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The last half of our century has witnessed an explosion of interest in what biblical
prophecies say about our future. Record sales of Hal LindsatgsGreat Planet Earti3
million), and John Walvoord'&rmageddon: Oil and the Middle East Crigk4 million),"
indicate that many English speaking evangelicals read the Bible to find out what will happen
in the future and how current events fit within that chronological framework.

Recent events have only encouraged enthusiasm for this hermeneutic. Moral decay in
western culture has raised fears of cataclysmic divine retribution. Political troubles in various
parts of the world have been interpreted as the initial stages of history’s grand finale. As a
result, evangelicals have developed nothing less than a monomania in the interpretation of
biblical prophecy. More than anything else, they try to discover God’s plan for the future and
what role events today play within that divine program.

Our study will challenge this widespread hermeneutical orientation by exploring the
role of historical contingencies intervening between Old Testament predictions and their
fulfilments. As we will see, events taking place after predictions often directed the course of
history in ways not anticipated by prophetic announcements. Sometimes future events
conformed to a prophet’s words; sometimes they did not. For this reason, neither prophets nor
their listeners knew precisely what eventualities to expect. If this proposal is correct, it
indicates that the emphasis of many contemporary interpreters is misplaced, and that we must
find other hermeneutical interests in biblical prophecy.

Historical Contingencies and Theological Considerations

Before testing this proposal by the prophetic materials themselves, it will help to set a
theological framework around our discussion. Many evangelicals, especially those in the
Reformed tradition, may find it difficult to imagine prophets of Yahweh predicting events that
do not occur. After all, the prophets were privy to the heavenly court. They received their
messages from the transcendent Creator. May we even entertain the possibility that

! H. Lindsey and C. Carlsoithe Late, Great Planet Ear{Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971). J. F.
Walvoord and J. E. Walvoordyrmageddon: Oil and the Middle EagBrand Rapids: Zondervan,
1974). Statistics received by telephone communication from Zondervan Publishing (1 Oct 1993).



subsequdrevens significantly effected the fulfitnents of their predictions? Does this notion
not contradict themmmutability of dvine decrees?

By ard large, critical interpreters iply dismiss these theogical concerns as
irrelevant. Traditiond critical scholars tend to deny the possibility of prescience ghrou
divine revelation. A prophecy thatgives the mpression of forenowleche actually is
vaticinium ex eventuGod may know the future, but heans certainly cannotn recent
decades, the repudiation ofvidie transcendencen iproces theolagy has challerged
traditional theolgical concerns fnm another direction. For exgple, Carroll uges that:

Talk abou God knowing the future is unnecessary ... as process tiggolo
makes so clear. The heeneuticalgymnastics required tgive arny coherence
to the notion of Godknowing and reealing the future in th form of
predictions to the prophets does nagielis canmunity any credit

When dvinity is thowght to be in process with the warse, noteen Godknows the future.

Despite these widespread tendencies, interpreters of the prophetstash in
continuity with historicd expressios of the Refomed traditionmust strogly affirm the
immutability of God’s character and eternal decrees. Thmutability of divine decrees is
particularly mportant for our study, and Galism is remarkably unifom in thismatter.

Calvin himself sp&e in no uncertain texs about God's decrees:

Gad o attend to the regulations of indvidual esents, and they all so proceed
from his set plan, that nothiriskes place by chancg.

In Calin’s view, Gad has a fixed plan for the warse. This plan includevery event in
history in such detail that notlgrekes place by happenstance.

Calinistic scholastics in the genteenth century often echoed \@als language. As
the Westminster Confessionkedith put it,

Gad from all eternity did, by themost wise and holy counsel of his own will,
freely and unchageably ordain whatseer canes to pass.

?R. P. Caroll, When Prophecy Failed: Cognitive Dissonance in the Prophetic Traditions of the Old
Testament(New York: Sedury, 1979) 34-35.

3 J. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religidii559, repinted, ed. J. McNeill and tr. F.L. Battles;
Philaddphia: Wesminger, 1967), 1.16.4.



Refomed theolajians in America two centuries later also usedmgar language.
Charles Hode, for instance, insisted that God is:

Immutabk in his plars and purposegnfinite in wisdan, there can be no error
in their concegtion; infinite in power, there cae ho failure in their
accanplishment:

As this sampling suggests, the Refaned tradition has sumarized the teachgof
Scripture on this subject with oneice® From eternity past, God'stimutable decrees fixed
evety detal of history. Nothing can alter these decrees, nor any part of the history they
detemined.

In line with these fanulations, wemus approab prophetc predictiors with full
assurance that historical comggmcies hee never interrupted themmutable decreesf @od.
No uncertaintis ever lay before him, no power can thwart the ghitest part of his plah.
Yahweh spke throwh his prophets with fulknowledye and control of what wagoing to
happen in the near and distant futukay outlok that denies this thedal corviction is
less than adequate.

Up to this point, we ha mentioned only one side of the thegt@l framewolk that
surrounds the subject of prophecy and wa&eirg historical contigencies. © understand
thesemattersmore fully, wemust alsogive attention to the pwalence of God, that is, his
immanent historical interactions with creation. The Rweéortradition has emphasize the
transcendence of God, includirhis eternal decreeshis theolgica accen has many

* TheWestminster Cdiession ofFaith (1647) 3.1 agound in P. Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom
(1877, repinted Grand Rapds: Baker Bok House, 1969).

®> C. Hodge, Systematic Theologfl871, regnted, 3volumes Grand Rapds: Eerdnans, 1970) 1.
390.

® For a dated but extensive discusson of the doctrine of divine immutability within the Reformed
tradtion see S. Barnock, The Existence and Attributes of GAd@97, repnted Minneamlis Klock
& Klock, 1977).

