HOW TO INTERPRET PROPHECY

INTRODUCTION
The Biblecommunicatesto uswith awide assortment of stylesand methods, including prophecy.

I'n order to under stand prophecy, Bible students must usethe actual prophetic languageonly in the
way it wasmeant to beused. Il Timothy 2:15 commandsusto usethe Bible—CORRECTLY!

“ Study to show thyself approved unto God, aworkman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly
dividing theword of truth.”

God really doeswant usto understand and profit from all of the partsof the Bible, including the
difficult parts. So let usunderstand prophecy by using thethingsthat the Bible givesusastools,
keys, and pointersin theway that they weremeant to beused.

The Book of Revelation isusually thought of asbeing difficult to interpret—andit is. However,
that isnot thesameassayingthat it isimpossible. So, at theveryoutset, the Apostle John makesthe

following statement:

“Blessed ishewho readsand those who hear the wor dsof this prophecy, and keep those things
which arewrittenin it; for thetimeisnear” (Revelation 1.3; NKJB).

Thislesson will cover seven pointsthat will giveusthebasicinformation that weneed in order to
begin to learn how to inter pret and use prophecy. These seven pointswill bein theform of

guestions and answers.
DISCUSSION
|.WHAT ISPROPHECY?

The element of prophecy that wearestudying in thislectureship hasto dowith two parts.
prediction and fulfillment. Thisisonly apart of thewhole subject of prophetsand prophecy.

Toillustratethe simplicity and power of prediction and fulfillment, let usnote one of the most
simplecasesin theBible:

1. Prediction (Daniel 5:25-29): The meaning of the handwritingon thewall at theevil feast of
Belshazzar isgiven by God’ sprophet, Daniel.

2. Fulfillment (Daniel 5:30,31): In that verynight Dariusthe Mede brought down the kingdom of
Belshazzar and fulfilled theword of God.



The only possibility that aprophecy from God might not cometo passisif the prophecyis

conditional (see Deuteronomy 28).
[1.WHAT PURPOSES DOES PROPHECY HAVE?
We will note two purposesof prophecy in answer to thisquestion.

First, prophecy providesevidenceto support truth. For example, the prophecy madeby | saiah
about thelifeand timesof Cyrusthe Great (I saiah 44:28-45:7) provided evidencethat God isGod

and that thereisno other God!

“lamthelLord, and thereisno other;

Thereisno God besidesme.

I will gird you, though you havenot known me,

That they may know from therising of thesun toitssetting
That thereisnone besidesme’

(45:5,6; NKJB)

Second, prophecy providespractical help for daily life. Thisisthe claim John madein Revelation
1:3. If peoplewould properly use hisprophecy, it would truly help them to livetherisen life!

M. WHAT ISTHE SOURCE OF PROPHECY?

Their messageswereinspired of God. “ Thussaith theLord” istheformulaused hundredsof times
to claim that the messagewasfrom God. Testing these claimsshowsthem to betrueor false
(Deuteronomy 18:15-22).

Thefact of their inspiration isaffirmed by God Himself in I saiah 42:9: “Behold, theformer things
arecometo pass, and new thingsdo | declare: beforethey springforth | tell you of them.” Indeed, it

wasGod Who gavethem their wordd

Theinspiration of the Old Testament isalso affirmed by Peter in 11 Peter 1:21: “ For the prophecy
never came by thewill of man, but holy men of God spoke asthey weremoved by the Holy Spirit”
(NKJB).

IV.WHAT ISTHE FOUNDATION OF PROPHECY?

First,theEXISTENCE OF GOD servesaspart of thefoundation. If theOne TrueGod doesnot
exis—PROPHECY ISIMPOSSIBLE! But sincewecan know that prophecy (including

prediction and fulfillment) does exist—then we can know that the One True God does exist!



Second, GOD’SDESIRE TO REVEAL HISTRUTH tousservesasafoundation of prophecy.
He haschosen to reveal truth by variousmethods, including prophecy.

He repeatedly hassaid that He wantsthistruth revealed—made available—to all people of all time.
W e should never underestimate how important thispoint is. God really wantsusto know His will!

Third, thefact that God created usin such awayastobe ABLE TO UNDERSTAND Hiswill
servesaspart of thefoundation of prophecy (John 8:32; Ephesians 3:3-5).

All threeof these foundation pointsaredemonstrably true—and all three have been attacked since

thebeginning of time.
V.HOW DID IT COME?

“God, who at varioustimesand in variouswaysspokein time past to the father sby the prophets,
hasin these last daysspokento usbyHis Son” (Hebrews1:1,2a).

A variety of formswereused in predicting futureeventsby God throughout the ages. Wewill
briefly note somein order toillustratethe point and in order to help usto recognize theseforms

when wecometo them in theBible.
A. Prophecy: The prediction of all kindsof eventsinvolving many kindsof people and places.

B. Apocalyptic: thisisthe Greek wordfor “revelation” in Revelation 1:1 (apocalypse). It means“to
unveil.” Apocalypticliteratureisfull of symbolsand imagesthat areused to represent other things.
Some of the symbolic elements of an apocalypse might even refer to thingsthat werealr eady
happening, but they could not beunderstood apart from the “ unveiling” that wasmade possible by
theHoly Spirit (during the ageof inspiration and other miracles) and isnow possible by “rightly
dividing theword” (11 Timothy 2:15).

