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PROPHECY -TYPES AND SYMBOLS

1  Introduction

As a result of the allegorical method of interpretation, for the first fifteenth centuries of church history there was very little consistency across Christendom as regards to the meaning of scripture. No objective method of Biblical interpretation was available and accordingly, exegesis differed from church to church and from church leader to church leader. We're faced with a similar situation today in the area of prophetic interpretation. A state of interpretative chaos exists.

2  Terminology

Pre-millennialism

Pre-tribulationism.

It is interesting to note is that this doctrine of the church's removal prior to the tribulation is taught by Iraneus (130 - 202 AD.) in his book against heresies (Book V, Chaper 29) he comments: 

"and therefore, when in the end the church shall be caught up from this [evil age], it is said ​there shall be tribulation such as there has not been since the beginning; neither shall be"

Similarly, one of the early church writers called the Shepherd of Hermes, (Book I, Vision IV, Chapter Two) states:

"you have escaped great tribulation on account of your faith, and because you did not doubt of the presence of such a beast. Go therefore and tell the elect of the Lord His mighty deeds, and Satan and that the beast is a type of great tribulation that is coming. "

A-millennialism

A-millennialism teaches that the church is God's Kingdom on earth i.e. that the church is spiritual Israel. When Christ comes back His eternal kingdom will be established without there being any earthly reign.

Post-millenialism

Post-millennialism teaches that the church will be responsible for inaugurating Christ's Kingdom on earth. This will be done by the preaching of the Gospel. They do not believe that the millennium is a literal one thousand period, nor do they believe that Christ will inhabit the earth during this Kingdom, but rather that His Kingdom will be established in the rule and hearts of His people. It is taught that Christ will return once the Kingdom has been established on earth.

Graham Kendricks songs very often show a post-millennialist bias, for example:

"For this purpose Christ was revealed

To destroy all the works of the evil one.

Christ in us has overcome, so with gladness we sing

and welcome His Kingdom in.

In the name of Jesus we stand

By the power of His blood we now claim this ground

Satan has no authority here

Powers of darkness must flee for Christ has the victory.

Over sin has He has conquered, hallelujah, He has conquered Over death victorious, hallelujah, victorious

Over sickness He has triumphed, hallelujah, He has triumphed Jesus reigns over all ''

Isaac Watts was pre-millennial in his view and accordingly, in his writings he saw the Kingdom as future.

"Jesus shall reign where 'er the sun.

Does his successive journeys run, His Kingdom stretch from shore to shore

Til moons shall rise and set no more.

People and realms of every tongue, dwell on His love with sweetest song And infant voices shall proclaim, their early blessings on His name

Let every creature rise and bring, the highest honours to our King Angels descend with songs again

And earth repeats the loud Amen ".

In summary, pre-millennialism is based on a literal interpretation of the scripture. A​millennialism relies on the spiritualising of the promises to Israel and allowing the church to enjoy such promises. Post-millennialism in its hermeneutic lies between the two but is nearer to a-millennialism than to pre-miIlenniaiism.

Christ is central to the prophetic scripture.

As the Lord Jesus spoke to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, He explained to them "In all the scriptures the things concerning himself"' - Luke 24:27. It can be properly stated, therefore, that Christ Himself is the prophetic theme and prophecies should be interpreted Cristologically

The analogy of faith.

When dealing with the prophetic scriptures, each passage cannot be taken alone, but rather we have to take a look at the whole flow of God's revelation to us. This is a foundation principle in all Biblical interpretation. It means that we should start with the clearer passages of prophetic scripture and work towards the more difficult - not the other way round.

Progressive Revelation.

In dealing with the prophetic scriptures, it is essential that we understand the nature of revelation itself, i.e. that God unfolded to man progressively and gradually His revelation and not at once in a complete and final form. Even a cursory reading of the Gospels will show that the disciples themselves until late on in Christ's ministry did not understand His death and resurrection.

There is only one true interpretation to each passage.

This is an important rule otherwise the passage can be interpreted with ambiguity. A multiplicity of senses is to be resisted as this makes understanding virtually impossible. While it is true that there can only be a single exegesis (meaning) for each passage of scripture, there can be many expositions, i.e. spiritual applications based on that one interpretation.

3  SYMBOLS AND PROPHECY

How one deals with symbols and prophecy is perhaps one of the most contentious areas of biblical interpretation. The literal interpretation of the scripture takes account of the use of symbols. A symbol is an act, word or object, which conveys a representative meaning. The meaning of the symbol is found in the literal object. Care requires to be taken, however, as not everything in prophecy is not symbolic.

It is axiomatic that if the scripture itself identifies a symbol then we should treat that object or act as symbolic, a good example of this is Nebuchadnezzar's image in Daniel two, which is clearly symbolic of the world of gentile powers, as later described in the book of Daniel. A second test is to ask oneself whether or not what is stated is impossible in the realm of reality. One has to be careful, however, as what sometimes appears impossible in reality should not always be as symbolic. In Isaiah Chapter 65 the lion feeds with the lamb.

There are two important and useful tests when considering symbols:

1. When additional details are given which seems unnecessary or incidental to the symbolism, this strongly suggests that a symbol is not being used.

2. When the symbol separates from itself.

3.1  SYMBOLIC NUMBERS

This is another difficult area and perhaps one of the main areas of contention amongst evangelicals. However, numbers can be both literal and have a significant symbolic meaning. For example,' many scholars take the view that the number forty is symbolic of testing. Noah's flood experienced rain and storm for forty days and forty nights. Christ was in the

wilderness tested by the devil for forty days. It may well be that the number forty does have symbolic meaning of testing, however this does not mean that Christ was not literally in the desert for forty days or that the rain did not literally fall in Noah's time for forty days and forty nights. The symbolic significance is derived from the literalness of the numbers.

3.2  TYPOLOGY

The type in scripture is an Old Testament model pattern or example. Many types have a prophetic element. A type can be an Old Testament institution, event, person, object or ceremony, which has reality in purpose in Biblical history but which foreshadows something which is still to be revealed.

It is often argued that the acceptance of typology is a concession to spiritualising or non​literal interpretation. Typological interpretation, however, is still the use of the literal method. We accept the historical reality and existence of the model pattern etc. in the Old Testament. Its foreshadowing is derived from a literal, historical basis. The Iamb in scripture is always typical of the innocent sacrifice that Christ would provide for our sin. This does not mean however, that the lamb sacrifices of the Old Testament were not literal. What we are looking at is the literal interpretation of the type.

There are many debates as to the extent of typology. We have to be careful that we do not see types anywhere and everywhere in scripture. Some scholars have fallen into this error. However, there are some who also say that a type is not a type unless it is expressly stated to be so in the New Testament. For my part (although this is not the view of Zuck) I feel that this is going to the other extreme. Undoubtedly there are typical references to Christ as the kinsman redeemer in the book of Ruth. There are typical references in the life of Joseph. I feel that to deny these is to refuse to accept the pattern and structure of scripture as laid down by the Holy Spirit. The study of types, however, is both invigorating and interesting and ought to be commended to all serious Bible students.
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