Sharpening the Skills of Scripture #5

“Understanding Prophecy”

selected Scriptures

Not so long ago, in a land not so far away, “prophecy” was a buzzword among most Christians and churches. If a pastor wanted to fill his pews, he would announce a series of sermons on the books of Daniel or Revelation, or on prophecy in general. To get a really big crowd, host a prophecy conference in your church. If you want to sell a lot of books, write about prophecy and the end times. The situation became almost comical. “If you want a crowd, hold a prophecy conference,” pastors would joke among themselves, “but if you want peace and quiet, hold a prayer conference!”

While some pockets of fascination still exist in the landscape of Christianity today, for the most part the widespread popularity of prophecy has waned in recent years…perhaps too much. I fear the pendulum has swung to the other extreme so that the subject of prophecy—and the Scriptures containing prophecy—is largely ignored. So this evening I want to put a spotlight on “Understanding Prophecy.”

Let’s begin with the word “prophecy” itself. Prophecy is usually thought of as a prediction, as one classic Bible dictionary defines it: a “miracle of knowledge, a declaration or description or representation of something future, beyond the power of human [wisdom] to foresee, discern, or conjecture.”
 Yet prophecy in Scripture means more than predicting future events. W. E. Vine comments, 

Though much of Old Testament prophecy was purely predictive, prophecy is not necessarily, nor even primarily, fore-telling. It is the declaration of that which cannot be known by natural means; it is the forth-telling of the will of God, whether with reference to the past, the present, or the future. 

Anytime a man of God said, “Thus saith the Lord,” he prophesied. You may be surprised to know that prophecy is the most common means God used to communicate with people throughout biblical history. Wayne Grudem writes,

The story of prophecy, from Genesis to Revelation, is the story of God speaking to people through human messengers, and thus it is the story of God’s varying relationships with his people and with others. Speaking through the prophets, God guided kings and people by telling them how to act in specific situations, warned people when they disobeyed him, predicted events that he would bring about, interpreted events when they came about, and demonstrated that he alone was both ruler of history and a God who relates personally to his people.

Several Attitudes toward Prophecy to Avoid

That being said, let’s consider several attitudes toward prophecy to avoid. The first is being scared of prophecy. Many folks imagine horrifying objects and terrifying events that keep them awake at night. Overly dramatic depictions of prophetic messages by preachers and movie producers alike do not help this situation. Threats of Antichrist and the Mark of the Beast keep many Christians far, far away from biblical prophecy. 

This attitude is particularly true regarding the book of Revelation. Yet twice in the opening chapters of John’s book, Jesus Himself says, “Do not be afraid.” In Revelation 1:17-18 He tells John, “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” One chapter later Jesus tells the church at Smyrna in Revelation 2:10, “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.” Fear occurs when we take our eyes off the Lord and onto the storm, just as Peter did while walking on the water toward Jesus. If we believe that God is in control (and we should), then what are we afraid of?

Other folks are sensational regarding prophecy. Walter Kaiser writes in his excellent book on Bible prophecy, Back Toward the Future,

For every ten believers who are reluctant to study proph​ecy, there is one zealot whose love for the subject is ex​ceeded only by a penchant for being cocksure about every identification he or she makes, including the date for every event slated for the future. In fact, we will not even need to press these zealots to tell us the exact date for the sec​ond coming of our Lord. Yes, they know that the Bible says that even our Lord did not know the time, but what they propose to tell us is not the “time,” but only the week or the year! What can one say to such wooden-headedness? These are the people who give prophecy its bad press and who discourage others from its legitimate pursuit.

When I was growing up, the Christian landscape was strewn with self-proclaimed prophecy “experts” like Hal Lindsay who boldly predicted the identities of the Antichrist, False Prophet, Babylon the Great, Gog and Magog, as well as 20th-century fulfillments of every symbol in the book of Revelation. This reached its peak with the emergence of one Edgar C. Whisenant, a former NASA engineer and Bible student who predicted the Rapture would occur in 1988, sometime between September 11-13, during the Jewish holiday Rosh Hashana. He published two books about this, 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Will Be in 1988 and On Borrowed Time. He mailed 300,000 copies of 88 Reasons free of charge to ministers across America, and 4.5 million copies were sold in bookstores and elsewhere. Whisenant was quoted as saying “Only if the Bible is in error am I wrong.” Of course, September 13, 1988 passed without the return of Christ. When the predicted rapture failed to occur, Whisenant followed up with later books with predictions for various dates in 1989, 1993, and 1994, but these books did not sell in any quantity. Whisenant continued to issue various rapture predictions through 1997, but gathered little attention,
 except for the late night talk show hosts, who made Edgar C. Whisenant a household name…as a punch line.  

