
To the prophets of old who
conquered kingdoms,
administered justice,
were destitute—living in deserts and caves,
were persecuted and mistreated,
were tortured, jeered, flogged, chained,
imprisoned, stoned, sawed in two:

the world was not worthy of them. (Heb 11:33-38)

May this book be worthy of them.
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Preface

I grew up loving exploration, the kind of exploration where there were no maps and no one told you what to do or where to go. It was one step at a time into the unknown: playing with salamanders in a mud-hole, fingering fungus growing beside a tree deep in the woods, mixing chemical compounds in a high school lab, pulling an octopus from its hiding place among the rocks in the Aegean Sea, deciphering a Greek papyrus written more than two thousand years ago. Perhaps not everyone would share my enthusiasm for all of these kinds of adventure.

I am still an explorer, and this book is about biblical prophecy, an area of current exploration. Many people would have liked to tell me what to do and where to go, but I wanted to figure things out for myself—one step at a time. Perhaps not everyone will share enthusiasm for my discoveries. For some readers, joining in the exploration may be thrilling. For others it may be threatening. But I am simply asking straightforward questions about how to interpret prophecy and letting the evidence take me where it will.

But do we really need another book on prophecy? Yes and no. Books on prophecy of recent decades follow several different courses, like streams and rivulets flowing through the countryside. The biggest stream with the biggest fish purports to tell how prophecy will be fulfilled, often in relation to recent and anticipated events. For example, some prognosticated about Y2K, linking it with the fulfillment of prophecy. (For those who stockpiled supplies, the hype should have produced a few doubts about such punditry.) Another example is the fascination with the latest events in the Middle East. To some people the books detailing how—and sometimes how soon—prophecy will be fulfilled are life-giving water for the thirsty soul. To others they are contaminated with sensationalism. Certainly if the number of books sold is the measure of success, this stream is crème de la crème.1

A much smaller current of books attempts to go against the flow. They challenge the assumption that contemporary events must certainly be the fulfillment of prophecy.2 Typically, these books fail to attract popular audiences, partly because it is a rivulet easily overlooked. It is not known for big fish. Of course there are other types of books dealing with various aspects of prophecy and eschatology. With all these rivulets and streams of books on prophecy, it may appear that we have little need for another.

Questions to Be Explored

There are issues about this prophetic river, however, that have not received sufficient attention. How does the language of prophecy work? What can we discover from prophecies that have already been fulfilled? How were prophecies stated, and how does that compare with the fulfillment? What did the prophets intend the initial audience to understand? How do we determine when a prophet was using a figure of speech? What are people in the twenty-first century to learn from what prophets two thousand and more years ago wrote? What does God really want us to know about the future?

Our field of exploration, then, is biblical prophecy and the related apocalyptic genre. Making our way through this region may mean traveling into uncharted territory. Such is the nature of exploration. New insights usually come from going beyond where others have gone before, rather than from retracing well-worn paths of the past.3

Before embarking, you may want to ask about your guide—where is he coming from and what is his agenda? That is a valid question, especially in a field dominated by presuppositions and theological bias. So I will explain. What I offer in this book is a genuine effort to understand biblical prophecy and apocalyptic biblically. While it is impossible to read the text of Scripture in a neutral zone, unaffected by culture and theological and hermeneutical moorings, I have intentionally put blinders on.4 As much as possible my focus has been on the text and its culture rather than on the periphery of what everybody says about the text. The thesis of this book does not stand or fall based on the research of others. I am simply seeking to discover how biblical language functions, how genres differ and how the original hearers would have understood what the prophets said.



Genesis of Research

My interest in prophecy and apocalyptic came about as follows. During graduate school, I read the Jewish apocrypha and pseudepigrapha (the ones identified as such at that time), though not necessarily in comparison with the canonical materials.5 Later while teaching courses on the culture and history of the New Testament world, I began to note that the apocalyptic material in the book of Daniel uses language in distinctive ways. Two things stood out in my mind. The language in the Jewish apocalypses that I had read earlier was very similar to Daniel’s, but more important, the apocalyptic language in Daniel did not seem to line up as precisely as I expected with events that have already been fulfilled. Concurrently, I began to reflect on the language of the book of Revelation. Gradually my interests turned to the hermeneutics of prophecy and apocalyptic. In other words, I did not come into this subject as a theologian seeking to defend a particular form of eschatology. I came as a philologist and historian.

A seminal thought that gave direction to some of my research was the observation (by whom I do not recall) that prophecies in the Bible were generally not understood until after they were fulfilled. I thought that assertion would be important—and relatively easy—to check out. I also had a growing sense that the language of prophecy and apocalyptic was unusual and worthy of closer inspection. My engagement with the genres of the Old Testament increased my awareness of this issue.6 As the research continued, I began to wonder whether a careful look at prophecy might even mean a paradigm shift in the interpretation of prophecy. Hence this book.



