Processing Prophecy #6

“Treating the Text (part 1)”

selected Scriptures


Over the past several weeks we have established a foundation for processing prophecy. We have looked at the prophets as individuals and a bit at the prophecies they wrote. Now we have come to the undertaking of understanding these biblical passages. Is it a guessing game, or are there specific ways and means of coming to conclusions that are both realistic to the original text and relevant to our own day and age?


The answer to that question is yes, there are such ways and means to correctly interpret prophecy…and the Bible as a whole. The technical term is hermeneutics, which Bernard Ramm defines as “the science and art of Biblical inter​pretation.” He explains, 

It is a science because it is guided by rules within a system; and it is an art because the application of the rules is by skill, and not by mechanical imitation. As such it forms one of the most important members of the theological sci​ences.

Now, before you go running and screaming out the door, let me assure you that one does not have to be a theological rocket scientist in order to make sense of the Bible! As mentioned in a previous message, “the Word of God was written to common people, not to theological professors.”
 And, yes, sometimes the plain meaning of Scripture has been obscured by those who have been educated far beyond their intelligence!


Yet there remains a challenge, especially when considering the prophetic parts of the Bible. We must remember that these writings were originally penned thousands of years ago and half a world away from us! That fact makes communication very tricky.


People of the same culture, age, and geographic location usually understand each other and can communicate rather easily. As we grow in age and comprehension, we can discern between literal and figurative language, interpret body language and tone of voice, and pick up local slang. But when this is not the case—when people come from different geographic, generational, or cultural backgrounds—chaos can develop! Even those who speak the same language may not understand another’s meaning. The greater these differences are, the more difficult is the task of interpretation. In reading the Bible we find ourselves with a book written in times and places vastly different than our own. Therefore we need to bridge the gap between our minds and the minds of the Biblical writers.
 This involves several elements which we will list tonight and then take one at a time over the next few weeks.


The responsibility of “bridging the gap” between our world and the ancient world in which the Bible was written cannot be overstated. The first and foremost rule in interpreting any passage of Scripture (including prophecy) is this: We must understand what it meant then before we can understand what it means now. This is incredibly important; if you only remember one concept from this message, remember this one!

Walter Kaiser writes, “It is the author’s intended meaning that must be the starting point from which all understanding begins.”
 But what does that involve? How can we come to the author’s intended meaning? It may help to reword the phrase “bridging the gap” to “bridging the gaps,” for there are four “gaps” that must be bridged:

· Language gap – since the Bible was not originally written in English

· History gap – knowing what had happened before and was happening then

· Geography gap – understanding where this took place

· Culture gap – seeing how people lived in those days

All of these elements—the original language, history, geography, and culture—all make up the backdrop of the Bible. This is the setting, the environment, in which the story of Scripture unfolded. Another word for this is context. There is no more important single word when it comes to reading and understanding the Bible than this word. Maybe you have heard the phrase, “taken out of context.” When this is done, the speaker’s words are twisted from what was originally meant to mean something entirely different. There is an old saying among Bible scholars: “A text out of context is a pretext.” One can prove anything from the Bible by this mistaken procedure. For example: a critic can state, “The Bible says ‘there is no God,’” pointing to Psalm 14:1. Of course, the full context reads, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.’” Taking a few words or a phrase out of its original surroundings can make it say just the opposite!
  

The responsible reader of the Bible strives to understand what was written in its context. This is generally broken down into four categories, combining some of the “gaps” above and adding one important consideration:

· Historical context – including history, geography, and archaeology

· Grammatical context – including original language, and literary styles

· Cultural context – including manners, customs, and morals

· Scriptural context – how this passage fits in with the Bible as a whole

Over the next few weeks we will consider each of these important elements of context and how we can better understand them in a particular passage as we process biblical prophecy.

The Task of Historical Interpretation


 First we have the task of historical interpretation. The Bible must be studied in its historical context. We need to ask ourselves, “What did it mean to the people to whom it was spoken or written?” We must understand the historical setting in many cases, or we’ll never really understand what’s in the writer’s heart.


How is this done? By asking simple questions of the text, such as

· When was this written?

· Where was this written?

· By whom was this written?

· To whom was this written?


The other basic questions, “What was written?” and “Why was this written?” come later. Those are the most important questions to answer about a Scripture text, but in order to answer those, these others must be addressed first.

