Processing Prophecy #10

“Eye on the Ball”

selected Scriptures

Recently Little League baseball celebrated its 75th anniversary. Back in 1939, in the small town of Williamsport, Pennsylvania, Carl Stotz and his wife Grayce founded the first pre-teen baseball program to teach the basics of the sport as well as the ideals of sportsmanship, fair play and teamwork. According to the official website,

From those humble beginnings, Little League Baseball has become the world’s largest organized youth sports program. In the space of just [seven and a half] decades, Little League grew from three teams to nearly 200,000 teams, in all 50 U.S. states and more than 80 countries.


Each year sixteen teams from all over the world converge on Williamsport for the Little League World Series. ESPN covers the games on their main network. While it is no Busch Stadium or Wrigley Field, the Howard J. Lamade Stadium seems just as big and impressive to eleven- and twelve-year-old boys. I never got to a Little League World Series in my time, but our city league spent a week in Williamsport, and I got to pitch on the same field where they play the world championship games. (And, no, I was not a member of one of the charter teams!) 


During my years in Little League, I was always a better fielder than hitter. As one commentator once described the challenge, “Baseball hitters are supposed to take a round bat to a round ball and hit it squarely!” I never did master that skill!


I do, however, remember the advice my coaches gave me in those years. Simply put, there are three steps to being a good hitter:

· Have an idea before you get to the plate – a proper approach

· Keep your eye on the ball – a proper attention

· Always follow through on your swing – a proper aftermath

Those concepts came back to me this past week as I prepared this message. (I’m sure you’re thinking, “What in the world does Little League baseball have to do with biblical prophecy?”) Glad you asked!

Bible students often get lost in prophetic Scriptures because they forget about the basics. Tonight I want to consider three basic principles of prophecy that correspond with those three basic steps to becoming a better hitter in baseball.

· Prophecy Is Founded on God’s Purpose – a proper approach

· Prophecy Is Focused on God’s Promise – a proper attention

· Prophecy Is Faithful to God’s People – a proper aftermath

Prophecy Is Founded on God’s Purpose


First, we need a proper approach. This has to do with our mindset before we ever face the specific challenge. Just as a hitter in baseball considers the game situation, the pitcher on the mound, and decides what he wants to do before he steps in the batter’s box, so the student of Scripture needs to consider the fundamental truth of the whole book before turning to a specific passage.


Prophecy is founded on God’s purpose. The universe does not operate by chance; God is at the controls. Proverbs 19:21 declares, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”  The Lord’s own words are recorded in Isaiah 46:10, “My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please.” Moving into the New Testament we see how this is done. In Ephesians 1:11-12 we read,

In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.


I believe the key to understanding God’s purpose is seen in the last word of that verse: glory. As John Kitchen writes in his book, Long Story Short, “The goal of everything is the glory of God, and the means of everything is the grace of God.”
 The goal speaks of His purpose, whereas the means demonstrates how that goal is achieved.


What is the substance of God’s purpose? In a word, reconciliation. This is found in many passages of Scripture, but I want to consider one, Colossians 1:15-23,

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. 

Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation—if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant.


God’s purpose was to take a universe marred by sin and reconcile it to Himself. His goal was to take what was unholy, unacceptable, and unusable in His sight and to make it holy, acceptable, and usable once again. Why? “For the praise of His glory,” to quote Ephesians 1:12 again.


C. S. Lewis wrote in his book The Four Loves, “God who needs nothing, loves into existence wholly superfluous creatures in order that He may love and perfect them.”
 
Prophecy Is Focused on God’s Promise


Secondly we need a proper attention when it comes to studying prophecy. If restoration is God’s goal, then redemption is God’s means. If God seeks to restore His creation for His glory, then He will accomplish that by redeeming His creation by grace. Throughout the Bible, prophecy is focused on God’s promise.