This left me, and a lot of other people, with the third attitude toward prophecy—skeptical. For many years I wouldn’t touch biblical prophecy with a proverbial ten-foot pole. I wouldn’t preach, teach, or even talk about Daniel, Revelation, or any other end-times prophecy. I never lost faith in God or His Word, but I was sick to death of hearing these false teachers make a mockery of Christianity. 

Perhaps this is what Peter meant when he wrote in 2 Peter 3:3-4, 

First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised?”

Some of the “scoffers” may even come from inside the body of Christ.

I realize that was not a proper attitude toward prophecy. This should not have intimidated me from the legitimate study of Scripture. Abuses—even major abuses—should not keep us from the truth. The real tragedy is that now a whole new generation has grown up that has never been taught the biblical pattern of thought on God’s work in the future. Instead, that new generation becomes locked into the present and the past, but it has a very dim view of what is to come in the future. Little wonder, then, that they begin to develop shortsight​edness and live only for themselves and for the present.

None of these attitudes—being scared, sensational, or skeptical—are appropriate toward prophecy. As we will see, prophecy is not a novelty within God’s Word, but a major portion. To avoid it means to neglect a great deal of Scripture.

Scriptural Abundance of Prophecy to Acknowledge

Many Christians would be surprised to know the scriptural abundance of prophecy to acknowledge. One of the strongest evidences that the Bible is inspired by God is its predictive prophecy. Unlike any other book, the Bible offers a multitude of specific predictions—some hundreds of years in advance—that have been literally fulfilled or else point to a definite future time when they will come true.
 

In his comprehensive catalogue entitled, Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecies, J. Barton Payne lists 1817 predictions in the Bible, 1239 in the Old Testament and 578 in the New Testament. He estimated that of the Old Testament’s 23,210 verses, 6,641 (or 28.5 percent) contain predictive material, while the numbers for the New Testament are 1,711 out of 7,914 verses (for 21.5 percent). All total, he counted 8,352 verses out of a total for the whole Bible of 31,124 verses (for 26.8 percent) that qualify as prophecy.
 To avoid prophecy means to ignore one-fourth of God’s Word!

Within the subject of biblical prophecy are two broad categories: messianic (those predictions referring to the promised Messiah) and non-messianic. Payne lists 191 Old Testament prophecies concerning the anticipated Jewish Savior. Each one was literally fulfilled in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus of Nazareth.
 

This is seen in Luke 24:25-27, where Jesus told the two on the road to Emmaus,

“How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

It is true that not all messianic prophecies have been fulfilled at this time—some refer to His second coming and His reign as King on earth. This does not mean that such predictions were inaccurate, but rather give us confidence that God will keep His promises in the future, since we can look back and see how truthful He has been in the past! Chuck Swindoll points out:

 

· One out of every 30 verses in the Bible mentions the subject of Christ’s return or the end of time.
· Christ spoke of His return often, especially after He had revealed His death. He never did so in vague or un​certain terms.
· Those who lived on following His teaching, who estab​lished the churches and wrote the Scriptures in the first century, frequently mentioned His return in their preaching and in their writings.
· Of the 216 chapters in the New Testament, there are well over 300 references to the return of Jesus Christ.
· Only 4 of the 27 New Testament books fail to mention Christ’s return.
· That means one-twentieth of the NT is dedicated to our Lord’s return.

Since so much of the Bible is prophecy—and a considerable amount of this prophecy is yet to be fulfilled—should we not take the time to carefully and accurately study this part of God’s Word?

Suitable Approach toward Prophecy to Adopt

So then, what would be a suitable approach toward prophecy to adopt? I’d like to close tonight with three attitudes that make up such an approach to biblical prophecy. 

The first is humility. Oh, the abuses to prophecy (and other portions of God’s Word) that would be avoided if this virtue were more prevalent! Ultimately it is human arrogance that leads to unwarranted certainty and careless handling of the biblical text. We need to approach the Scripture in light of Proverbs 3:34, a verse quoted by James and Peter in the New Testament: “He mocks proud mockers but gives grace to the humble.” 

