism.    

OTHERS:

Lonnie Woodruff - p. 369-370
 It is a spiritual resurrection.  Specifically it takes place at baptism (Rom. 
6:3-4, 11.  Col. 2:12-13, 3:1).  Therefore the first resurrection is the 
resurrection of the soul from the grave of sin.  It is a spiritual resurrection.  Col. 
1:18 - Christ was the firstborn from the dead and Rom. 6:3-5 says that we have 
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a part in that resurrection by baptism.  The other group is unbelievers who are 
not obedient to our Lord through baptism and will not live (spiritually) during 
the gospel age or thousand years.  They are dead in sins.  

Curtis Hartshorn 

p. 137 - The first resurrection is salvation.  Those who have no part in the 
resurrection are dead in sin and will be in hell.  Blessed and holy is the one 
who has (salvation).

 Rubel Shelly  

p. 108 - The reign is in heaven, rather than on earth.  Jesus shares this reign 
with the martyrs of Rome’s persecution, not all saints; it is not connected with 
the second coming but with the fall of Rome. . . Christ’s reign with his faithful 
martyrs from heave is the millennium of Rev. 20, not some future reign on 
planet earth for a period of peace and utopian contentment. . . The exaltation 
of the martyrs to vindication and glory is called the “first resurrection” (20:5).  
There will be one and only one bodily resurrection of the dead and that will 
occur for all people at Jesus’ second coming in glory.  Thus the first 
resurrection is a way of referring to the triumph of the martyrs in connection 
with the fall of Rome and the “second resurrection” - never mentioned but 
implied here - must be the general resurrection of the dead at Christ’s return.  
Those vindicated in that first resurrection need have no fear of the “second 
death.” 

N. T. Wright

p. 180 - John’s point is that the martyr’s are already reigning with Christ.  Jesus 
is reigning.  Christians in Eph. 2:6 and elsewhere are said to reign with him. 

Homer Hailey

p. 394-395 - In John’s vision he saw the souls who sat upon the thrones, 
sharing the rule of Christ’s victory for a thousand year, the full and complete 
period of time in the mind and purpose of God.  This does not exclude all the 
faithful who have lived since that time from sharing with Him in his reign, for 
saints who partake of His grace and gift of righteousness, “reign in life 
through Him (Rom. 5:17) even those purchased with His blood who “reign 
upon the earth (Rev. 5:9f).  But these latter ones are not those portrayed in 
the vision; we are not in the picture.  . . . “the pronouncement “blessed and 
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holy” is upon him who had part in the first resurrection, which had been 
interpreted as the victory of the cause and principles to which he was faithful 
under the most trying of circumstances, even unto death.  

David Roper - p. 325ff

 It should be emphasized that from the perspective of John’s day, the idea 
of reigning upon the earth meant primarily victory.  What is the purpose of 
repeating this promise of reigning that had been given to all Christians 
specifically to the martyrs here in v. 20?  Early Christians needed to know the 
promise was not nullified by death, rather death brought it to completion.  The 
imagery of reigning “for a thousand years” underlined the completeness of the 
reign of the martyrs, the totality of their victory.  

v. 5 is difficult because what the term “this” refers to is ambiguous.  It cannot 
refer to the sentence immediately prior.  The phrase the “the first 
resurrection” has nothing to do with a bodily resurrection of the good at the 
beginning of the 1,000 year reign.  Rather, in context, this is the spiritual 
resurrection begun when a person is baptized into Christ and climaxed with 
he dies “in the Lord” Rev. 14:13).  

Stafford North  p. 88ff

Who reigns with Christ? - The martyrs who have come out of the Roman 
persecution.
Why do they reign with Christ?  - As a victory celebration. They have come 
through the tribulation and trials.
Where do they reign with Christ? - It is the reign of souls in heaven where 
God’s throne is located. 
When do they reign with Christ? - It is at the fall of Rome to celebrate God’s 
victory (ch. 18-19). 

Robert Mounce - p. 369ff

The millennium is not, for John, the Messianic age foretold by the prophets of 
the OT, but a special reward for those who have paid with their lives the price of 
faithful opposition to the idolatrous claims of the AntiChrist. . . . “The essential 
truth of the passage is that the martyrs’ steadfastness will win for them the 
highest life in union with God and Christ.  

He sees the “rest” as all unbelievers and all faithful except the martyrs.  He sees 
the first resurrection as the resurrection of the martyrs as described in v. 4.  
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Dr. Rodney Cloud 

John writes of the first resurrection and says, Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first 
resurrection. Over such the second death has no power, but they shall reign with Him a 
thousand years. What is this resurrection? In Revelation 6:9-11, John sees these same people 
under the altar and crying out for vindication from God. They are given white robes and told to 
rest a while until the number of their fellow servants, and their brethren, who were killed as 
they were, was completed. Revelation 20:4 probably indicates that that time had now arrived. 
The resurrection is not the resurrection of the body at the last day, but of each’s soul, which came 
with the defeat of the powers which had persecuted them. For a similar use of "resurrection" in 
Scripture, see Ezek. 37:1-14; Luke 15:24; Rom. 11:15; Eph. 2:1-4; Col. 2:13.
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