Preparatory Remarks

Before concluding these preparations for the journey, I have a few clarifications. First, about biblical authority. Without apology, this study of prophecy and apocalyptic presumes a high view of Scripture. (As a practical example, long quotations of Scripture are set in italics, while quotations of similar length from extrabiblical sources are set in roman type.) The biblical canon is divine revelation. While I cannot prove that empirically, I make an intelligent choice to operate from that presupposition. But inspiration is a complex issue and must not be treated superficially. For example, the vertical dimension of Scripture must not negate the horizontal dimension: it is both divine and human. Even as God incarnate took up residence in human form in a specific place, time and culture, so Scripture itself is incarnational. If not beyond belief, it is at least beyond explanation. How can it be 100 percent divine and 100 percent human at the same time? How could ordinary people fashion literary masterpieces out of their own culture and creativity yet be superintended by the heavenly Spirit? For the human authors, a notion that their words had somehow been dictated from above would have been absurd. At the same time the divine imprimatur is evident from every thought to every word used to express a thought. Impossible? From a purely human perspective, yes, but by the inspiration of the divine Spirit, clearly possible.

This nuanced awareness of biblical authority is important everywhere in Scripture, but especially in the prophetic portions. Evidence abounds for the human activity of the prophets. Yet even with the human element, the divine Word of the Lord is no less authoritative. Thus saith the Lord.

Second, about the fulfillment of prophecy. I am focusing on how to interpret, not on what to expect. Though those two questions cannot be separated completely, this book does not attempt to satisfy the common curiosity of how current events fit with biblical prophecy. It is intended, on the other hand, to satisfy a more important curiosity about how to interpret prophecy so that we can make correct decisions about what kind of events might fulfill biblical prophecy. The how question should be the starting point for everyone anyway.

Third, about limitations. This book is not intended to tell you everything you need to know about prophecy and apocalyptic. Thorough introductions to each genre provide more comprehensive treatment.7 This book is not intended to comment on all the prophetic portions of the canon of Scripture. Good commentaries can be found that do that. This book is not intended as a complete discussion of eschatology. Theology books take up those questions. However, the conclusions of this book may affect future introductions, commentaries and theologies.

Fourth, about dispensationalism. Though I was schooled in dispensational thought and have been associated with dispensational institutions and denominations, this book does not exist to defend premillennial dispensationalism. Some of my dispensational friends may be disappointed. Nor does it exist to dismantle dispensationalism. Some of my nondispensational friends may be disappointed. My approach has been to set aside theological theories, lest the weighty jargon of the experts encumber my look at the evidence. Surely readers on both sides of the fence (unfortunate term) will recognize ways I have failed. But perhaps both groups of readers will also identify viewpoints they need to rethink.

Fifth, about indecisiveness. This book may seem to pose a lot of questions without answering them satisfactorily. Some readers will find that disheartening. But it is intentional. In my mind one of the problems in the study of prophecy (and perhaps the Bible as a whole) is a tendency to give quick answers rather than to ask reflective questions.8 Less pontificating and more pondering would be healthier for all of us. Frankly, only after we settle issues of hermeneutics should we begin facing the questions concerning implications for eschatology.

Sixth, about being an explorer. I am not always sure what path I am on or where I belong. While I was in seminary the trail I followed was New Testament and Greek. Then in doctoral work I turned to classical studies, with a passion for anything that would provide backgrounds to the New Testament. I stayed on the path of documentary papyri for several years.9 Gradually I made my way back to the discipline of New Testament studies. More recently, with my interest in New Testament apocalyptic, it became obvious that I must begin with the Old Testament prophets. Since this book interacts with the newest path in my explorations, I do not claim to be an experienced guide, only a curious explorer. The result is a simple book for simple people honestly asking simple questions about prophecy.

Seventh, about prophecy. In some discussions in this book it will be important to distinguish between prophecy and apocalyptic. In other settings—for the sake of economy of language—the term prophecy will be used for both prophecy and apocalyptic.

Our exploration is about ready to begin. If you choose to come along on our forays into the regions of prophecy and apocalyptic, meet down at the river. We will be following it as it meanders toward the west where the sun sets and time stands still.
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What Makes Prophecy Powerful?

Climb into an eight-person raft for an October trip down the Upper Gauley River in West Virginia, and you will experience power. Millions of gallons of water being released from Summersville Reservoir turn the gorge into a competition between water and rock. The rock wins, and the water alters its course, surging over and around and between boulders and canyon walls. The result is roaring whitewater: massive hydraulics, towering liquid walls, class V rapids—powerful enough to stand your raft straight up in the air, with you and your buddies in it—maybe! Guides prepare rafters for the good and the bad: the rush of adrenaline, the teamwork, the risks. And they need to. Every year the river chews up and spits out hapless victims. But you are there to experience adventure, to behold beauty, to learn respect, to stand in awe, to feel power.

Prophecy is like whitewater, perhaps the most powerful whitewater in Scripture—maybe in all the literature of the world. This is language unmatched in what it beholds and in how it describes the beholden. Words of worship, terror and mercy are unparalleled. Words of beauty, passion and hope are unequalled. Words of adoration, condemnation and salvation are unrivaled.

Kodak Moments

In order to speak to our hearts, the powerful language of prophecy brings God’s might and wrath and humankind’s sin and doom to life with surrealistic images. It is reality described in unreal ways. Stop and take in the scenery. You will discover four principal subjects that the prophets portray in the language of West Virginia whitewater (see figure 1.1).

The prophets bring four subjects into clearer focus

[image: Diagram shows the four main elements of prophetic focus--deity, humanity, calamity, and prosperity. ]

Figure 1.1. The prophetic focus


Deity. Prophecy beholds God in raw anger—punishing rapids. . . fire and brimstone. And in soft love—pools of water smooth as glass. . . grace and peace. It is God at the extreme limit of his attributes. As Isaiah knew well, to stand too close to the Almighty is to be shaken to the very core (Is 6:4-5). Heavens convulse, mountains crumble, hearts cringe.