" We agee with Hodge vihen he sgs, “If He[God] hasnot absolutely determinedon what isto occur,
but waits until an undetermined condition is or is not fulfill ed, then his deaees can neither be eterna
nor immutable.” C. Hodge, Systematic Theolodl: 540.



benefits, but it also has a liabilibAn overamphasis on dine transcenderchas at times
obscured the reality androplexity of dvine providence.

We need only to rdew historical expressions ofuviltie providence in the Refaned
tradition to correct this prolbde Calin, for instance, not only ske of Gods immutable
plat he also adknowledyed God'’s real imolvement with history. To be sure, he often
describé biblica accouns of God contenplating, questionig, repentiig, and the ke as
anthroponorphisms? Yet, Calin also insisted that God is actuallygaged in historical
processesAs he put it, the mnipotent God is‘watchful, effectve, actve .. ergaged in
ceaseless autty.”®

Beyond this, Cain viewed dvine providence as a coplex reality. Prgidence s “the
deteminative principle of all thigs,” but sonetimes God“‘works throgh an intermediary,
sametimes without an intenediary, sonetimes contrary to\ery intemediary.™ God dil not
simply make an eternal plan that fixed allemts. He also sees that hisrplacarried out by
working through, without, ard contray to createdneans. Cafn balanced his afimation of
the mmutability of God’s decrees with anlemwledyement of God’'s coplex involvement
in the praression of history.

The Westminster Confessiorf Baith also displays a deep appreciation ofirg
providence. The fifth chapter spgesto the issue at hand.

Although in relation to the decre of God, the first cause, all tlgs cane to
pass immutably and infallibly, yet by #asame providenc he often ordes them
to fall out, accordig to the nature of second causes.

® See Calvin, Ingtitutes 1.17.12-14. Seelso J. Chin, Commentaries on the First Book Moses
called Genesi (1554, regnted, tr. bhnKing; Grand Rapds: Baker Bok House, 1979)248-9 and

J. Cavin, Commentarie®n the Four Last Books of Moses arranged in the Form of a Harmon
(1563, repinted,tr. CW. Bingham; Grand Rapds: Baker Bok House, 1979) 3. 334.

% Calvin, Ingtitutes 1.16.3. Berkhof reminds us that the Reformed concept of divine immutability does
not dey the redity of God’s intricate involvement in time and space:‘ The divine immutabili ty should
not be understood as inplying immobility, asif there were no movement in God. It is even cudomary
in theology to speakof God as actus purg, a Gd who is dways in adion.” L. Berkhof, Systematic
Theology(1939, 1941, repted Grand Rapds: Eerdnans, 1969) 59.

10 Calvin, Ingtitutes1.17.1.

1 \Westminster Cdiessiorb.2.



This passge a&nowledyes that all eents are fixed by eternal decrees, but secondary causes
play avital role in the preidential outwoking of those decrees.

How do secondary causes interact? Toafessionaffirms that they wdk together
“either necessayil (necessarip freely (ibere), or contigently (contingentex.”* It is
important for our purposes to point outttlt@ntingenciesare aknowledyed as historical
realities. The Westinster assably did notview the unverse as gigantic machire in which
each gent mechanically necessitated the next. On the contrarthe providene of God,
events tie place freely and congantly as well.

In this sense, belief in Godswnutability does not rgate the importane of historical
contingencies, especially man choice. Under the weregn contrd of God, the choices
peoplemake detemine the directions history will ke® If we make one choice, certain
results will occurlf we choose another course, otheergs will follow. To be sure, God is
“free to wok without, abeoe, and gainst [second causes} his pleasuré, but “in his
ordinary preidence, [hejmaketh use ofmeans.** That is to say, huan choice is onefdhe
ordinaly ways in which God woks out his mmutable decreedn accordance with his all-
encanpassimg fixed plan, God often waits to see what hisnan subjects will d ard directs
the future on the basis of wiitheydecide.

Divine providence proides a perspeet that conplements dvine immutability. Old
Testanent prophets reealed the word of the unchgang Yahweh,but prophes spde for
Gad in spae ard time, nat before the foundations of the world. By definition, therefore, they
did not utter inmutabledecreesbut pravidentid declarations For this reason, we should not
be surprisél to find tha intervening historical contigencies, especially Iman reactions, had
significant effects on the way predictions were realidedfact, we will see tha Yahweh
often spée throwgh his prophets, watched the reactions of peoptéftan detemined how
to carry throgh with his declarations.

12\Westminster Cdassiorb.2.

13 As Berkouwer put it, “God's rule is exeauted and menifested in and through human adtivity. There
arenot two powers..ead limiting the other. Yet we see nmen performing extraordinarily important
rolesin saced higory.” G.C. Bakouwer, The Providence of GoflGrand Rapds: Eerdnans, 1952)
100.

M \Westminster Cdassiornb.3.



Historical Contingencies andredictions

Most interpreters hee recgnized that intarening historical contigencies plg sane
role in the prediction-fulfiltnent dynanic of Old Testanent prophecy.Yet, opiniors vary
widely on how this function should be construed. One end of the spdetrds to restriche
significance of contigencies to arsall class of predictionS’ The other end of the spectrum
gives amore central role to hman choice and dine freedon.*®

One source of confusion in the discussiohghe® mattess has been a failure to
distinguish among differert kinds of prophetic predictions. By and dar analyses ha
focused on the content of prophecies as nhatative of the role of historicd contirgencies.
Wewill try to bring same clarity to the discussion by disguishing several fomal features of
Old Testanent predictions. We will spkaof three kinds of predictions 1) predictions
gualified by conditions, 2) predictions qualified by assurances, and 3) predictions without
gualifications. How did historical congiancies relate to each type of prediction?

First, a suvey of Old Testament prophecies ungers a nmber of passges in which
prophets offeredpredictions qualified by conditien They explicitly made fulfillments
dependent on the responses of those who listened. This qualification mrasnicatel in
many ways, but we will init ourseVes to a sapling of passges wih the surfa@ grammar of
conditional sentences.

