Processing Prophecy #4

“The Provider of Prophecy”

2 Peter 1:20-21

Books, we are told, are becoming passé.


With the growing popularity of audio books, electronic readers and computers, who has time (or space) for a bunch of print books? These days an entire library can be carried in a device smaller than most paperbacks, and electronic libraries have made research quick and relatively painless (i.e., no more paper cuts or straining of the back trying to carry an assortment of books).


As a writer and publisher of books, I hope these experts are wrong. (I’ve heard similar claims that neckties are also becoming passé, but I simply refuse to believe it!) I know of a number of people who still like the feel of a print book in their hands as they read, so I think I’m safe…for now.


There is another reason, though, that some feel that books are on their way out. We don’t hear about this so much regarding popular books, but in the realm of school texts or technical writing this has been true for some time. By the time such a book is authored, edited, designed, and published, the content is already out of date! Current technology is growing so fast that what was ground-breaking news one day becomes obsolete the next. Our knowledge is ever growing, ever evolving, and we must be flexible when it comes to what we know. To claim that knowledge remains constant over time and culture is, to them, the height of arrogance. 

Truth, they say, is passé.


At this point we must respectfully object. Technology may change and develop, but truth does not. Human knowledge and comprehension may come to understand more and more as time passes, but truth itself does not change. We have no more right to alter truth than we have to rewrite the laws of gravity or to make mathematical equations a matter of personal preference.


Living without objective truth is like sailing the ocean without a compass. (That’s what came before GPS for you youngsters!) We need some source of reliable information that guides us through the challenges and opportunities of life.


So where do we find such truth? Solomon was accurate when he stated, “The writing of many books is endless, and excessive devotion to books is wearying to the body” (Ecclesiastes 12:12, nasb). Many books have been written and will continue to be written claiming to be truth, but as Christians we know that only one book deserves that designation. Jesus prayed to the Father in John 17:17, “Your word is truth.” God’s Word, the Bible, the Holy Scriptures—whatever title you want to give it—this is the timeless, changeless truth that provides everything we need for life and godliness (2 Peter 1:3).


But how do we know that the Bible is truth? I mean, can’t anybody write a book that claims to be truth? Yes, they can…and they have. Yet the Bible is special. It is unique. No other book has any such credentials. No other book even comes close. As the great archaeologist, W. F. Albright wrote, “The Bible towers in content above all earlier religious literature; and it towers just as impressively over all subsequent literature in the direct simplicity of its message and the catholicity [or universality] of its appeal to men of all lands and times” (The Christian Century, November, 1958).


What makes the Bible so special? Why should we trust it? The answer is given in the same passage of Ecclesiastes referred to a moment ago, one verse earlier. We read in Ecclesiastes 12:11, “The words of wise men are like goads, and masters of these collections are like well-driven nails; they are given by one Shepherd” (nasb, emphasis added). 


You see, the Bible is not a collection of the wisdom and insights of men, even of godly men. It is God’s truth, His own Word in His own words.
 Although some forty different writers were used to compose Scripture, yet it has only one Author.
 Jesus, while here on earth, referred to the human authors of the Bible, but took it for granted that behind them all was a single divine Author. He could equally say “Moses said” or “God said.” He could quote a comment of the narrator in Genesis 2:24 as the words of the Creator Himself, and vice versa.


In our continuing study of processing prophecy, I want to focus our attention tonight on two passages from the writings of Peter. These two texts reveal the Provider of prophecy, and give us insight as to how the prophecies of Scripture—indeed, how all Scripture—came to pass.

Prophecy Is Not About the Prophet’s Invention


We will take the texts in reverse order. Turn first to 2 Peter chapter one, and I want to begin in verse 20. (Later in the message we will return to verse 21, so you may want to hold your place here.) Peter writes, “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation…” Some are more familiar with the King James Version of this verse, “Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any private interpretation.” This wording has led some religious groups to prohibit the private study of the Bible, claiming that only the “spiritual leaders” of the group should study and interpret Scripture. The word translated “private” simply means “one’s own” or “its own.”
 Perhaps some other renderings make it clearer:

· “Above all, you must realize that no prophecy in Scripture ever came from the prophet’s own understanding, or from human initiative” (nlt).

· “For no prophecy recorded in Scripture was ever thought up by the prophet himself.” (Living)

· “But you must understand this at the outset, that no prophecy of scripture arose from an individual’s interpretation of the truth. No prophecy came because a man wanted it to…” (Phillips)

We are told today that all truth is subjective; after all, everyone has a right to their own opinion, right? Opinions are fine in matters of taste, but not when it comes to truth!

Over 2,000 times in the Old Testament alone there are clauses such as “And God spoke to Moses,” or “the word of the Lord came unto Jonah,” or “God said.” 
 Paul didn’t sit down one day and think, “Let’s see, I think I’ll write 2 Corinthians.” Or, “I feel like Galatians. I’ll write Galatians today.” Scripture never came about because of the im​pulse or the inner urging of the will of man;
 it was always prompted by the Holy Spirit, as we will see later in the message.