Isaiah reports that when God whistles, people come speedily from the ends of the earth (Is 5:26). His voice thunders and people flee at the sound of it (Is 33:3). Islands are struck with fear, and the ends of the earth tremble (Is 41:5). The word of his tongue is a destructive fire. He shakes the nations in the sieve of destruction (Is 30:27-28). Jeremiah pictures God as a mighty warrior (Jer 20:11), as a storm swirling down on the heads of the sinful (Jer 23:19), as one who pushes his enemies off cliffs (Jer 51:25). Habakkuk says that the earth shudders when God shows up: hills collapse, mountains writhe, sun and moon stand still, and pestilence follows his steps (Hab 3:4-12). As an advertisement for travel in Manitoba, Canada, says, “If this doesn’t leave you breathless, check your pulse.”

God’s towering attributes stand out most vividly on the flat landscape of human helplessness (Is 40:6-31). Nations are but specks of dust on a set of scales. People are like grasshoppers, potsherds left lying on the ground (Is 45:9).

Unfortunately, we tend to forget who we are—and more important, who he is:

Your thinking is perverse!

Should the potter be regarded as the clay?

Should the thing made say about its maker,

“He didn’t make me”?

Or should the pottery say about the potter,

“He doesn’t understand”? (Is 29:16 NET)



But God is not only about fireworks and sonic booms. He gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his own heart (Is 40:11). He prepares a feast of rich food and a banquet of aged wine for all people (Is 25:6). He bequeaths the most beautiful heritage (Jer 3:19).

Humanity. Prophecy also beholds the naked sinfulness of God’s chosen people. They are adulterous, with men thronging to the houses of prostitutes, “well-fed, lusty stallions, each neighing for another man’s wife” (Jer 5:7-8). God can put up with no more—he files for divorce (Jer 3:8; cf. 8:10). Like a bride who comes to the wedding but forgot her jewelry—”my people have forgotten me for more days than can even be counted” (Jer 2:32 NET).

My people have committed a double wrong:

they left me, the fountain of life-giving water,

and they have dug cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns,

which cannot even hold water. (Jer 2:13 NET)

 

Now why go to Egypt to drink water from the Shihor?

And why go to Assyria to drink water from the River? (Jer 2:18)

 

“Although you wash yourself with soda

and use an abundance of soap,

the stain of your guilt is still before me,”

declares the Sovereign LORD. (Jer 2:22)

 

Such idols are like scarecrows in a cucumber field.

They cannot talk.

They have to be carried

because they cannot walk. (Jer 10:5 NET)



Such sinfulness on earth appalls the heavens—they shudder with great horror (Jer 2:12). The creation of the world is undone; it once again becomes without form and void (Jer 4:23; cf. Gen 1:2). Worst of all, God cancels his blessing, love and pity (Jer 16:5-6).

Calamity. If beholding the sinfulness of humanity is not enough to dissuade hearers from joining the parade to destruction, language of impending catastrophe may help. Once having soared with eagles and made nests among the stars (Obad 4), now the disobedient only mumble out of the dust of the ground (Is 29:4). Once having been jars of fine wine, now they are empty, smashed jugs (Jer 48:11-12). Once having eaten from fields rich with produce, now they are dead bodies lying like manure on open fields, like grain that has been cut down but left to rot (Jer 9:22). Once a thriving olive tree laden with beautiful fruit, now they are ablaze with the roar of a firestorm (Jer 11:16). Once a mighty war club, now they are only a burned-out mountain. God’s arsenal of weapons of wrath seems to be limitless (Jer 50:25).

I will punish them in four different ways. I will have war kill them. I will have dogs drag off their dead bodies. I will have birds and wild beasts devour and destroy their corpses. I will make all the people in all the kingdoms of the world horrified. (Jer 15:3-4 NET; cf. Jer 16:4)



“I will sweep away everything

from the face of the earth,”

declares the LORD.

“I will sweep away both men and animals:

I will sweep away the birds of the air

and the fish of the sea.

The wicked will have only heaps of rubble

when I cut off man from the face of the earth,”

declares the LORD. (Zeph 1:2-3)



Some of the language of judgment is not so calamitous but is no less vivid. Picture this if you will:

I will pull up your skirts over your face

that your shame may be seen. (Jer 13:26; cf. Is 47:2)

 

No, they have no shame at all;

they do not even know how to blush. (Jer 8:12)

 

We were with child, we writhed in pain,

but we gave birth to wind. (Is 26:18)

 

The bed is too short to stretch out on,

the blanket too narrow to wrap around you. (Is 28:20)



I will put an end to the sounds of joy and gladness, to the glad celebration of brides and grooms in these lands. I will put an end to the sound of people grinding meal. I will put an end to lamps shining in their homes. (Jer 25:10 NET)

 

“As surely as I live,” declares the LORD, “even if you, Jehoachin son of Jehoiakim king of Judah, were a signet ring on my right hand, I would still pull you off.” (Jer 22:24)



Prosperity. Prophecy beholds not only calamity but blessed prosperity. The blind will see again. The deaf will hear again (Is 29:18). The sounds of joy and the tambourine will be heard again (Jer 31:4; 33:11). Maidens will dance again, and young men and old as well (Jer 31:4, 13). No one will be without a mate (Is 34:16). The lame will prance like deer (Is 35:6). Livestock will graze freely (Is 32:20). Swords will be made into plowshares (Is 2:4). The moon will shine as bright as the sun, and the sun will become seven times brighter (Is 30:26). Valleys will be lifted up. Mountains and hills will be leveled (Is 40:4). Highways will be built through the wilderness (Is 35:8). Burning sand will become pools of water (Is 35:7; 41:18). Rivers will flow in the desert and on the mountaintops (Is 30:25; 43:20). Trees and flowers will grow in the desert (Is 35:1; 41:19).