1° For example, Hengstenberg argued, “Viewing prophedes as conditiona predictions nullifi es them.”

Cited by P. Fairbairn, The Interpretation of Prophed2nd ed 1865, refmted London: Banrer of
Truth, 1964) 61. #nilarly, J.B. Payne admits to some exceptions, but ingsts, “W hether achieved by
intent...or by the most extraordinary coincidences...every ingpired prophecy does come to pess

(Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophediew Y ork: Harperand Row, 1973] 59). Seelsp, C. von Ordli,

The Old Testament Prophecy of the Consummation of God’s Kinggtbnturgh: T & T Clark,

1889)50. L. Berkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation(1950, repnted Grand Rapds: Baker
Book House, 1973) 148-154.

18 For instance, Olhaus@ urged, “None of the dvine predctions ae bare historicd proclamations of
what is to take pace” Cited by Fairbairn, Prophecy60. Smilarly, W. Klein, C. Blomberg, and R.
Hubbard povide a oncise represgation of this pstion. They s, “Exceptfor spedfic unconditional
prophedes...announced prophegy does not bind God to bring about fulfilment. God sovereignly
reserves the right to fulfill or not fulfill it depending upon his own purposes and his expedations of his
people” (Introduction to Biblical Interpretation[Dallas: Word, 1993] 306). Seelsp W. A.
VanGemeren, Interpreting thePropheticWord (Grand Rapds: Zondewan, 1990) 58, 60, 301.

7 Lambdin reminds usthat “conditional seitences in Hebrew may be virtudly unmarked” (T.
Lambdin, Introduction to Biblical Hebrev [New York: Scibrers Sns, 1971] 276). Sete dandard



Some conditional prophecies were bi-polar. They declared two directions listeners
may have taken, one leadirg to curse and the other leadirto blessig. For instance, itsaiah
1:19-20 we read,

If you are ready and obey, you will eat the best produce of the land;
but if you resist and rebel, you will be eaten by the swbrd.
For themouth of Yahweh has sgen.

Isaiahmade two options explicit. Obedience would leackatirg the beg of the promised
land; disobedience would lead to lgedevoured by an emay’s sword.

In a smilar fashion, Jemgiah approached Zekiah with two choics for the hous of
David:

For if you thoroughly carty out these commands, then Dadic kings who sit on

his throne will cone throgh thegates of this palace, ridinn chariots and on
horsesgach one acoapanied by his officials and his any.* But if you do

not obey these comands, declares Yahwdhswear ly mysef tha this palace

will fall into ruin (Jer 22:4-5).

The future of Judah’s nobility depended oman actions. Greatictory ard blessimgs were
in store for obedierkings, but rebelliougings would brirg ruin to the palace. The prophetic
prediction was explicitly qualified in both ways.

The® passges introduce an mportant consideration. When prophets k§p@about
things to came, they did not necessarily refer to what the &ituould be. At times, they
proclamed only whamightbe. Prophes were “attempting to create certain responses in the
community”** by making their predictions explicitly conditional. They $@mf potential not

descriptions of conditiona sentences in Gesenius’ Hebre Gramma (ed. E. Kauzsd, tr. A.E.
Cowlley; Clarendon: Oxford, 1910) 106p, 104 108e, 108, 11, 159,and P.P.Jaion Grammaire de
I'h ébreu biblique(1923, repnted Rome: Ingtitut Biblique Pntificd, 1965) 167.

' Emending MT wmrytmh rb tklw -> wmrytm mhrb 'kiw assiming haplography and nmeintaining
Pu’a vocdization. 1Qlsa corredsto bhrb (cf Pesh. and Tglsq).

¥ Readhg w'bdyw (Kitib).

29 MT reads sguar hw whbdw wmw. G leves to the plurd (ssilaidec . kdhaoc
aUtwvl. | have rendered hw' “ead one” to reflectthe prderred sngularity (lectio dificilior).

?* Carroll, When Prophecy Faile@3.



necessaryuture &ents. Thus, their predictismwarned of judgment andofferedblessigs in
orde to motivate listenes to participate in detenining their own futureAs we will see, this
feature of Old Testaent prophecy is centrdao understandig the prediction-fulfillment
dynamic.

Conditionad predictions also appear as uni-polar.these cases, the prophetskspo
explicitly of one set of choices and results, and omlglied other possibilitiesSometimes
they focused on a gative future. For instancésaiah warnedhaz,

If you are not faithful,
then you will not stand at allls@ 7:9)

Isaiah toldAhaz that he faced dow if he did not respond with faith in Yahweh. He did not
mention any other options in the oracle.

Other times, prophets pointed to a potifuture.In his famous temple semon,
Jereniah announced,

If you dramatically improve your ways and your actismnd actualy show
justice to each other, if you do not oppress the alien, the fatherless or the
widow, and do not shé&tiinnocert blood in this place, and if you do not follow
othergods to your own han, thenl will let you live in this placethe land |

gave your forefathers fover and ger (Jer 7:5-7).

The prophet told the people of Judah that their continuance in theofigoromise was
dependent on their obedience. He did not spell out other gemties.

Uni-polar conditiona predictions point to anothemportant feature of Old Testent
prophecy. Prophets did not always $peaplicitly of all possible conditi®relatal to their
predictions. The context d¢faiah’s uni-polar word té\haz (sa 7:9) mplied tha the king
would be blessed if he relied on Yahwéda(7:3-9). Jeraiah’s words concernirg the temple
(Je 7:5-7) warned of exile for disobedience (Jer 7:8-15). Yet, the explicit conditions
mentioned in the oracles tmeeles only focused on one side of each situatioa.sWbuld
nat be surprisedtherefore, to find that in other cinegtances Old Testant prophets did not
state all conditions applygnto their predictionsin fact, we will see thlaconsidering
unexpressed conditionsvial to a proper interpretation of prophecy.

