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PART 1
The significance and range of prophecy in the plan of Divine Revelation

​1 Definition of prophecy

In the New Testament, the Greek word translated 'prophecy' is stated by W.E. Vine (Expository Dictionary Of New Testament Words (Oliphants, Hendrickson)) as signifying '...the speaking forth of the mind and counsel of God'. Quoting from Hogg and Vine (Notes on the Thessalonians pp. 196-7) Vine states that this '...is the forth-telling of the will of God whether with reference to the past, the present, or the future' as the following verses illustrate; '...he who prophesies speaks edification and exhortation and comfort to men' (1 Cor. 14: 3), 'Of this salvation the prophets have inquired and searched carefully, who prophesied of the grace that would come to you' (1 Pet. 1:10).

The verb prophēteuō is used in both these verses, although in the first the one who prophesies is said to speak to men exhortation and comfort, a broader concept than merely foretelling future events. The example from 1 Peter is clearly limited by the context to the prediction of God's dealings with believers today.

In this booklet, attention is restricted to the prediction of matters still future at the time of the prophecy. Psalm 119:161 states '...my heart stands in awe of Your word'. The wonder of the predictions of Holy Scripture and the precision of their fulfilment are impressive indeed.

​2 Prophecy as an integral part of God's revelation

God includes the predictive element of prophecy as a unique feature of His Word. It is woven into the fabric of the Bible. It is presented as a challenge to unbelief, a proof of the divine origin of the message, and as an evidence of the inferiority of false claims to revelation.

"Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel, and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: 'I am the First and I am the Last; besides Me there is no God. And who can proclaim as I do? Then let him declare it and set it in order for Me, since I appointed the ancient people. And the things that are coming and shall come, let them show these to them. Do not fear, nor be afraid; have I not told you from that time, and declared it? You are My witnesses. Is there a God besides Me? Indeed there is no other Rock; I know not one" (Is.44:6-8).

With such powerful logic God graciously appealed to backsliding Israel through His servant Isaiah. Two fundamental principles emerge from this passage, and they hold good for prophecy in general:

(a) As the First and the Last, the eternal I AM, only God knows all things from beginning to end;

(b) From time to time He has chosen to reveal future events through His servants, so that the fact of a divine revelation to mankind would be recognised and confirmed.

As if to emphasise its importance, such reasoning is frequently used by Isaiah (cf. 41:21-24; 42:8,9; 46:8-10; 48:2-8) who contended for the truth of Jehovah against Israel's idolatry. The nation was largely purged of idolatry through the Babylonian captivity but, at the time of the Lord Jesus, unbelief still blinded the majority to that aspect of the prophetic word which bore testimony to Him; 'You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of Me' (John 5:39). The Master reconfirmed the principle of prediction to the apostles as proof that God had spoken: 'And now I have told you before it comes, that when it does come to pass, you may believe' (John 14:29).

Familiarity with this miracle of the prophetic Scriptures may tend to lessen the appreciation of it, but the study of prophecy should deepen reverence for God and His Word, for it declares the wonder of His omniscience, 'Declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things that are not yet done' (Is. 46:10).

The importance of prediction in the revelation of God in the Scriptures is emphasised by contrast with false claims to revelation but none can compare with the Bible. The wealth and accuracy of its prophecies constitute what has been described as '...a perfectly unique phenomenon in the history of religions'. Devout and earnest study of the Scriptures will strengthen the Christian against the prevailing scepticism of our times.

​3 The place of prophecy in the plan of revelation

Certain books of the Bible are primarily predictive, notably those of the prophets, and the book of

Revelation. These comprise almost a quarter of the Bible, illustrating the importance that God has given to prophecy in the plan of revelation. Further, the way prediction is so widely interspersed in the historical and poetic books is equally impressive. Predictions of far-reaching consequence occur in most surprising contexts. Two examples may be helpful:

(a) Genesis 3:15. This is the first prophecy concerning the redemptive work of the Lord Jesus. It is introduced in connection with the judgment on the serpent, and in language which must have seemed mysterious to Adam and his descendants. Yet the marvel of its fulfilment is apparent in the mode of Christ's incarnation, and the defeat of Satan through the sufferings of Calvary. This prophetic jewel is unobtrusively and succinctly contained in the narrative of the Fall.

(b) Psalm 41:9. This psalm could well have been regarded simply as David, in his trouble, expressing his heartfelt feelings to God, yet verse 9 includes words quoted by the Lord in application to His betrayal by Judas (see John 13:18).

There is, in fact, a wealth of prophetic allusion in the non-prophetic books of the Old Testament. Many refer to Christ, but others have to do with God's dealings with Israel (2 Sam.7:8-17), or with individuals (Num.25:11-13). God's servants were often strengthened by the assurance of victory shortly before battle (Judg.4:6,7; 2 Chr.20:14-17) and the fulfilment of such predictions would have spoken clearly to those involved and would have impressed on them the unique method of revelation which God used to confirm their faith in Him.

The fulfilment of other prophecies was awaited over the years by God-fearing people who shared Abraham's faith. The prophetic vision given to Abraham in Genesis 15 is an example. God told Abraham that his offspring would be strangers in a foreign land and would suffer years of hardship; but '...the nation whom they serve I will judge; afterward they shall come out with great possessions' (Gen. 15:14). At sunset a smoking oven and a burning torch passed between the pieces of the sacrifice. Jacob might have recalled this prophecy when Joseph sent for him to go to Egypt, and he may have sensed that this was the first step towards the time of his children's hardship. It seems significant that at this point God gave special reassurance to Jacob: '...do not fear to go down to Egypt...I will go down with you...I will also surely bring you up again' (Gen.46:3,4).

Israel may well have been encouraged by these prophetic promises when they were held captive in Egypt.

Certain prophecies were a warning and their fulfilment would powerfully impress the solemn certainty of God's predictions. For example, more than 400 years elapsed between Joshua's curse regarding the rebuilding of Jericho (Josh.6:26) and the time when Hiel of Beth-el defied God, rebuilt the city, and paid the penalty in the death of his sons Abiram and Segum (1 Kin. 16:34). This characteristic feature of God's Word - the unerring fulfilment of prophecy - was impressed on Israel. Their conviction that God had chosen them as the custodians of His living oracles was deepened thereby through the centuries of Old Testament history.

A similar plan is found in the New Testament. While Revelation is primarily a predictive book comparable to the prophetic books of the Old Testament, the gospels, the Acts and the epistles also abound with predictive material. The disciples must have been deeply impressed by the Lord's foretelling of such events as the shekel in the fish's mouth (Mat. 17:27), the colt tied ready in the village (Mat. 21:2), and the man carrying the pitcher of water (Luke 22:10-13). After the resurrection they understood what He had so clearly said about His death and resurrection (Luke 24:6-8; 44). The Lord's prophecy of Jerusalem's destruction (Luke 21:20-24) is said to have had a profound effect upon Christians when it was so fearfully fulfilled by Titus in 70 AD.
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