As a billboard for God’s hatred of sin, prophecy speaks boldly and to the point. Anyone who fails to see the message is terribly near-sighted. And as a sign of God’s everlasting love, prophecy speaks tenderly and to the heart. Unfortunately, those who fail to read the billboards advertising God’s anger probably miss the signs announcing his love as well. One cannot be understood without the other.



Flashflood Warnings

The perpetual pounding of what the prophets are proclaiming may seem overdone to modern ears, yet the whitewater of the prophets keeps on roaring. God’s spokesmen will not give up. Their words crash against the stubbornness of the people again and again. It was as obvious then as now: ordinary and plain language simply was not enough for these prophetic sirens and flashing lights. Flashflood warnings and summons to arms are not announced in unexpressive, humdrum diction. The words of the prophets were poignant and pregnant with meaning, because the subject matter called for the most vivid words possible.

Prophecy was first of all oratory, because the prophets were first of all preachers.1 In the hearing of crowds and kings they denounced, warned and assured. Not only did the substance of their sermons call for vivid words, the iciness of their audience required burning rhetoric. They needed expressions that would explode in the heads and hearts of their hearers.2 Isaiah reports, “He made my mouth like a sharpened sword. . . he made me into a polished arrow” (Is 49:2).

While the linguistic elements were the same as for anyone else, the prophets linked words with rhythm, used ordinary words for unordinary ideas (metaphor), gave inanimate objects life (personification), exaggerated to get points across (hyperbole)—all of it resulting in language that was colorful as well as memorable. Though it is from another time and another culture, we still sense some of its power, especially when we hear it rather than just read it.3 The language is imaginative, etching graphic pictures on our minds. It is conversation, drawing us into dialogue with the prophet. It is invitation—stop and ponder the word-pictures. It is mind-jarring, hope-crushing and heart-rending. It is above all poetic. The prophets were wordsmiths, master carpenters.

As men gather abandoned eggs,

so I gathered all the countries;

not one flapped a wing,

or opened its mouth to chirp. (Is 10:14)

 

Like fluttering birds

pushed from the nest,

so are the women of Moab. (Is 16:2)

 

You conceive chaff,

you give birth to straw. (Is 33:11)

 

Though at this time your ropes are slack,

the mast is not secured,

and the sail is unfurled. (Is 33:23 NET)

 

You heavens above, rain down righteousness. (Is 45:8)

 

You will drink the milk of nations

and be nursed at royal breasts. (Is 60:16)4



We not only read the prophets, we feel the impact of their bombardment. “The prophet’s word is a scream in the night. While the world is at ease and asleep, the prophet feels the blast from heaven.”5 Prophecy needs to be experienced.



Streets of Gold?

For another perspective on the power of prophecy, we need to slow down and think more philosophically. Language originates in humankind’s fundamental need to communicate. It is a way to express what humans experience and need to voice. In rudimentary form, words are symbols for the things we want to talk about, such as bodily functions. “My stomach hurts” expresses a human condition. Stomach is a symbol that may refer to anywhere in the midsection of the body; hurts is a symbol that may refer to any kind of discomfort. But as our knowledge of anatomy and pain increases, these symbols become less and less precise. So as society learns more and more about the world it lives in, language evolves and becomes more sophisticated: vocabulary increases; words become more specific in meanings; grammar develops. “My stomach hurts” might be described more precisely: “An incompetent pyloric sphincter has allowed reflux of biliary acid, resulting in damage and erosion of the gastric mucosal barrier.” For most us, now we have gone too far in the other direction with an overly technical description. Nevertheless, language remains a description of what humans experience.6

But humans have always been interested in things they have never experienced. If there is life after death, what is it like? We all have attempted to imagine it, but probably all in vain. Sometimes our imaginations run wild. But there is a clear pattern: our ideas about things we have never experienced are largely controlled by things we have experienced. No matter how hard we try, we cannot create the categories of thinking and expression necessary to describe what we have never experienced (see figure 1.2). We long to know about life after death, so we are fascinated by neardeath experiences. But do we really know what the experience of moving from this world into the next is like? Likewise, we long to know about the future and are fascinated by a genre of literature called science fiction. But by the term we use to describe it, we admit that we do not expect the fictions to be true.