22 MT I tspkw is a pohibition (“and you dhal not shed”). | have emendedto I' tspkw assming
metathess.



We now turn to the other end of the spauttriwhere prophes offered predictions
gualified by assurance§&uarantees of different sorts atpanied prophetic oracléd/e will
mention three cagpries.

First, on three occasions in the b&oof Jereniah, the prophet opposed those who
hoped for Jerusaigs deliverance fran Babylonian dminion by revealing tha Yahweh
forback intercession for the city. For instance, God declared that exile wangctor the
residens of Jerusals (Ja 7:15),but he quickly added, Do not pray on behalf of this people
nor lift up any plea or petition for the do not pled with me, for | will nat listen to you' (Jer
7:16).

In Jereniah 11:11a, Yahweh announced an inescapdblon of judgment for
Jerusalm. To confim this prediction, the oracle continuéénd theymay cry tome, but |
will not listen to thew” (Jer 11:11b). Tamake matters gen more certain, God instructed
Jeraniah once gain, “Not even you(w' th) should pray for this people” (Jer 11:14).

Smilarly, Yahweh announcd the sentene of exile in Jereiah 14:10 and turned to
the prophet for a thirdrie, “Do not pray for ay goad thing for this peoplé (Je 14:11).In
addition, Yahweh insisted that he would not pay attention to theirgastn ther burrt and
grain offerings; he would undoubtedly destroy th¢Jer 14:12)Later in the sae context,
Yahweh reealed his utter deteination to judye by sayig he would nb relent, “even if
Moses andsamuel were to stand beforee” (Jer 15:1).

A second type of assuranceaunts to denial tha Yahwehs intentiors will be
reversed.For themost part, these paggs assert that Yahweh will ntiurn ba&” (swb) or

“repent” ohm).

For exanple, the wellkknown oracles of juginent in the openip chapters oAmos
repeat the sae formula at the bginning of each proclaation.

For three sins of [mae of country],
even for four,l will not turn ba& (Amos 1:3,6,9,13; 2:1,4,6).

The words'l will not turn ba&” (* sybnw) expressed Yahweh'’s dat@nation to carry throgh
with the sentences of each oratleurn ba&” (swh) appears frequently in¢t©Old Testanent
with God as subject to denote a afjof divine disposition toward a course of actférlo
the delight of his Israelite audienceAmos announced that Yahweh was nanpdy

23 Deut 30:32 Ch 12:12 30:8 Job 42:1Q Jer4:28 12:15 16:15 23:3 24:6 27:22 29:14 32:37;
33:11,26 Hos 2:9 14:4 Jod 2:14 3.7, Zeph 3:2Q Zech 1:3.



threatenig the foreign nations. YetAmos also used thersa expression tmake it plain that
God would not reerse hinself regardirg their judgment either Amos 2:4,6).

Smilar assuranceoccu in the bods of Isaiah, Jemiah and Ezkiel. Isaiah confims
the promise of Yahweh'svictory over all nations aSa word that will not be reked (W’
ysiwb)” (Isa 45:23). Jemsiah assured his listeners that Jerusadedestruction was sure by
addirg, “Yahweh’s ager will not turn bak (I' ysib) (Jer 23:20, see parallel in 30:24).
Jeremiah 4:28 Yahweh offers an additional assuraficeill not relent(w’ nhmty) andl! will
not turn bak from it (W’ ‘swb mmnR.” Along these sae lines, Ezkiel reported Yahweh's
word, “And | will not relent (W’ ‘nhm?%)" (Ezk 24:14) to assure of Jerusals caming
devastation.

A third type of confimation appears wineYahweh takes solemn oaths.Divine oaths
appeainthe prophets in the third and first persons. Frequently, the tyeidzdl expressions
nsb’/ nsb 'ty appearAmos declared that the northekimgdom’s destruction was confited by
oath Amos 4:2; 6:8; 8:7)lsaiah and Jemsiah announced that Yahweh had swiar destroy
Israels enamies (Isa 14:24 Jer 49:13; 51:14). Jer@ah insisted that thenajority of Jews
exiled to Egypt would die there (Jer 44:26). Twidsaiah confimedIsrael’s futue restoration
by divine oath [sa 54:9; 62:8).

Divine oatls al appea in the fom “As Yahweh Nes ...” fiy yhwh) and “As |
live ...” (hy ‘ny). Ezekiel confimed Jerusal@’s destruction with this fonula (Ex 5:11;
14:16,18,2020:3,31,33; 33:27). The destruction of other nations was assuredri®y atth
(Ez 35:6,11 Zeph 2:9). Jugments gainst certain indiduals tod this fom in Jereniah and
Ezekiel (Ja 22:24 44:26 Ezk 17:16,19; 34:8). Finally|saiah and Ezgel confimed the
restoration of Jerusateby reportiy Yahweh's oathléa 49:18; Bz 20:33).2

Predictions qualified by assurancesea two mportant features of Old Testant
prophecy.On the one hand, these paggs make it plain that sme predicted wents were
inevitable. With reference to these declarations, Yahweh would not listen to prayers, turn
bad, relent, or violate his oaths. Neertheless, wamust renember that theseinds of
predictions are few in maber and usually natery specift in ther descriptios of the future.

They assur¢hat sane events will t&ke place, but they do hguarante how, to what extent,
when, or a host of other detail®\s we will see,the® detaik are subjet to historical
contirgencies.

24 Following MT. Some G nanuscripts omit this clause by haplography.

25 Jeremiah 22:5 combines divine oath with conditionality.
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On the other hand, this class of propheciasiatiicates tha nat all predictiors shared
this heightenal certainty. Yahweh forbade prayers in response tamnsooracles precisely
becaus praye usually had the potential of effecgoutcanes (Jer 26:19; Jonah 3:18mos
7:1-9). Smilarly, Yahweh declared that he would rfatirn ba&” or “relent” fran same
courss of action because he naally left those options open (Joel 2:14mos 7:3,6; Jon
3:9). Finally, a times Yahweh tdo an oath to add wght to a prediction precisely because
not all predictions had this sama status?