“Grace” in the Bible is defined as God giving us what we do not deserve. We have not earned God’s favor, nor could we ever hope to achieve it. The only thing we have earned, according to Romans 6:23, is death, described as “the wages of sin.” The rest of the verse goes on to say, “but the gift [same Greek word as grace] of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”


God created mankind for His glory. When man rebelled against God, however, the consequences of sin marred the glory of God’s creation. Even the planet was cursed because of sin. But in the shadow of sin and shame God made a promise. In Genesis 3:16, God assured Eve that one day her seed (referring to a male offspring) would crush the serpent’s head. This is the first prophecy, the first promise of what God would do for His creation. 


Walter Kaiser writes, 

The Messiah [the Promised One] is the central focus of all prophecy…. The Bible revolves around the person of the Messiah. It begins with a promise in Genesis 3:15, “He [the Seed of the woman] will crush your [the serpent’s, i.e., the devil’s] head,” and ends with the same focus in Revelation 22:20, “Yes, I am coming soon.” Between these two great bookends lies the story of God’s great accomplishment of this one promise-plan.


Rather than taking the prophets and their predictions individually, we need to focus on this all-encompassing promise-plan of God. God’s purpose was to reconcile His fallen creation to Himself. God’s promise was to send a Redeemer to accomplish that plan. As Kitchen puts it, 

God chose one man (Abraham) to build one great nation (Israel) so that through it He might bring one great Savior (Jesus) and thus extend His grace and demonstrate His glory to all creation.

Both God’s glory and grace are seen in Jesus Christ. He is the Light of the world. Because of Jesus, we are no longer in the dark about what God is like. The Bible says, “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory” (Heb. 1:3). John 1:14 adds “The Word became human and lived among us. We saw his glory…a glory full of grace and truth” [gwt]. 


Throughout the prophecies in both Old and New Testaments, God’s promise of a Redeemer is always the focus. I am not suggesting that every single prediction has to do directly with Jesus, but all of God’s works fit into His overall purpose and plan. Even when the prophets pronounce doom on the enemies of God and His people, this factors into the divine purpose of rescuing a people for Himself by grace for His glory.


This is a good opportunity to distinguish two similar words: prophecy and promise. The words are similar because both speak of what God will do in the future. Yet there is an important difference. God’s promises are unconditional, based solely on His own character and word, and will happen regardless of what man does or does not do. An example of this is the promise God made to Abraham in Genesis 15. God instructed Abraham to take a heifer, a goat, a ram, a dove, and a young pigeon. Abraham cut the animals in half laying each half on opposite sides of a path. Normally in that culture, this was done by both parties entering an agreement, saying, in effect, “May I become like these animals if I don’t live up to my end of the bargain.” But in Genesis 15 only God passed through between the animal halves. This promise was not conditional on anything Abraham did or did not do. It was a promise.


Many prophecies in Scripture, however, were conditional. The key words to watch for are “if” and “then.” “If you do this…then this will happen.” The prediction would only come true if the conditions were met by the person or people involved. Sometimes this was positive—”I will bless you if you obey Me”—and sometimes it was negative—”I will punish you if you do not repent.” Either way, the outcome of the prophecy was dependent upon the response of the person. (Some critics call these “unfulfilled prophecies,” but that is incorrect. They were fulfilled, one way or another!)


Some predictions are both promises and prophecies (to use this distinction). God will redeem a people for Himself—that is a promise—but whether or not we are a part of that redeemed people depends on whether we accept His grace by faith. Mordecai reflects this in his words to Esther recorded in Esther 4:12-14,

Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?


Mordecai recognized the promise—”relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place”—but he also pointed out the conditional aspect regarding Esther herself—”If you remain silent at this time…you and your father’s family will perish.” The promise of deliverance would happen no matter what, but Esther’s involvement in the promise was dependent upon her cooperation. Sometimes, “it all depends.”


Properly understood, all of the varied prophecies and promises find their focus in the coming of God’s Son, Jesus Christ. Even though there were many promises, they were treated as one single promise. When Paul defended himself before Agrippa, he concluded, “And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today. This is the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night” (Acts 26:6-7, emphasis added). This promise, then, is central to both the Old and New Testaments.

God has one plan from the beginning to the end: to benefit one man and through that one man, his family, and eventually his whole nation, to bless the whole world. This one promise, the climax of which is the coming of Jesus of Nazareth, was continually fulfilled in the Old and New Testaments. We who believe share in this same promise.