C. Figurative: Other formsof figurativelanguage (such asmetaphors, similes, parables, allegories,

etc.) areoften used in the scriptures, and can be associated with prophecies.

D. Literal: Propheciesreferringto thefall of rulersand nations, to thelifeand work of people (such
asJesus), or thefall of Jerusalem, and many others, areoften presented in straight-forward, everyday

literal language.

E. Dreams. Dreamsby good or evil peoplewereoften used by God to predict events(such asin the

lives of Joseph and Daniel).

F. Visions. Daniel received information about the futurein “night visions.”



G. Theophanies: At times, God used variousmeansto “appear” (in such away asto allow theone

who sawtoremain living). Examplesof thisarel saiah 6 and Ezekiel 1.

H. Typesand antitypes. Paul referstothismethod in | Corinthians 10 asaway used by God to
exhort peopleto look forwardto the Christ (the antitype).

VI.WHAT ISITSCONTENT?
Five examplesof the content of prophecy areasfollows.

First, prophecy containstruth. A casein point isthefirst timethat Jesuspredicted His death,
burial, and resurrection (John 2:18-22). When thisseriesof events cameto pass, His disciples

remember ed that He had madesuch aprophecy.

Second, prophecy containsactual predictions. A casein point isthe prediction of Micah that Jesus
would bebornin Bethlehem (Micah 5:2). In Matthew 2:5,6, this prophecy wasproperly used to

answer the question regarding wherethe M essiah wasto beborn.

Third, prophecy often containswarnings. A casein point isthe seriesof warningsgiven tothe
| sraelitesin Deuteronomy 28 with referenceto what God would do to them if they did not obey
Him. The warningscameto passwithout thedlightest failurewhen | srael and Judah fell from grace

later on.

Fourth, prophecy regularlyreferredto JesusChrist. Some havesaid that therearemorethan 300
propheciesof Him in the Old Testament. In Luke?24:44, He claimed that He had fulfilled all of
them. No onehasever shown His claim to befalse!

Fifth, prophecy concernsthe kingdom of Christ on aregular basis. Asamatter of fact, much of
what we havedonein thislectureship istointerpret propheciesregarding the establishment of the
kingdom seen by the prophets. Thiskingdom began on Pentecost (Sunday) in Acts2 (about 1968

yearsago).

VII.HOW CAN | UNDERSTAND IT?

We will answer thisquestion with aseriesof “Do’s’ and “ Don’ts.”

Do's

1. Do harmonize prophecy with basic Bible truths (for example; John 18:36 and Mark 9:1teach

that thekingdom isnot an earthly oneand that it would beestablished during the generation of

thosethen living).



2. Do trave from the known to the unknown (for example; I saiah 7:14 allows usto know that a

virgin would conceive; Matthew 1 and Luke 1 complete thestorybytelling usthat thevirgin was
Mary).

3. Do gofromtheeasier tothemoredifficult (for example; Jod 2:28-32is impossibleto under stand
apart from itsfulfillment in Acts2:17-21).

4. Do go from the general to the specific (for example; many specific details of thejudgment are
given in Matthew 24:36-25:46 to amplify thegeneral statement about it in Acts17:31. Also, many
specific detailsabout the destruction of Jerusalem aregiven in Matthew 24:4-35to amplify the
general questionsin verses1-3).

5. Do comparescripturesthat treat the same prophecy (for example; compareMatthew 24, Mark
13, and L uke 21 when studying about the destruction of Jerusalem).

6. Do remember that most of it isrelatively simple: it isdesigned for you and meto understand (see
Revelation 1:3and Ephesians 3:3-5).

7. Do look for keysto the passage. Note thefollowing:
a.Language: Isit literal, figurative, etc.?
b. Dating: What timeperiod isin mind (see Daniel 2:36-45)?
c. Addressees. Whom did the prophecy concern (see Revelation 1:4; Genesis 3:15)?
d. Author: Who spokeor wroteit and how isheor sheinvolved in it (see Acts 2:25-31)?
e. Participants. What other people, even angels, wereinvolved and why (see Daniel 2:38; 8:20,21)?
Don’ts
1. Don’t beled away from your purposeasaChristian into speculation, error,and inactivity.
2. Don’t start guessing!
3. Don’t get thewrong study aids.
4. Don’'t jumpin the deep end.
5. Don’t contradict thetruth.
6. Don’t “addto” or “takeawayfrom” prophecy!
CONCLUSION



Do all thisin harmony with Revelation 1:3and 22:18,19.

Blessed ishethat readeth, and they that hear the wordsof this prophecy,
and keep those thingswhich arewritten therein:
for thetimeisat hand.

For | testify unto every man that heareth thewords

of the prophecy of thisbook,

I f any man shall add unto thesethings,

God shall add unto him the plaguesthat arewritten in thisbook:
And if any man shall takeaway from the words

of thebook of thisprophecy,

God shall takeaway his part out of the book of life,

and out of the holy city, and from thethingswhich arewritten in thisbook.
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