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Conclusion 

 

 Early studies in seventeenth-century English millenarianism were predominated 

by the Marxist readings prevailing in the 1970s. The Marxist interpretation, 

characterized by the anthropologist/sociologist approach, defined millenarianism as 

social activism. Their interests in millenarianism originated and concluded in political 

movements. Accordingly, those critics located millenarianism at the left end of the 

political spectrum and argued that English millenarianism vanished after 1660. 

 However, the traditional view was challenged by some scholars, namely, the 

revisionists, in the last two decades. They aimed to revise Restoration millenarianism, 

claiming that millenarianism did not quickly dissipate after 1660, though 

nonconformist radicalism did. Consequently, they separated millenarianism from 

violent extremism by redefining the term through a theological lens. The revisionists 

have demonstrated that the belief in a future millennium never ceased to exist in 

Restoration England. The Restoration might change those participants’ interests, but it 

did not stop them from anticipating the realization of an earthly millennial kingdom of 

God. 

 Milton studies in millenarianism have also undergone a similar historiographical 

revision. The traditional assessment of Milton’s millenarianism was established by 

Arthur Barker, Michael Fixler, Austin Dobbins, and C. A. Patrides, who argued that 

Milton abandoned his earlier millenarianism after 1660. Their argument was 

challenged by some of the contributors of Milton and the Ends of Time, among whom 

Barbara Lewalski, Sarah Hutton, and Stella Revard were main advocates. Like the 

revisionists of Restoration millenarianism, they contended that Milton still persisted 

in his millenarianism after the Restoration. Unfortunately, unlike the revisionists who 

were keenly aware of the problems of the old approach, those Milton scholars did not 
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clarify their critical stances in regard to millenarianism. 

 My research, therefore, is a “counter-revision” of Milton’s Restoration 

millenarianism. Like the revisionists of English Restoration millenarianism, I adopt a 

theological approach to discuss Milton and his contemporary millenarianism. The key 

issue of the seventeenth-century theological debates on the biblical millennium was 

the timing and location of the millennial kingdom of Revelation 20. The traditional 

Augustinian a-millennialism interpreted the millennium allegorically, referring the 

millennium to the whole history of Christianity. The neo-Augustinian a-millennialism 

interpreted the millennium literally to be one thousand years, but it held that the 

period had been over. Those who believed in a future millennium generally 

anticipated several events to precede the millennium: the downfall of the papal 

Antichrist, the defeat of the Turkish Empire, and the conversion of the Jews. The 

millenarians can be roughly divided into two groups: the post-millennialists and the 

pre-millennialists. The post-millennialists interpreted the millennium as a period of 

spiritual regeneration, the daily progress in a refined church, and they did not 

anticipate the parousia until the end of the millennium. The pre-millennialists, on the 

other hand, expected Christ’s Second Coming to usher in an earthly millennial 

kingdom, though they did not have a unanimous view on the interpretation of the first 

resurrection and the manner of Christ’s reign. 

 Maintaining a theological stance toward millenarianism, I delineate the 

development of seventeenth-century English millenarianism—from its rise at the turn 

of the century, to its climax during the Revolution, and finally to its transformation 

after the Restoration. I aver that millenarianism did not necessitate fanaticism and that 

it is inappropriate to classify someone as a millenarian according to his political or 

religious affiliation, for no group, except the Fifth Monarchists, demanded its 

participants to believe in a future millennium. I agree with the revisionists that 
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English millenarianism did not disappear after 1660, yet I argue that the Restoration 

did change the course of English millenarianism. 

 With the theological framework of discussion at work, I contend that Milton 

expressed different attitudes toward the millennium in different stages of his writing 

career. It is noteworthy that, except in De Doctrina Christiana, Milton never used the 

word “millennium” or its equivalents, such as “Christ’s thousand-year reign” and 

“Christ’s personal reign on earth.” Thus, we should resort to some other exegetical 

touchstones to determine his millenarian stance. The key question, apparently, is 

whether Milton anticipated a terrestrial godly kingdom or not. 

 In his early poems of 1620s and 1630s, Milton did not show any interests in an 

earthly kingdom of God. He did envisage an “age of gold” and a “blest Kingdom,” yet 

the biblical allusions point to the heavenly kingdom of God, not an earthly millennial 

monarchy. Although he was probably aware of Joseph Mede’s works, he apparently 

did not take on his tutor’s millenarianism but held a-millennialism. 