Two different worlds

[image: Diagram shows two circles, one representing aspects of God's world, the other representing aspects of our world. ]

Figure 1.2. Humanity’s dilemma


Two circles draw distinctions between God's world and our world. Inside of one circle, there are three smaller circles: one marked  "God, " the second marked  "Heaven, " and the third marked  "Future. " Inside of the other main circle we also find three smaller circles: one marked  "Human experience, " the second marked  "Human language, " and the third marked  "Human imagination. "


God’s dilemma. When God sat down to write us a letter and to answer a few of our questions, he had a decision to make. How would he communicate to a population of billions that would inhabit this planet? After all, these billions babel in thousands of different languages and cultures. When you get right down to it, God’s choices were limited. Perhaps he could create a new international language and culture that everyone would understand. But we assume he made the best choice: to use already existing languages developed by humans. We are not sure why he chose Hebrew and Aramaic and Greek—they are not superior languages—nor why he chose Palestine—the cultures of that region do not seem especially superior (neither in the past nor currently). However, those particular cultures and languages preserved for all humanity the eternity of the divine Word. For the rest of the world’s population, translations, commentaries and other resources will have to suffice--except for those few who go to great effort to learn the cultures and languages of Palestine two to four thousand years ago.7

But the other issue God faced was how to describe heavenly concepts in human language.8 Earthbound creatures have language only to describe things we have experienced or fancied. Certainly our attempts to imagine what heaven is like would be fiction. Since we do not have the categories to describe the spirit world that God inhabits, and since his thoughts are not our thoughts (Is 55:8-9), God’s choices were limited. Again we assume he made the best choice: to use already existing language developed by humans. Are human means of communication generally effective? Yes. Are they perfect? No.9 So would we not conclude that the descriptions of God and heaven and the future in human language have inherent limitations?

The majority of the Bible is in the genre of narrative—stories of people’s experiences through which aspects of God’s character are revealed little by little. God bridges the chasm between heaven and earth, shows up from time to time, works behind the scenes most of the time—and all the while people are discovering who God is and what he is like.

Second to narrative, as far as quantity goes, is the genre of prophecy. But prophecy is faced with a bigger challenge: to reveal God more directly, to proclaim the attributes of deity, to declare the agenda of eternity, to divulge the passions of the Trinity, and to do that with only the imperfect language of humanity. People must come to fear God and the extent of his wrath. People must come to appreciate God and the extent of his love. People must come to understand God and the otherness of his heavenly realm. The question was how to do that with mere human language.

“Asked to explain a difficult étude, Schumann sat down and played it a second time.”10 Performance was better than explanation.

Prophecy’s dilemma. In a sense, prophecy was assigned an impossible task. With language limited to what we have experienced, how can God be described?11 God is the only thing in the universe like himself, and nothing really compares to him. And how can heaven be described? We think only in the material realm, surrounded by tangible objects, but heaven is a place of spirits. And how can the future be described? Changes that will occur in the future are impossible to imagine in the present. Before there was electricity, could people have conceived of televisions and microwaves? Before there were computers, could people have conceived of cyberspace and computer viruses? Before there were test tubes and laboratories, could people have conceived of germ warfare?

Perhaps now it is clearer why prophecy faced a huge challenge. And we can see why the language of prophecy goes out of its way to communicate with power. How does it do it? The short answer is, by means of the creative use of language. It is a performance. A long answer will be developed in the chapters that follow. The result is a very heavenly revelation in very earthly language. “Since poetry is our best human model of intricately rich communication, not only solemn, weighty, and forceful but also densely woven with complex internal connections, meanings, and implications, it makes sense that divine speech should be represented in poetry.”12

Two radically different worlds find a meeting ground in the words of the prophets. These were human authors that surprise us as literary geniuses and at the same time thrill us as inspired geniuses. “Above all, you do well if you recognize this: no prophecy of Scripture ever comes about by the prophet’s own imagination, for no prophecy was ever borne of human impulse; rather, men carried along by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet 1:20-21 NET).

Under divine empowerment, the prophets created metaphors and similes from their world to let us experience what the world of God and heaven is like—as best they could. But Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel and John could do only so much with the words and categories of earthlings. Will we walk streets of gold? We can be sure heavenly existence is something like what they describe, but if we think it is exactly what they describe, we will have lowered the spirit world of God and heaven to the physical world that we have experienced.



One Reward or Many Rewards?

A significant example of the extensive power of prophetic language is found in the pronouncements to the seven churches in Asia Minor recorded in Revelation 2—3. The language sounds similar to that of the Old Testament prophets.13 Note a selection of blessing phrases:

To those who overcome, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God. I will give you the crown of life. I will give you some of the hidden manna. I will give you a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it. To those who overcome and do my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations. I will also give you the morning star. Those who overcome will be dressed in white. I will make you a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will you leave it. I will write on you the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God. I will write on you my new name. To those who overcome, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne.



The concept of rewards—an important form of motivation in Jewish and Greco-Roman society—runs through the whole of Scripture (from Gen 15:1 to Rev 22:12). Though rewards for Christians were generally spiritual rather than tangible, in some instances the reward offered was a crown: of righteousness, of life, of glory (2 Tim 4:8; Jas 1:12; 1 Pet 5:4; cf. Is 61:3). But even there the genitive case (“of”) may designate apposition, suggesting that these rewards also were spiritual: not actual crowns but a crowning with spiritual blessings of righteousness, life and glory.14 Whatever the intent of crowns, the opportunity to receive rewards and, conversely, the fear of not receiving them were effective means of encouragement for holy and faithful living.