Now the mere fact that the Bible claims to be the Word of God does not prove that it is such, for there are other books that make similar claims. The difference is that the Bible contains compelling evidence as to its divine origin. One primary reason that the Scriptures are different from other books is its unity. The Bible was written over a period of about 1,500 years by more than forty different human authors. These authors came from a variety of backgrounds, from the highly educated to the commoner. The Scriptures were written in three different languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek) on three different continents (Africa, Asia, and Europe)! The Bible deals with many controversial subjects; yet, it is a unity. There is complete harmony, which cannot be explained by coincidence or collusion. The unity of the Bible is a strong argument in favor of its divine inspiration.
 Had it been merely the writings of various individuals, such agreement would not exist. Prophecy—indeed all of Scripture—is not about the prophet’s invention.

Prophecy Is Not About the Prophet’s Ignorance


Secondly, prophecy is not about the prophet’s ignorance. Going to the opposite extreme of the first view, which claimed that the Bible was written as the invention of man, this purports that human intellect had little if anything to do with the writing of Scripture at all! It was said that the men who wrote Scripture were “pens in the hands of God” or “flutes into which his Spirit breathed,” as though they were nothing more than unconscious instruments in God’s hands.
 Often 1 Peter 1:10-12 was used to defend this view:

Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow. It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. 

Interpreters claim that prophets often “spoke better than they knew” (a saying which, by the way, is not a biblical quotation, even though it is so frequently cited that one would think that it is).


Walter Kaiser disagrees with this view, as he writes,

Revelation as revelation never circumvents the understanding of the writer, as if it were a cryptic mystery code which can be interpreted on several levels by several different decipherers, depending on their grasp of certain esoteric inductions into the subsequent values of the symbols or words. Scripture does not affirm that there were uncertainties in the minds of the prophets about what they wrote; in fact, 1 Peter 1:10-12 asserts the re​verse.


In other words, God used the individual writers of Scripture, with all of their experience and education (or the lack thereof), to communicate His revelation to the human race—those alive in that time and place and to those who would come after. And He did it in such a way that it did not obliterate the personality of the human authors.
 Peter doesn’t sound a lot like John. And John doesn’t sound like David. And David’s writings aren’t like Paul’s. And Paul is altogether distinct from Jude or James or, for that matter, any of the other apostles. So the Bible is full of human personality and style, and yet it’s God who breathed out His message. And it came in written form from the pens of men who differed in style.
 


While it is true that the prophets did not clearly envision every detail about God’s redemptive plan, they understood enough to know that the Promised One would suffer before He would reign in glory. Consider Isaiah 53:10-12,

Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the Lord makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the Lord will prosper in his hand. After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light [of life] and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities. Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors. 

Clearly Isaiah saw the sequence: God’s anointed one (the Messiah) would first suffer, His life would be sacrificed as a guilt offering, and then He would be victorious and reign in glory (the meaning of the phrase, “divide the spoils with the strong”). Other passages such as ﻿Psalm 22﻿ and ﻿Genesis 3:15 found their fulfillment in the sufferings of Christ, while such passages as ﻿Psalms 2﻿, ﻿16, and 110﻿ found their fulfillment in the glory and the triumph of Christ. We need not think that the prophets foresaw the actual man Jesus. What they did foresee was that one would come some day in whom their dreams and visions would all be fulfilled.
 


Prophecy is not about the ignorance of the prophets. They were not robots, taking mechanical dictation about subjects they had no clue about. 

Prophecy Is All About the Prophet’s Inspiration


Let’s return to the first text mentioned this evening, and continue the thought. We read in 2 Peter 1:20-21,

Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 


Prophecy is neither about the prophet’s invention nor the prophet’s ignorance; prophecy is all about the prophet’s inspiration. What is meant my “inspiration”? The word occurs in 2 Timothy 3:16, in which Paul writes, “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God” as the King James Version words it. Literally it means “God-breathed.” 


How did this take place? Peter explains it this way: “men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” The Greek term translated “carried along” is the same word found in Acts 27 referring to a ship carried along by the wind. Michael Green puts it this way: 

The prophets raised their sails, so to speak (they were obedient and receptive), and the Holy Spirit filled them and carried their craft along in the direction he wished. Men spoke: God spoke.

God breathed out His message to human writers, who, without losing their own style and personality, wrote His truth under His divine control.
 It is God’s Word, but brought to us through men. Because it is God’s Word, it is reliable and trustworthy; because it came through men, it is understandable. 

And this is the best news of all. All Scripture—prophecy as well as the other forms of biblical literature—is God’s Word. He is the Provider of prophecy, and thus we can have absolute confidence in it. But He revealed it in such a way that we can comprehend its message. Warren Wiersbe concludes,
The Word of God was written to common people, not to theological professors. The writers assumed that common people could read it, understand it, and apply it, led by the same Holy Spirit who inspired it. The humble individual believer can learn about God as he reads and meditates on the Word of God; he does not need the “experts” to show him truth. However, this does not deny the ministry of teachers in the church, special people who have a gift for explaining and applying the Scriptures…. Teachers have their place, but they must not usurp the authority of the Word over the conscience of the individual believer.
 


God’s Word is not a cosmic riddle impossible to decipher. It is His gift to us!
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