As we hae seen, a maber d passges contan explicit conditiors ard assurances.
Now we will give attention to a third cagery of passges predictionswithout qualifications.
Thesematerials contain neither expressed conditions nor assurances.

From the outset, wemay say without hesitation that intening historical
contirgencies had same bearirg on this class of predictions. The Old Testat abounds with
exanples of unqualified predictions of eents that did not k& place. For instance, Jonah
announced;Forty more days and Nineh will be overturned (Jond 3:4), but God spared
the city (Jonah 3:10phamiah told Rehobaa, “You have abandonethe; so,| now abandon
you toShish&” (2 Chr 12:5), but the attkavasmollified (2 Chr 12:7-8).Huldah declarel to
Josiah,“l am bringing disaster on this place @uits inhabitants (2 Kgs 22:16), but the
punishmert for Jerusalm was later postponed (2gK 22:18-20). Micah said to Hdaah,
“Zion will be plowed ke a field” bySennacherib (Mic 3:12; cf. Jer 26:18), but theasion
fell short of conquerig the city (2 Kgs 19:20-35)In each of the exaples, the predicted
future did not t&ke place. What caused these turns \a@nes? Each text explicitly ghts
human response as the grounds for the deations. The people of Nineh (Jon 3:6), the
leaders of Judah (2 Chr 12:6), Josiah (& R2:17) and Hekeh (Ja 26:19 repentd or
prayed upon heamythe prophetic word.

The® passges indicae tha the fulfillment of at least soe unqualified predictions
were subjec to the contigency of human response. Conditions did notvéao be stated
explicitly to be operate. As Cavin put it,

Even thogh [the prophetsinake a smple affimation, it is b be understood
from the outcane that these nonetheless contain a tacit condition.

2% Fairbairn arguel that divine oaths mnrededto predctions were'a dfferance only in mode ad one
adopted in acommodation to human infirmity, not of itsdf indicative of any inheraet pecuiarity in the
matter of the predictions.” (Prophecy502). | ontend, however, that qudifying a preéttion by divine
oath raisesthe pophegy to the level of covenanta cetainty. Seethe dscusgn on covenanta oaths
below.

2" Calvin, Ingtitutes 1.17.14. As Aune obsewes,implicit conditions dso dtachedto Agebus’ prophecy
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These obseations raise ammportant question. How should we relate the presence of
tacit conditions to the weknown Mosaic criterion of false prophets in Deuterond 8:227?

If what aprophé proclaims in the nane of Yahweh does not océBior cane
about, that is anessge Yahweh has not sken. The prophe has spden
presumptuously.

At first glance,this passge appeas to present a strgltforward test. Failed predictiomsark
false prophet$’ As parsimoniols as this interpretatio may be, it does not account for the
many predictions fnm canonical (and thus true) prophets that were not realized.

Interpreters hze tken different approaches this difficulty. Many critical scholars
treat Deuteronoy 18:22 as a uniquely deuteranistic perspectie tha is contradicte by
other biblical tradition€? Evargelicals usually ague that Moses' test should béea as the
general rule to which there are a few exceptions.

An alternatve outlok would be to assue that Moses and his audience realized that
unqualified predictions hadnplied conditionsIf this dynamic was well-known, then he did
nat have to repeat it explicitly when he offered his criterion in Deuteropnd.8:22.1n this

about Paul’simprisonment in Jerusalem (Acts 21:11) (D.E. Aune, Prophecy inEarly Christianity and
the Ancient MediteaneanWorld [Grand Rapd: Eerdmans, 1983] 337) The piophecy caused Pdis
companions to urge him to day away from Jeusdem (Acts 21:12. Instead of resgnation to a
predeéemined future, the prophecy producel attempts to avoid the mtentid danger. Aune dso
suggets that paticipial construdions in New Tegament prophedes $ould be randered agonditional
clausegAune, Prophecy337).

28 Emending MT wi’ --> I (lectio brevio) following the Sanaritan Pettateudh.

29 Henggenbergurgedthat any exception to this graightforward reaéhg of Deut 18:22 wauld render

the aiterion “of no value, $nce recurse might dways be had to the excuse,that the casehad been
dtered by the not fulfilli ng of the condition.” Cited by Fairbairn, Prophecy61. See lao SR. Driver,

Deuteronomy(1895, repnted Ednburgh: T & T Cark, 1973) 230. . Kell and F. Dditzst, The
Pentateuc{3 vols, tr. J. Matin; Grand Rapds Eerdnans, 1949)3.397.A.D.H. Mayes,Deuteronomy
(Grand Rapds: Eerdnans, 1979) 283. Gvon Rad, Deuteronomy(Philadéphia: Wedmingter, 1966)
125.

%9 J. Benkinsopp, A History of Prophecy itsrael (Philaddphia: Wegmingter, 1983) 46.
3! See P.Cragie, The Book of DeuteronomiGrand Ragds: Eerdnans, 1976) 263. J.B. Rae,

Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophe®g. J. Rldebos, Deuteronomy{Grand Rapds Zondewan, 1984)
208-209.
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view, Moses ted instructel Israé to expect a prediction fra a true prophet to cge about,
unlesssignificant intewening contirgencies interrupted.

This understandon of the Mosaic criterionrmay explain wly so mary passges
highlight the historical contgencies tha interruptel mary fulfill ments. Old Testanent
writers accountd for the Mosat teg of false prophets by pointyout why the predictions of
true prophets soetimes did not cone true. For exaple, the write of Jondn explairs how the
king of Nineveh ordered fastqnandmourning by “every personh’dm) and by gery beast
(whbhmb), herd bbqgr), and flok (whs'n)” (Jan 3:7). The Chronicler used one of hmgost
poignant theolgical tems (kn) when he said that Rehoboaand the leaders of Judah
“humbled thenseles” (2 Chr 12:6§2 The writer of Kirgs described Josiah’s ritual teayiof
his robe (2 Kgs 22:11). The specificity of these pagsasiggests that so lanas Israelites
could point to gnificant intewening contirgencies, thg had no trouble acceptirg interrupted
predictions as gginating with Yahweh.