Prophecy Is Faithful to God’s People


Finally there is the follow through, the proper aftermath. A baseball hitter knows that a good swing does not stop when the bat meets the ball. A good follow through provides power and even direction to the batted ball.


In biblical prophecy, the “follow through” is God’s faithfulness to His people. One of God’s characteristics (also called “attributes”) is immutability, which is a big fancy theological term meaning “does not change.” We read in Hebrews 13:8, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” Our Lord is consistent. This is seen in the words of the prophet Malachi: “I the Lord do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed” (Malachi 3:6-7).


I always thought that verse strange. Not that either phrase of the verse is hard to comprehend, but why do they appear together? What does one have to do with the other? In fact, they have everything to do with each other. Because God does not change in His personality, He will never change His promises. And God promised Abraham that his descendents would be God’s people forever. Even when times looked bleak, God always preserved a faithful few. This group is known in the Bible as the remnant.

The remnant is one of the important concepts in understanding Scripture. The term first appears in Genesis 45:4-7, when Joseph (now Vice-Pharaoh of Egypt) reveals his identity to his ten brothers, who years before had sold him into slavery:

I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping. But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance.


The concept of the remnant can be traced through most of the prophets, especially Isaiah, who actually named a son Shear Jashub, Hebrew for “the remnant shall return.”
 Even though the city of Jerusalem would be devastated, the Temple destroyed, and the people of Judah deported hundreds of miles away, God would preserve some through whom His promises would live on. This is seen in Isaiah 10:20-23,

In that day the remnant of Israel, the survivors of the house of Jacob, will no longer rely on him who struck them down but will truly rely on the Lord, the Holy One of Israel. A remnant will return, a remnant of Jacob will return to the Mighty God. Though your people, O Israel, be like the sand by the sea, only a remnant will return. 

Paul quotes this prophecy in Romans 9:27-28, then applies it in Romans 11:1-5,

I ask then: Did God reject his people? By no means! I am an Israelite myself, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin. God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew. Don’t you know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah—how he appealed to God against Israel: “Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me”? And what was God’s answer to him? “I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace.

As long as one physical descendent of Abraham believes in God, the promise of preserving a remnant is in tact. But the promise is not restricted to the physical children of Abraham, as Paul goes to great lengths in the book of Romans to explain. He writes in Romans 9:6-8,

It is not as though God’s word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children. On the contrary, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” In other words, it is not the natural children who are God’s children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham’s offspring.


Earlier in the same book Paul defines being a Jew as something inward, not outward (Rom. 2:28-29), and that only those who believe in God can be properly called Abraham’s children. He summarizes in Romans 4:16-17,

Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all.


How this works is seen in Romans 11, with the image of an olive tree. Natural branches—physical descendents of Abraham—are broken off through unbelief, while wild branches—Gentiles by descent—are grafted through faith into the same tree. Walter Kaiser explains the significance of this image:

The church is grafted into the olive tree, which stands for the nation of Israel, and not the other way around, which erroneously has Israel being grafted into the roots and the trunk of the church. The believing church is grafted into the roots and trunk of the olive tree of Israel. Without the roots and trunk of the tree, which represent the nation of Israel, the church has no anchoring or rootage in space and time or history.
 


Therefore, the promises and prophecies of both Old and New Testaments will be fulfilled to God’s people as He gave them. 

Ever since the beginnings of human history, God has been raising up a remnant from all over the human race. The present-day believing church is part of that faithful remnant, which ever since Pentecost has been grafted into the trunk of the tree identified as Israel…. This view maintains that there is only one “people of God” and there is only one “program of God.”
 

As we study biblical prophecy, we can be assured that God’s promises will be kept. In the words of Hebrews 10:23, “Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.”
By taking a proper approach—remembering that prophecy is founded on God’s purpose of reconciling a lost world—and giving proper attention by focusing on God’s promise of a Redeemer and redemption for those who believe—and seeing the proper aftermath that God is faithful to His people, we will keep our eye on the ball and the subject of Bible prophecy will be much scary.
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