Are these for real? In the seven letters to the churches, the way the rewards are described is unexpectedly specific and extravagant. What are readers supposed to conclude about this treasure room of promises? Will overcomers have the privilege of eating some Garden of Eden fruit from the tree of life just as Adam and Eve did? Will they have the privilege of eating some Sinai desert manna as Moses and the Israelites did—which, by the way, has been hidden away for thousands of years?15 Will each overcomer receive a crown, a white stone and a personal star? Will there be a monumental colonnade of overcomers, each a pillar on the eschatological temple porch? Will each rule a nation? Will they all sit alongside Jesus on his eternal throne?16

Or is each of these images symbolic? Instead of real manna or white stones or personal stars, each of these objects may actually designate something else. But then we want to know what each object symbolizes. For example, does the white stone refer to a courtroom scene where God declares faithful followers innocent? That idea is based on the practice of Roman jury members’ casting votes of acquittal with white stones versus black stones for votes of guilt. Or does the white stone refer to an invitation for faithful followers to the banquet of all banquets? That suggestion is based on the custom of using white stones as admission tickets for grand banquets. Or does the white stone suggest the privileged role of faithful followers as priests? That suggestion is based on the precious stones in the breastplate of the high priest’s attire. This list could go on, for at least twelve different suggestions have been offered for the meaning of the white stone.17 But the next phrase needs to be researched as well—what is the new name written on the stone? And the next phrase needs to be researched too—why is it known only to him who receives it? And so on.

While this may seem a tedious and uncertain way to interpret prophecy, no one said understanding a document written two thousand years ago in an unfamiliar genre would be simple. It definitely makes entering into the culture of the people living in Asia Minor in John’s day indispensable. In that regard, an understanding of the literary conventions current then may suggest a solution. From the study of imagery we observe that prophetic language freely uses a variety of images to refer to the same thing.18 In the case of the rewards of Revelation 2—3, perhaps rather than disassembling each reward piece by piece to determine its significance, we should keep them whole and look at their referent collectively rather than individually.

Toward a solution. The reasoning goes like this. The finish line that the universe longs for and the book of Revelation is moving toward is God’s future and full presence with the whole of his creation.19 As it was in the beginning. The anticipation for that cosmic conclusion occurs throughout John’s writings, but the climax is expressed by a loud voice from the throne at the end of his last book: “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God” (Rev 21:3). The reality of deity and humanity in perfect unity is underscored in numerous ways throughout the book. It is evident in the son of man standing among the lampstands, which are symbols of the churches. It is evident in the opening of the door to heaven and the invitation for John to “come up here.” It is evident in the multitudes representing every nation, singing and serving before God’s throne. It is evident in the new Jerusalem prepared as a bride for her husband. It is evident in the Lamb’s providing the only light necessary for the holy city. It is evident in the river of life flowing from the throne of God. In John’s Gospel Jesus looked ahead to this glorious future before his departure: “And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am” (Jn 14:3). “Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am” (Jn 17:24).

Various images are used to visualize one reward

[image: Diagram lists various images used in Scripture to visualize one reward. ]

Figure 1.3. The reward for overcomers


A list of bullet points on the left side all point to one key term on the right--namely, the reward of deity and humanity living in perfect unity. The bullet-point descriptions on the left are as follows: Tree of life, Crown of life, White stone, Authority over the nations, Morning star, Dressed in white, Pillar in God's temple, Name of God, Name of Jerusalem, and Sit on God's throne. 


Since that is where the book of Revelation and the consummation of time are headed, we now have a possible map for understanding the rewards for overcomers. Though expressed in different words, the reward is to experience God’s presence in all its fullness (see figure 1.3). For example, the tree of life recalls the unique closeness Adam and Eve had with God in the Garden. Overcomers will have that same kind of closeness with God. The manna from heaven was God’s special provision, and in eating what God rained down from heaven, the people experienced God’s presence.20 Overcomers will have that same kind of closeness with God. To become a pillar in the temple of God is to be in God’s presence forever. Overcomers will experience an everlasting oneness with God. So each reward is a different way to visualize the same basic truth. “He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son” (Rev 21:7).

In line with this thesis, of the twelve options for the significance of the white stone, there is a good possibility: white stones were worn as amulets to represent divine presence. That matches perfectly the author’s primary intent of highlighting oneness with God.21 In turn, this supports the premise that the essential idea of the different rewards was to depict in graphic terms one overall reward: how wonderful the relationship with God will be in the final state.

This proposal for understanding the rewards for overcomers may seem helpful, but it is deficient. The approach has been cerebral almost to the exclusion of the emotional. But prophecy speaks to the heart as much as the head. If we think that by objectifying and exegeting every aspect of prophecy we can grasp the intent, we will have ignored one of the most important features of prophecy. The variety of expressions of future rewards allow us to preexperience a small part of what being in God’s presence will be like. As an old hymn puts it, “O that will be glory for me!”

As evident from Revelation 2—3, prophetic language communicates with bright lights and a full range of colors. Its subject is photogenic, and images of the subject appear on a large screen with an infinite number of pixels. To read prophecy correctly means to stand in awe of the aesthetics of prophetic artistry and to catch a vision of what heaven will be like.



Conclusion

What makes prophecy powerful? Imagine a twentysomething American student describing a whitewater rafting experience to a seventysomething Bedouin patriarch. The American has something exhilarating to tell about, but how can she express it?