While it seens indisputable that historicacontigencies effectel unqualified
predictionsevargelicals have differed over the breadth of their influence. Did tacit conditions
apply only to amall class of unqualified predictions? Or did conditions attach to all of these
prophecies?

An answer to this question appears in tigateenh chapte of Jereniah, the prophet’s
experiene at the potter's house. This pagsastood gainst the bddarop of falseviews
concerniig the inviolability of Jerusale. Mary Jerusalmites oppose Jeraniah becaus they
believed divine protection for Jerusate was entirely unconditional @.Jer 7:4). Jeraiah
18:1-12 anounted to a rebuttal of this falsecurity.It statel that all unqualified predictions,
even those concerrgnlerusalm, operated withmplied conditions.

This chapter opens with the prophasiting a potter's houg and experiencig a
symbolic event. A potter woked with ruined clay, and he reshaped it into anothen {Ger
18:1-4). Immediately, Yahweh reveded the significance of this event to the prophet. The
house ofisrael is ke clay in the hands of Yahweh, the Pottern@y do wih her as he
pleases (Jer 18:5-6)Yahweh elaborated further on the agglin the followirg verses®

32 For a hdlpful discusson of this term in Chronicles, see R. Dillard, 2 Chronicles(\WBC 15 Waa:
Word, 1987) 77.

%3 A number of interpreters view theseverses as a démonomigic addtion. Seefor instance S.
Herrmann, Die prophetische Heilseartung im Alte Testamen(BWANT 5; Stuttgart: Kohlhammer,
1965) 162-65.McDaviesgoesso far asto find severd layersof interpreaation in theseverses (P. R.
McDavies, “Potter, Prophet and Peple: Jeemiah 18 & Paable’” HAR 11 [1987] 26). McDeaies’
argument is not convincing. The basc arrespndencesof the analogy (Potter/Yahweh - pot/Israd) are
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If at sane time | say rgarding any nation okingdom that! will uproot,tear
down, or destroy, and if that nation about wahicspcke™ repents of its \él,
thenl may relent from the @il | planned to do to iAnd if at sane other tine
| say rgarding any nation okingdom that! will build it up and plant it, ahif
it does @il in my eyes, not listengpto my voice, then | may relert from the
good thirg which| saidl would do for it. (Jer 18:7-10)

Severd elements in this passge point to its cagorical nature. First, each sentence
begins with an enphaticallygeneral tenporal reference. The expressidassaone time” (rg’),
“and at sme other tine” (wrg’) emphasize that Yahweh's words apply tews situation®
No particula circumstances it the protasesSecond, the anarthrous expressiany nation
or kingdom” ("l gwy w1 mmlkH also points to the cajerical nature of tb policy. Yahweh's
responsieness appliewtall nations.Third, thee verses describe the twoajor types of
prophetic prediction: juginent (Jer 18:7-8) and sakion (Jg 18:9-10).In temms of form
critical analysisall prophetic oraclegravitate in one or both of these directions. Refgrt;m

maintained throughout the passage. For strong arguments in favor of origind unity see H. Welppert,
Die Prosareden des JeremiabuciBZAW 132 Belin: de Gryter, 1973) 48-62, 191-209.

% Following MT. G suffers from haplography mrtw ‘st dbrty Tywwn' ity ->mr'twwn'mty.

% The syntax of apodosesis not thoroughly discussedn the gandard grammers. Apodoses &
frequently jussve, impeative, and smple future. Occamndly, moddity is in view. | have rendered the
apodosesof Jer 18:8L.0 moddly (“1 may rdent” [wnhmty) to redlve a poblem that has peoccuped
interpreters. As Fretheim says, the passage “seams to bind God to the world and to human adivity in
ways that compromise [his] sovereignty” (T.E. Frethem, “The Repetance of God: a s$udy of
Jereniah 18:7-10 HAR 11 (1987) 82.n my rendeiing, rep@tance and dsobedence only have the
potential of causng Yahweh to relent. As my discussn of Jonah 3 and Jbd 2 below indicaes, no
guaratees are igen. The pefedive amdoss of Lev 27:27 (he may redeen’ [wpdh) is cetainly
modal. Lev 27:28 presents an dternative course of adion. Beyond this, the imnediate context of Jer
184 supports this view. The potter is not obligaedto resapethe day. The day will be handled “as it
seansright to doin the g/esof the potter.” The Svereignty of the potteris maintained.

%% This congruction (rg’ ... wrg’) occus only once in the Heorew Bble. Holladay renders them
“suddely” asmodifiersof the apdoses W. L. Holladey A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet
Jeremiah Chapters 1-2Hemmeneia; Philaddphia: Fortress, 1986] 517). kkeens smpler, however,
smply to trandate the adverbs “at one time” or “at ©me time” following TgJer(zm..wzmn) (cf. Isa
26:2Q 54:7,8 Ezr 9:8).
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these twamajor directions of all predictions underscores thegoaieal natue of the dynamic
described her¥.

The unversal perspeate of Jereniah 18:1-12 strogly suggests thaall unqualified
predictions were subject tanplicit conditions. Sincere repentance had the potential of
effecting every unqualified prophecy of jugiment. Flagrant disobedience had the potential of
negating every unqualified prophecy of prosperity.

A suwey of Scripture reveals that the descriptisiof God'’s reactiors in Jereniah 18
are only representate. Yahweh reacted to man responses imany different waysAt
various times, he copletely reversed Am 7:1-9), postpond (eg. 1 Kgs 21:28-29 2 Kgs
22:18-20), mollified (eg. 2 Chr 12:1-12) and carried thghu (2 Sam 12:22-23 with
predictions.Yahweh exercisd great latitude because his responses were situation specific,
appropriate for the particularities of eaclerst. Nevertheless, a basic pattern was akvaty
work. The realizatiors of all unqualified predictions were subjectrtodification as Yahweh
reacted to his people’s responses.