When was this written? We begin by determining the relative date of the book or passage under consideration. Sometimes this is made very clear from the text—oh, that every prophet wrote with the precision of Haggai!—while others may be placed in a general historical period, such as:

· Mosaic – the lifetime of Moses

· Pre-monarchial – the period of Joshua and the judges, before Israel had kings

· United kingdom – reigns of Kings Saul, David, and Solomon

· Divided kingdom – until the destruction of Israel (722 bc) and Judah (586 bc)

· Exilic – during the Babylonian exile (605-538 bc)

· Post-exilic – after the Jews returned to Jerusalem (538-400 bc)

Determining the general historical period establishes what Kaiser calls “the theater of current events in which the book in question was written.”
 Usually the better the interpreter’s under​standing of the political machinations and religious trends, the more meaningful will the prophetic text become. God’s word is rarely, if ever, disassociated from the historical sphere in which it was first communicated.


Some of the prophets placed within their writing historical clues by which we can determine the date. I mentioned Haggai earlier; he gives us the exact days on which his prophecies were delivered—on August 29, 520 bc, October 17, 520 bc, and December 18, 520 bc.
 Of course, those dates have been put in relation to our own calendars. Haggai wrote, “In the second year of King Darius, on the first day of the sixth month…” (Hag 1:1). From secular history we know that Darius reigned from 522-486 bc, so we can simply do the math. Other prophets also used the formula, “In the nth year of King So-and-so…” though not giving precise month and day.


Not all of the prophets did this, though. Jonah and Nahum fall into this category. Both prophets were concerned with the city of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Empire. History tells us that Nineveh was established as the capital around 700 bc, and was conquered by the Babylonians in 612 bc, so we know that both prophets wrote between those dates.
 In Jonah’s prophecy the people of Nineveh repented, and the judgment of God was averted; in Nahum’s prophecy no such hope is given. Therefore we can conclude that Jonah prophesied before Nahum, and that the repentance under Jonah’s ministry was short-lived.


Other prophets are harder to pin down historically. Joel and Obadiah give little indication as to the time of their writings, and scholars date them anywhere from 850-550 bc! In these cases, precise dating is all but impossible, and the content of these books is not dependent upon such knowledge.


Geography is another important factor in the task of historical interpretation. This answers the question where did this take place? Ramm calls geography “the scenery of Scripture.”
 Names of countries, cities, bodies of water and deserts often come into play within the prophetic books. Even the topology of the land of Israel is helpful, explaining why one always went up to Jerusalem (on top of a high plateau) or down to Jericho (located near the Jordan River).
 Many prophets mention other nations by name in their predictions of judgment and doom, even though they themselves may be proclaiming God’s message from Israel or Judah.


We must be careful, though, not to presume we know the meaning of a term because it is familiar. The word “Arabia,” for example, is often used in Scripture, but it indicates different territories than the word signifies to us today.
 We also cannot use modern names or words that sound like ancient terms to make geographic identifications. The glaring example of this is found in Ezekiel 38:3, in which the Hebrew word ro`sh is identified with Russia and the names Meshech and Tubal are interpreted as Moscow and Tobolsk, cities on the eastern and western ends of Russia, respectively.
 From this rendering has come a teaching that Russia will lead an invasion of Israel early in the Great Tribulation that will be stopped by divine intervention. (A creative application of this is found in the Left Behind series of novels.)


There’s one problem with all this: It doesn’t work! As Warren Wiersbe points out,

It’s tempting to identify Rosh with Russia and therefore Meschech with Moscow and Tubal with Tobolsk, both cities in Russia; but we would have a hard time defending this on linguistic grounds.
 
This is what happens when we begin with our own perspective and read back into the text, rather than understanding what it meant then before we understand what it means now. Sure, it may sound alike now, but it would have been meaningless in the time of Ezekiel, since the word “Russia” did not come about until eleven centuries after Christ!
 In fact, the Hebrew term ro`sh means “chief”—it does not refer to any place at all!
 

We see, then, the importance of understanding the historical backdrop of the prophecies in Scripture, and what can happen when we don’t follow the rules!

The Tools for Historical Interpretation

How do we accomplish this task? I’d like to take a few moments to introduce you to the tools for historic interpretation. You need not have an extensive or expensive Bible library in order to understand prophecy (or any other Scripture for that matter), but there are some basic tools that will be helpful.