The Bedouin ekes out an existence in a water-deprived desert, has barely seen rain, let alone a river, and has no framework for conceiving of millions of gallons of water being released at the base of a huge dam. The Bedouin cannot understand concepts like whitewater, the deafening roar of crashing water, hydraulics and walls of water. He is also baffled by the notion of pumping air inside of cloth, with men (and women!) floating in a boat made of such cloth. He is puzzled by the possibility of people having the leisure or desire to do such a thing.

For the American to communicate with this man of sand—assuming language is not a barrier—she must use things from a Bedouin’s world and conjure up images that will let him experience a very different world. The combination of something exciting to describe and something impossible to describe will result in something like the language of prophecy. The power is in what it beholds and in how it describes the beholden.









2
What Makes Prophecy
Problematic?

The words of astronaut Jim Lovell calmly radioed from Apollo 13 have been immortalized as a statement of the human condition: “Houston, we have a problem.” For millions listening in as the drama unfolded, the question was whether the problem of the loss of oxygen could be solved. Would the three astronauts make it back to planet earth in their little lifeboat in space—the lunar landing module—or would the demons of space prevail?

Problems were not new to NASA, nor have they been eliminated. It is a high-tech endeavor with little margin for error. Nor are problems new to the church. They span nearly two thousand years of our history.1 It is a holy endeavor with uncertainty about the margin for error.

Some problems for the church have been troublesome (the Judaizers), some life-threatening (persecution), some near-disasters (lapses into worldliness). Others have been turning points (the Diet of Worms).2 Some seem to stay around forever (sovereignty versus free will). Others have largely been solved. For example, regarding the exact nature of Christ’s deity, the church struggled for three centuries.3 But the councils and creeds helped to reach a consensus. And the Trinity has been a defining doctrine of orthodox Christianity ever since.4 Unfortunately, it took many more centuries for the church to agree that slavery was a plague to society.

But prophecy? Have we reached a consensus yet? Hardly, unless we only consider basic concepts.5 The truth is, prophecy has inflamed more than its fair share of problems for the church—whether among casual readers or among professional scholars—and has put the church and its members at risk. One risk is disobedience, since there is disregard for clarion calls to unity (Jn 17:20-23; Eph 4:3-6). A second is disbelief, since our unity is supposed to produce belief. A third is discredit, since numerous claims about predictions soon to be fulfilled have proved wrong. A fourth is disinterest, since people have become disenchanted with a subject so confusing. Perhaps we ought to radio our own distress call: Heaven, we have a problem!

Why is prophecy a closed book, with people saying, “I read it because it’s in the Bible, but I don’t understand what I’m reading”? Why do seminarians find the book of Revelation intimidating? Why is prophecy subject to disagreement? Why do churches take sides and divide over eschatology? Why do scholars with similar methods of interpretation fail to agree about significant aspects of prophecy? If anything, in the last one hundred years the haze of confusion hanging over prophecy has become heavier. We long for rays of hope that indicate the fog might be lifting.6

So where does the problem lie? Is prophecy itself the problem? Perhaps it is the imagery, language of judgment and visions. Or is the nature of human interpretation the problem? Perhaps it is distance from the world of prophecy, doubt about how to understand prophecy and differences in theological assumptions. The question is, can we do anything to shed light on the apparent problem of prophecy?

Problem 1: Predictive or Poetic?

Most prophecy is written in poetic verse.7 That raises immediate questions: how is poetry different from prose, and how should poetic prophecy be interpreted? Is poetry in the service of prophecy as full of figures of speech as is typical of poetry? If the answer is yes, that creates problems for the reader who expects prophecy to throw the window on the future wide open (see figure 2.1). It became evident in the preceding chapter that prophecy abounds with extreme language: “I will make their widows more numerous than the sand of the sea” (Jer 15:8). The question then becomes, are there some ways that poetic prophecy lays out details of future events? But there is even a more basic problem: it is not always clear what portions of Scripture are predictive. Psalm 22 is a helpful place to begin because it highlights several problems.

Peering through the window of poetry into the future

[image: Diagram shows the window of poetry, in this case an eye peering through a window and seeing a beautiful cloud. ]

Figure 2.1. The window of poetry


The first problem: is this psalm prophetic? In the context of other laments, it seems that the psalmist was simply expressing his personal tragedy in poetic language. The circumstances were so bad that he felt as if his heart had become softened wax, as if his bones were all out of joint, as if his tongue were sticking to the roof of his completely dry mouth. But in the context of messianic prophecies, the apostle John saw more than a personal lament in Psalm 22. He considered events surrounding Jesus’ death to be specific fulfillment of phrases from this prayer of anguish (Jn 19:24; cf. Jn 19:28). And the author of the book of Hebrews quotes Psalm 22:22 as the words of Jesus: “I will declare your name to my brothers; in the presence of the congregation I will sing your praises” (Heb 2:12). Consequently, some argue that Psalm 22 was prophetic, while others have good reason to think that prophecy was not the author’s intent at all.8 Of course this is not the only psalm that creates doubt about whether it is predictive.9 Furthermore, the prophets themselves may sound like psalmists in some expressions of God’s blessings: “He will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by the stream” (Jer 17:8).