 On the eve of the outbreak of the Civil War, Milton shared the widespread 

millenarianism preached by nonconformity theologians. For the first time Milton 

expressed his anticipation of an earthly kingdom of God. In Of Reformation (1641) 

and Animadversions (1641), he regarded prelacy as a vestige of Roman Catholic 

Church—the papal Antichrist. He urged the English people to defeat Antichrist, to 

welcome the “universal and milde Monarchy” and “the new Ierusalem, which… 

descends from Heaven.” He believed that “[God’s] Kingdome [was] now at hand, and 

[God] standing at the dore”; he awaited the “Eternall and shortly-expected King” to 

exercise His “divine Mercies, and marvelous Judgements.” That view echoed Joseph 

Mede’s synchronizing of the Last Judgment with the millennium. 

 However, Milton’s millenarian fervency was but short-lived. He did not utter any 

millenarian expectations until 1649, when many supporters of the Commonwealth 
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considered that the execution of Charles I would initiate the fifth monarchy. In 

Eikonoklastes (1649), Milton referred true Christians to the “Children” of the fifth 

monarchy who had a right to “bind thir Kings in chains, and thir Novles with links of 

Iron…in these latter days.” Once more Milton prayed “that only just & rightful 

kingdom…may com soon.” However, the “only King, the root of David, and whose 

Kingdom is eternal righteousness” did not come. I propose that the second 

disillusionment of his expectation of an imminent millennial kingdom and his total 

blindness in 1652 greatly changed Milton’s millenarian ideas. 

 Milton’s blindness forced him to reevaluate patience, which eventually became 

the “heroic” virtue of his two epics. Waiting patiently for God’s time meant 

acknowledging God’s initiative. In 1641 Milton believed that the extirpation of 

prelacy would bring in the millennial kingdom; in 1649 too, he thought that the 

beheading of the king would usher in the fifth monarchy. But after his blindness, 

Milton came to realize that man’s actions could not hasten God’s appointed time. 

Milton was silent about the project of the readmission of the Jews to England in the 

mid-1650s probably because he believed that the resettlement did not guarantee the 

conversion of the Jews into Christianity, which was the real sign of the coming of the 

Day of the Lord. 

 Although a few critics question the authorship of De Doctrina Christiana, most 

scholars acknowledge Milton’s authorship. I have demonstrated that the millenarian 

ideas in De Doctrina Christiana do not contradict Milton’s millenarianism in the late 

1650s. The concept of the unforeseeability of the Day of the Lord was reinforced by 

Milton’s deeper understanding of the value of patience. After two wrong guesses, 

Milton seemed inclined to avoid speculating about God’s time. He surrendered the 

complete glorification to God. 

 Just before Charles II’s restoration, Milton pronounced two seemingly 
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irreconcilable notions. On the one hand, he continued to believe in God’s personal 

reign in the earthly fifth monarchy in The Readie and Easie Way (1660), though not 

urging its imminence. On the other hand, Milton promoted the spiritual kingdom 

within man’s heart in A Treatise of Civil Power (1659), sternly denouncing any 

attempt to establish a theocratic polity in England. The two concepts, however, did not 

contradict each other. Since Milton already believed that only God could initiate the 

millennial kingdom, what a man could do was to cultivate his own paradise within. 

And since no man was infallible, any self-proclaimed theocratic monarchy should be 

condemned. 

 After the Restoration, Milton never uttered any belief in the realization of an 

earthly millennial kingdom. In addition, a number of passages eulogizing the 

heavenly kingdom of God in the two epics indicate that the old bard regained his early 

a-millennialism only with a new emphasis on the pursuit for a paradise within. 

Therefore, I find it difficult to concur with Lewalski’s, Hutton’s, and Revard’s 

revisions of Milton’s Restoration millenarianism. Rather than conceding that Milton 

still kept his millenarian faith after 1660, I argue that Milton did relinquish his earlier 

belief in the realization of a terrestrial millennial kingdom. 

 Nevertheless, my research does not suggest that I accept the traditional 

interpretation of Milton’s post-1660 millenarian position, for I do not adopt the 

anthropological/sociological approach to millenarianism, according to which the 

relinquishment of millenarianism means no less than the abandonment of political 

militancy. I maintain that Milton’s participation in the English Revolution was not 

mobilized by millenarianism in the first place. The apotheoses in Of Reformation and 

Animadversions are no more than mere occasions for the outpouring of Milton’s 

millenarian emotions. For the same reason, the absence of millenarianism in his later 

poems does not indicate that Milton gave up his hope for a better future. In fact, he 
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continued to advocate the importance of patience and the pursuit for the paradise 

within. Christ in Paradise Regained, while patiently waiting for God’s time of 

providence (“To his due time and providence I leave them”), preaches the spiritual 

kingdom in man’s heart (“he who reigns within himself, and rules/ Passions, Desires, 

and Fears, is more a King”). But the patient Christ can be as active as ever: “When 

that comes think not thou to find me slack/ On my part aught endeavouring.” 