An example of this is found in Daniel, arguably the greatest human prophet outside of Jesus Christ. After all the successes of this man—interpreting the dreams of kings, being elevated to high position in the world’s superpower of his times, receiving the divine word predicting the future of nations and empires—you might think Daniel would strut around like a peacock, reminding everyone of how wise and insightful he was.

Yet notice Daniel’s attitude toward God’s prophetic word as recognized by the angel in Daniel 10:12-14,

Then he continued, “Do not be afraid, Daniel. Since the first day that you set your mind to gain understanding and to humble yourself before your God, your words were heard, and I have come in response to them. But the prince of the Persian kingdom resisted me twenty-one days. Then Michael, one of the chief princes, came to help me, because I was detained there with the king of Persia. Now I have come to explain to you what will happen to your people in the future, for the vision concerns a time yet to come” [emphasis added].
Regardless of how much we have learned regarding the Bible and God’s plan for the future, we ought always to humble ourselves before Him and allow His Word to stand on its own. We can be supremely confident that God will keep His promises that have not yet been fulfilled, but not be so sure that we know exactly how and when that will all take place.

A second, related attitude in this suitable approach is honesty.  As Confucius is quoted as saying, “True wisdom is knowing what you don't know.” There is nothing wrong with honestly admitting that we don’t know what some prophetic Scriptures mean. Many people in Jesus’ day thought they knew what the prophecies meant concerning His first coming, and they were dead wrong. We need to learn from that and honestly admit that no one has an absolute handle on how future events will unfold. (This even applies to those who have written books on the subject!) Remember the words of Jesus in Matthew 24:36-37, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.”

Third, we must always study prophecy with a view on the here-and-now. While it most often deals with the future, prophecy always relates to the present. I like what Kaiser says in this regard,

[Prophecy] was also closely related to the realm of the practical and spiritual. Seldom, if ever, was it the purpose of God to surprise, to shock, or merely to excite fascination with the future. Nor was prophecy in any sense a therapeutic tranquilizer to be used as a substitute for appropriate action in the Christian life.

Sadly, some have become so enthralled with studying prophecy that they are of no earthly good to their Lord, others, and themselves. In their distorted view, things are continuing to get worse and worse, and all of this is noth​ing less than a sign that the coming of the Lord is near. Accordingly, the coming of the Lord becomes an excuse for avoiding meaningful involvement in the daily tasks of faithful living before God. In two separate letters Paul had to remind the Thessalonians not to get so carried away with the doctrine of the coming of the Lord as to drop all work and become idle (1 Thessalonians 5:14; 2 Thessalonians 3:6). That same danger remains to the present day. Some, trying to outguess our Lord, have concluded that any long-range planning is useless, as is any task which lays on us a con​cern for something beyond the present moment.

Scripture does not allow for a fatalistic spirit which says in effect, “Whatever God wants to happen will happen; I’m just waiting for the coming of the Lord.” On the con​trary, every prediction about the future is simultaneously a call for action. The predictive elements, then, are gen​erally subservient to the practical and spiritual claims that our Lord has laid on our lives.

If you ask most Christians to name the most important Scripture regarding the end times, you will hear answers such as Revelation, Daniel, or perhaps Matthew 24. But I would point to 2 Peter 3, particularly verses 8-12,

But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. 

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.  

Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.
The key is found in the question raised in verse 11: Since this is going to happen in the future, how does this affect my life in the present? God did not provide prophecy as a hobby or for entertainment purposes. No, prophecy was always given to prompt God’s people into action in the present. In fact, as we will see in a later message, some of God’s negative prophecies of the future could be avoided if the recipients of His word would change their lives in the present.

Kaiser concludes with these words:

Our being highly informed about the future will serve little good if it does not simultaneously result in a whole different orientation of our lives and our actions. Prophecy is not a sterile, re​mote subject which has an interesting trivia list. It is a call to action based on the certainty of the future acts of God in space and time. It is a call to repentance based on the present drift of an evil society and a backsliding church. It is a call to faith and belief in the living God who is doing all things well after the counsel of his own wise and holy will.

So, as we embark on a study of God’s prophetic words within Scripture, let us do so humbly, honestly, and always with an emphasis on how the future impacts the here-and-now.

Remember, God exists in the present tense.

And so do we.
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