Many evargelical interpreters he resisted adopiinthis catgorical outlod. By and
large they limit conditionaliyy to predictiors that exhibit two features in their content. First,
the prophey mug have an imminert fulfill ment. That is to say, imust refer to“the near
future™® or to “an evert which is fairly proxmate in tme and space’® Second, the
predictionmust depend ohsame act of obediencer oepentane on the pat of the prophet’s
contenporaries,*® or “on the free actions of the prophet’s comeraries.**

Advocates of lniting conditionality in these ways ¥ offered little support for their
views fran the prophetic corpudnstead, they tend msply to point to the contents of
prophecies they already befeare iwviolable such as the prase d Messiahfinal judgment,
or in sane cases, tmodernlisrael’s rght to the land of Canaar’? Predictions rgardirg these
and related theogical concerns are deed unconditional.

3" For asimilar description of prophedes regarding individuals see Ezk 33:13-20.

%8 L. Berkhof, Principles of Biblical InterpretatiofGrand Ragds: Baker, 1950) 150.
39 W. Kaiser, Back Tavard the FuturgGrand Rayids: Baker, 1989) 65.

0 Kaiser, Toward theFuture 65.

** Berkhof, Principles150.

*2 For instance, Grdlegone aguedfor the unconditionality of prophedestoward “the children of men
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The la& of algumentationmakes it difficult to respond to theviews. We may make
only a few conments. First, it bgs the question to gue that certain prophesieare
uncondition& becaus they spe& of matters that are unconditionally fixed. Emmus
theolaical biases guide such &aluations based on a prediction’s cont&acond, no such
limitations on conditionaliy appear in Jeraiah 18:1-12.As we hae seen, the lguage of
the passge is so camporical that it would se®a necessary forraabsolutey unconditional
propheg to stae explicitly that it is an exception to the rule. Jeigh 18 sets noritation of
a particular tine frane or subjectmatter. In fact, the only qualification is thdnistorical
contirgenciesnust intevene between the prediction and its futfiint.

To sun up, we hae seen that inteening historicd contingencies had abearirg on alll
three major types of prophetic predictionSome predictions explicitly told the aihal
listenes tha their actions would effect outo®s. A few passges assured that a prediction
would be realized, but precisely how that oute® would lod still remained subject to
contirgencies. Beyond this, unqualified predictions, th& biithe prophetc material,always
operatel with tacit conditions.In all cases, gnificant responses precedifulfill ments had
the potential of effectmto sane deggree how Yahweh would direct the future.

Historical Contingencies and Expectations

These obseations raise a crucial questidh:human responsg could effed the way
Yahweh directed history after a prediction, how did prophets or their listeveramasecure
expectations for the future? Were they not cast into a sea of utter uncertainty?

The prophes themseles point in a helpful directionAs we will see, they did not
believe Yahweh was free tola history in any direction. On the contrary, theyk&mbto past
revelation to understand the pameters to which Yahweh had boundnkelf. To be more
specific, the prophets l&ed to Yahweh's ocgenants tquide ther expectatios of wha the
future held.

It has been well established that Old Tmstat prophet sav themseles operating
within the structures of Yahweh's \@nants'®> They were missaries of God, thgreat

as a wole” (i.e. esbatologicd judgment) (Girdledone, Grammar29). Kaiser argues;the pophedes
about the land are dosdy idetified with the promiseof the Seedi.e., the Mesgh) and the promiseof
the gospd... God took completely on himself the obligation for ther fulfilment” (Kaiser, Toward the
Future 66).

*3 For general discus®n of prophets as ovenantal emissaies see: EE. Clements, Prophecy and
CovenaniLondon: SCM, 1965) esp 23-27. J. Manberg,“The "Office of Prophetin Ancient Israd”
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Suzeran mediatirg covenant sanctions between Yahweh and his people. The prophetic
corpus explicitymentions the ozenant with Noahléa 54:9) Abrahan (eg. Isa 41:8 51:2

Ja 33:6 Mic 7:20), Moses (eg. I1sa 63:11,12; Dan 9:11,13; Mic 6:4; Mal 4:4) andviza

(eg. Isa 9:7; Jer 30:9; Hos3et a). No doubt, the Mosaic and fadic covenants appear
more frequently than others in the prophets’ wginThe laws ofnai formed the basis for
their moral evaluations. The peasve curses ah blessigs announcd by the prophets
corresponded to the Mosaicvemant. izen the threat of exile drithe hope of restoratio to

the land stemed fran the Mosaic ceenant!’ Moreover, the intense prophetic concern with
Jerusalm and its throne shows their dependence on theBacovenant.

To understad how Yahweh's ceenants praded certain expectations for the
prophets and their listeners, we neaedrely to recall that the lgonage and rituals of
covenants portray thesevents as dine oaths.It is well-known that the cutting rituals
indicated explicitly in seeral passges (eg. Gen 15:7-21; 17:9-14; Jer 34:18-19) asl sl
the canmon expressiofito cut a ceenant”(krt bryt) depict coenantmaking evens as rites
of swearim.*®> Associated tens such adh and dwt suggest sinilar conceptd? As Kline put
it,

Both in the Bible and in extra-biblical dovants concerned with genant
arrargements the sweann of the oath is frequentlfound in parallelistic
explicgtion of the idea of enteginto a c@enart relationshipor as asynonym
for it.

Divine corenants were not declarations subjectevision. They were divine oaths whose
invariance reflected thenmutable character of Godrhself.

in The Bible in Modern Scholarshifed. J.P. Hyatt; Nashville: Abingdon, 1965) 87-97. J.S. élada,
“Asgrrian Stateaaft and the RFophets of Israd” HTR 63 (1970) 29-51. MG. Kline, The Structure of
Biblical Authority(Grand Rapds: Eerdnans, 1972) 57-62.