The second problem is the significance of the sobering line that Jesus quoted on the cross—“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46). By quoting the first line of the psalm, was Jesus identifying with the psalmist’s agony and inviting hearers to recall the words of the psalm in light of his suffering?10 Or was he identifying with the psalmist’s faith in the God who will give victory in spite of adversity (cf. Ps 22:22-31)?11 Or was he making a theological statement about God forsaking God? For some Christians the latter has been a conundrum, so it is worth noting that Jesus may not have intended such a severe idea.

The third problem is the most important one for our purposes. Note the variety of poetic ways the psalmist describes the adversity in his life:

Many bulls surround me;

strong bulls of Bashan encircle me.

Roaring lions tearing their prey

open their mouths wide against me.

I am poured out like water,

and all my bones are out of joint.

My heart has turned to wax;

it has melted away within me.

My strength is dried up like a potsherd,

and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth;

you lay me in the dust of death.

Dogs have surrounded me;

a band of evil men has encircled me,

they have pierced my hands and my feet.

I can count all my bones;

people stare and gloat over me.

They divide my garments among them

and cast lots for my clothing. . . .

 

Deliver my life from the sword,

my precious life from the power of the dogs.

Rescue me from the mouth of lions;

save me from the horns of the wild oxen. (Ps 22:12-18, 20-21)



From a postcross perspective we reflect back on those words and see striking phrases connected with our Lord’s passion. Soldiers hammered spikes through his hands and feet.12 They gambled for his garments.

A precross perspective. Suppose we were told in advance that this psalm would prefigure Jesus’ suffering. Hundreds of years or a few decades before Jesus was executed—or even one year before—could we have anticipated which of the phrases would apply to his death?

Now Psalm 22 might look a little different. What about “all my bones are







Problem 2: Literal or Figurative?




	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	

	

	




	

	

	

	

	

	







































Problem 3: Exact or Emotive?






















































Problem 4: Conditional or Unconditional?















Problem 5: Real or Surreal?

















The central theme of Zechariah’s night visions











Problem 6: Oral or Written?









From oral to written word






















Problem 7: Fulfilled or Unfulfilled?




















Conclusion














InterVarsity Press, USA
P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426, USA
World Wide Web: www.ivpress.com
E-mail: email@ivpress.com

Inter-Varsity Press, England
38 De Montfort Street, Leicester LE1 7GP, England
World Wide Web: www.ivpbooks.com
E-mail: ivp@uccf.org.uk

©2002 by D. Brent Sandy

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of InterVarsity Press.

InterVarsity Press® is the publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA®. For more information, visit intervarsity.org.

Inter-Varsity Press, England, is the book-publishing division of the Universities and Colleges Christian Fellowship (formerly the Inter-Varsity Fellowship), a student movement linking Christian Unions in universities and colleges throughout the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students. For information about local and national activities write to UCCF, 38 De Montfort Street, Leicester LE1 7GP, or visit the UCCF website at www.uccf.org.uk.

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. Distributed in the U.K. by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Ltd. All rights reserved. “NIV” is a registered trademark of International Bible Society. UK trademark number 1448790.

Where marked, Scripture quotations are taken from the following versions: King James Version (KJV); New English Translation (NET); New Living Translation (NLT); New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).

Acknowledgment of the use of outside sources is given here.

The publisher cannot verify the accuracy or functionality of website URLs used in this book beyond the date of publication.

Cover illustration: Roberta Polfus

Cover design: Kathy Lay Burrows

ISBN: 978-1-5140-1514-8 (digital)

ISBN: 978-0-8308-2653-7 (print)

UK ISBN-10: 0-85111-277-3
ISBN-13: 978-0-85111-277-0

This digital document has been produced by Nord Compo.


OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

Sommaire


		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		List of Figures


		Preface


		Acknowledgments


		1 What Makes Prophecy Powerful?


		2 What Makes Prophecy Problematic?


		3 How Does the Language of Prophecy Work?


		4 How Does the Language of Destruction and Blessing Work?


		5 How Does the Language of Apocalyptic Work?


		6 How Have Prophecies Been Fulfilled?


		7 How Will Prophecies Be Fulfilled?


		Conclusion


		Appendix A: Common English and French Metaphors


		Appendix B: Language of Blessings and Curses


		Appendix C: End-Times Imagery in the New Testament


		Notes


		Subject Index


		Scripture Index


		Praise for Plowshares & Pruning Hooks


		About the Author


		Like this book?


		Copyright





Pagination de l'édition papier


		1


		2


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		15


		16


		17


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		253


		254


		255


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263





Guide

		Cover


		Plowshares & Pruning Hooks


		Start of content


		Index


		Contents







OEBPS/Images/figure_1_1.jpg
Deity Humanity Calamity Prosperity
grace and at the judgment peace and joy
wrath beyond limits of that seems beyond
limit disobedience unlimited limit






OEBPS/Images/figure_1_2.jpg
experience





OEBPS/Images/figure_1_3.jpg
Tree of life

Crown of life

White stone

Authority over the nations
Morning star

Dressed in white

Pillar in God’s temple
Name of God

Name of Jerusalem

Sit on God’s throne

The reward is deity and
humanity in perfect unity—

Now the dwelling of God is with
man.
—Rev 21:3





OEBPS/Images/figure_2_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
PLOWSHARES
& PRUNING HOOKS

Rethinking the Language of Biblical
Prophecy and Apocalyptic

D.BRENT SANDY