The first is a good study Bible. A study Bible contains the complete text of Scripture (in whichever translation you choose) and includes maps, charts, and notes. At the beginning of each Bible book you will find an introduction, listing the author, date, audience, major themes, and an outline of the book. Throughout the biblical text are cross-references (other related Scriptures) and notes, usually located at the bottom of the page. When using a study Bible, always make sure to distinguish the Word of God (above) from the words of man (below). God’s Word is infallible; man’s comments are not!

There are many study Bibles on the market, and they are coming out faster than I can keep up with them all! The one I use the most (in fact, I used it in preparing this message) is the NIV Study Bible, copyrighted in 1985 and published by Zondervan. Another I highly recommend is the Life Application Study Bible, available in a number of different English translations. Others reflect the teaching and perspective of individuals, such as John MacArthur, Charles Stanley, and Chuck Swindoll. Not all study Bibles are as reliable as others, so I would consult with your pastor or a trusted Bible student before investing in one.

Study Bibles cannot go into great detail in the history of the text, or else they would be too large to carry! I recommend that every Christian should have a Bible dictionary or a Bible encyclopedia that will go into greater detail. These are larger books (Bible encyclopedia are often multi-volume) that cannot be easily carried around, but you can look up names of people, places, or events that appear in the Bible and get a deeper background about them. 

Individual commentaries on books of the Bible are also beneficial. One-volume Bible commentaries can be purchased, but they usually provide little more than notes of a study Bible. When it comes to commentaries, bigger is not always better! The large (not to mention really expensive) ones are generally very technical, meaning that the reader needs to know several languages fluently to be able to use it! My recommendations include the Tyndale Old and New Testament Commentaries, the Bible Exposition  Commentary (or “BE” series) by Warren Wiersbe, or (if you can ever find them) A Bible Commentary for Laymen series which is now out of print. 

With regard to Bible geography, a Bible atlas can be helpful, although many Bibles (especially study Bibles) include maps of the ancient world that can help us in understanding these texts. One very interesting product on the market is Bible Maps Then and Now, which have clear overlays so that you can see what modern nations inhabit the ancient lands. May not be a necessity, but certainly can be interesting!

The Transition of Historical Interpretation


Now that we understand the task and the tools of historical interpretation, what does it really mean to me? Perhaps you are not the academic type who gets excited about such intellectual pursuits. (In other words, maybe you are not a nerd!)


This calls for the transition of historical interpretation from the dusty past to the present day. Understanding the history behind the prophecy we are reading is essential because we must understand what it meant then before we can understand what it means now. As illustrated with the passage in Ezekiel 38, not taking this step can lead to wrong interpretations.


There’s more to it than that, though. The prophets of Israel insisted that God controls history. This is strong in all the prophets. We see it especially in Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and Daniel. King Nebuchadnezzar had to live like an animal till he recognized that “the Most High rules the kingdom of men, and gives it to whom he will” (Dan. 4:25, rsv). Human history goes its way independent of the pagan gods of the other nations. Kingdoms rise and fall. False gods are spiritless and powerless, but the Living God has spirit and power and he can manifest himself in the affairs of men. The God of the Old Testament is a God of History, the Lord of the Destinies of Nations: That is the true God who guides the course of history like rock-formations guide the course of a river.
 


We need to be reminded of this! As Howard Hendricks writes, “God is the God of history. He works in and through real people in the real world to accomplish His purposes.”
 Times and places and languages have changed, but human nature hasn’t. And neither has God. The same God who spoke and acted in the ancient world is still at work in our own. When it seems that life is spinning hopelessly out of control, we can find hope in the God of history!


Furthermore, our faith is built on the revelation of the God of history, not the fantasies of the gods of mythology.
 These are real people, real places, and real events. Some of the names may have been obscured through the centuries, but archaeology and history continue to uncover more of the past…and with it more confirmations that the Bible is true!


Maybe history does not thrill your soul as it does mine. (If that is true, I’ll bet you had a boring history teacher in high school or college!) You may have no intention of becoming a scholar in Bible history, or even to know enough to compete on Jeopardy! But we all must acknowledge that our faith is a historical faith, the Bible is a historical book, and if we want to understand God’s Word at all, we must at least appreciate the historic background of the biblical writings. 
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