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The Three Major Views of the Tribulation in Christian Eschatology 
 
The “Tribulation” (often called “the great tribulation”) refers to a prophesied period of intense 
su:ering, persecution, deception, and divine judgment on the earth. Key biblical descriptions 
come from Daniel 9:24-27 (the final “week” of seventy weeks, widely understood as seven literal 
years), Matthew 24:15-31 (the “abomination of desolation” and “great tribulation”), 1 
Thessalonians 5:1-11 (the “day of the Lord” and wrath), and Revelation chapters 6–19 (the seals, 
trumpets, bowls, and the reign of the beast). 
 
Christians di:er sharply on the nature, timing, and duration of this period—especially whether 
the church will experience it. The three primary views (all within premillennialism) focus on the 
timing of the Rapture (the catching up of believers described in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18) in 
relation to the Tribulation. A fourth perspective (held by amillennial and postmillennial believers) 
sees no distinct future seven-year Tribulation at all. All views a:irm Christ’s return, final 
judgment, and new creation, but they di:er in how they read the prophetic timeline. 
 
 
1. Pretribulational View (“Rapture Before the Tribulation”) 
This is the view that the church will be raptured to heaven before the seven-year Tribulation 
begins. The Tribulation is a literal future period of God’s wrath poured out on unbelieving Israel 
and the nations. Believers are spared from this wrath entirely. 
 
Key Features & Interpretation: 

• The Rapture (1 Thess 4) is a separate event from the Second Coming (Rev 19). 
• The seven-year Tribulation fulfills Daniel’s 70th week and is the time of “Jacob’s trouble” 

(Jer 30:7). 
• The church is kept “from the hour of trial” (Rev 3:10) because it is removed beforehand. 
• After the Rapture, the Antichrist rises, the temple is rebuilt, and judgments unfold until 

Christ returns at the end of the seven years to establish the millennial kingdom. 
 
Supporting Scriptures (ESV): 

• 1 Thessalonians 5:9 – “For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation 
through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

• Revelation 3:10 – “Because you have kept my word about patient endurance, I will keep 
you from the hour of trial that is coming on the whole world.” 

• Daniel 9:27 – The prince makes a covenant for one week, then breaks it in the middle 
(implying a distinct future seven-year period). 

• 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 (the Rapture) contrasted with Revelation 19:11-21 (visible 
Second Coming). 

 
Strengths: Gives believers strong comfort and hope; maintains a clear distinction between 
God’s program for the church and Israel; fits a literal reading of Daniel 9 and Revelation. 
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2. Midtribulational View (“Rapture at the Midpoint of the Tribulation”) 
This view holds that the Rapture occurs at the middle of the seven-year Tribulation (after 3½ 
years). The first half is “tribulation,” while the second half is the more intense “great tribulation” 
and the outpouring of God’s wrath. 
 
Key Features & Interpretation: 

• The first 3½ years involve the rise of the Antichrist and initial seals/trumpets. 
• At the midpoint, the abomination of desolation triggers the great tribulation (Matt 24:15). 
• The Rapture happens then, and the church is spared the worst wrath (the bowls and final 

judgments). 
• This view sees the “last trumpet” of 1 Corinthians 15:52 as corresponding to the seventh 

trumpet in Revelation 11. 
 
Supporting Scriptures (ESV): 

• Daniel 7:25; 9:27; Revelation 11:2-3; 12:6, 14; 13:5 – Repeated references to “a time, 
times, and half a time” / 42 months / 1,260 days (exactly 3½ years). 

• 1 Corinthians 15:52 – “At the last trumpet… the dead will be raised imperishable, and we 
shall be changed.” 

• Matthew 24:29-31 – Cosmic signs and the gathering of the elect “immediately after the 
tribulation of those days.” 

 
Strengths: Takes the 3½-year divisions in Daniel and Revelation literally; balances the promise of 
deliverance from wrath with the reality of persecution. 
 
 
3. Posttribulational View (“Rapture at the End of the Tribulation”) 
This view teaches that the church will go through the entire Tribulation and be raptured at its 
conclusion, at the same time as the visible Second Coming of Christ. The Rapture and Second 
Coming are a single event. 
 
Key Features & Interpretation: 

• The church is present during the seals, trumpets, and bowls but is protected by God 
(sealed, not removed). 

• The Tribulation is both persecution by the Antichrist and God’s wrath on the wicked. 
• Believers endure su:ering but are not appointed to wrath; the Rapture rescues them as 

Christ returns in glory. 
 
Supporting Scriptures (ESV): 

• Matthew 24:29-31 – The elect are gathered “immediately after the tribulation of those 
days.” 

• 2 Thessalonians 2:1-4 – The day of the Lord and our gathering to Him cannot occur until 
the rebellion and the man of lawlessness are revealed. 

• Revelation 7:14 – The great multitude “have come out of the great tribulation” (implying 
they went through it). 

• 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17 and Revelation 19:11-21 are seen as describing the same 
event. 



 103 

 
Strengths: Emphasizes the unity of the church with Christ in su:ering; avoids an “escape” 
mentality; sees the Rapture and Second Coming as one glorious event. 
 
The Non-Futurist Perspective (Amillennial / Postmillennial / Preterist / Idealist Views) 
Many amillennial, postmillennial, preterist, and idealist believers do not see a distinct future 
seven-year Tribulation. Instead: 

• The Tribulation is either fulfilled in the past (AD 70 – Preterist view) or 
• Symbolic of ongoing persecution throughout the entire church age (Idealist / Amillennial 

view). 
 
Supporting Scriptures (ESV): 

• Matthew 24:34 – “This generation will not pass away until all these things take place” 
(preterist emphasis). 

• John 16:33 – “In the world you will have tribulation” (present reality for the church). 
 
Which View Is Most Popular Today? 
Among evangelical Christians (especially in the United States), the Pretribulational view is by far 
the most popular. Surveys (Ligonier State of Theology, Barna, Lifeway) consistently show 50–70% 
of evangelicals hold a pre-trib rapture position, heavily influenced by dispensational teaching, 
the Scofield Bible, and books/films like the Left Behind series. Posttribulationalism is the second 
most common, especially among historic premillennialists and many Reformed believers.  
 
Midtribulationalism and pre-wrath views are smaller but growing. The non-futurist perspective 
dominates in Reformed, Lutheran, and many mainline traditions. 
 
 
 
 
View  View of the Tribulation Key Reason 

Preterist Mostly past (fulfilled in AD 
70) 

Revelation’s time statements (“soon,” 
“near”) point to events surrounding 
Jerusalem’s fall. 

Idealist Symbolic of ongoing 
church-age persecution 

Timeless spiritual conflict between good 
and evil; no single future seven-year period. 

Classical 
Dispensationalist 

Future literal 7-year 
Tribulation + Pre-Trib 
Rapture 

Strict futurist and literal reading of Daniel 9 
and Revelation 6–19. 

Progressive 
Dispensationalist 

Future Tribulation (often 
Pre-Trib or Pre-Wrath) 

“Already/not yet” kingdom with a literal 
future 7-year period. 

 