** For a helpful discus®n of Mosdc blessngs and cursesin rdlation to the pophets see: D. Biart,
Hosea-JonalfWBC 31 Waa: Word, 1987)xxxii-Xlil.

* For summeries ad bibliograghy on thesetopics se€Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament
ed. G. J Botterwed and H. Ringgren; tr. J. T. Willis (6 vols.; Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1977) 2.253-
278.

*® Theological Dictionary of the Old Testameht 261-266.

*"M. Kline, By Oath Consigne(iGrand Ragds: Eerdnans, 1968) 16.
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All of this is to say that whewrer prophets offered predictions they did so with the
firm corviction that Yahweh woul#eep his ceenans with Israel.lt was unthirkable tha he
would violate the structures of blessyand cursegiven throgh these solan oaths. Yahweh
would never react to historical contigncies in ways that tragressed his a@nants'’

This conviction provided Old Testaent prophets and their listeners with @deset of
generd expectationsyahweh had sworn fiself to acconplish certain thigs in history. For
instance, in Noah's day Yahweh piged comic stability until the end the world (Ge:22-
9:17). Isaiah aknowledyed the pamanence of that expectatidlsa 54:9). God promised
Abraham that his descendants would possess the land of CangaGée. 15:18-21)This
corviction remained strorg in the prophetic word,ven in the face of teporary exile (.
Amos 9:15). Yahweh xealed laws to Moses thatgrgated daily life and #sewice of the
cult. The prophets affined these structures geAmos 2:4). God pnmised David tha his
dynasty would be pemanent andvictorious aver all nations (B 894 [5], 25 [26]). The
prophetic word held relentlessly to thesenuses a well (Amos 9:15-21). The list of
certainties dewved fran Old Testanent cavenants is enafous.

The covenanté paranetes surroundilg Yahweh and his people pided a basis for
many expectations, but they did not setiterg question. They sentits, butmuch latitude
existed within these boundaries. Which curses evdahweh carty out? What blessimgs
would he bestow? When? Prophetic predictions drew attanttbe® matters.As emissaries
of the greatSuzerain, the prophets announced how Yahweh intetadienplemert covenant
sanctions.Special rerelation gave prophets inght into how the principles of covenants
applied to the present and future.

As we have seenhowever, prophetic predictions based onveaant principles took
several fomats. How did thesgariations in prophetic speech bear on expectatianthéo
future?It will help to explore thisnatter in tems of the three major types of predictiors we
have already discussed.

First, predictions qualified by conditiorspecifiel sane courses of action for Yahweh.
The® prophecis gave sane definition to themanner in which God planned toplement
covenantal oaths. For exple, Yahwehvoluntarily limited his options when he said to Judah,

*8 My emphasis on covenantal promises issimilar to Klein, Blomberg, and Hubberd's insistence that
“we dill regard the prophedes that involve the ngjor milestones in God's plan for hisory as
unconditional.” Klein, Blomberg, and Hubberd, Biblical Interpretation306.
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If you are ready and obey, you will eat the best produce of the land;
but if you resist and rebel, you will be eaten by the swegd1:19-20}?

The® words indicatal tha Yahweh was no loger overlodking Judah’s disobedience. A
moment of decision had ade. At the sane time, howeer, much latitude for Gd remained.It
was he who detemnined if conditions werenet. What precisely constituted obedience and
rebellior? Only Yahweh knew. Morew@er, only he detenined the precise nature of his
responses. Whind of produce would they eapan repentanceHow much? Wha enemy
would attak? When would judgmert come? How lorg? The prophecy did not specify. this
senseconditiond predictiors narrowed the latitude with which Yahwemght deal with his
people, but they did notm®ve all leeway.

Second, a snilar assessent holds fo predictions qualified ¥ assurance Once
again, themanner in which Yahwelmight relate to his people waanewhd restricted.
WhenAmos announcedfor three sins of Judah, A/&n for four,| will not tum badk” (Am
2:4), Yahweh committed himself to a course of actiorgainst Judah. Moreer, predictions
gualified by dvine oaths explicitly raised expectations for the prophecthe level of
covenantal certainties. For instance, lggks announceent that utter destructiowould
come to Jerusafe (eg. EZ 5:11) was as sure tome abou as Yahwehs oah to sustain the
Davidic dynasty (Ps 110:4). The lguege of solenn oaths had the effect of equatthis class
of predictions with the wiolable caoenants.Nevertheless latitude remained even here.
When? How? By whm? How lorg? Thegs more specifc questios remained unanswere for
the prophets and their audiences.

Third, we may spek of expectations related predictionswithout qualificationsn at
least two ways. On the one hand, Moses’ criterion for true prophBisuteronony 18:22
assurd tha unqualified announcement from Yahweh would tke place in the absence of a
significant intervening historicd contirgency. If recipients of an oracle of jgdent did not
repent, they could be confident that thegmdnt woutl come. If recipiens of an orack of
blessiig did not turn away frm Yahweh, the blessiywould be realized.

On the other hand, hower, wemust also ds wha expectatios were appropriate
when intevenirg historical contigencies tok place. Could the recipients be confidehiao
particular outcoe? With rgiard to oracles of jugiment seeral passges make it clea tha no
specific expectations n® to those who repented and glauyahwehs favor. For instance,
when Jonah announced that Niusd would be destroyed in forty days (Jonah 3:4)kihg
of Nineveh called for repentance and fagt{donah 3:7-9). Nertheless, he dinat respond

9 For textud comments rdatedto this passage séeotnote 18 &ove.
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with full assurance that Yahweh would reldnstead, he saidWho knows(my ywd’)? The
god may turn bak (yswb) and relentynhn) (Jonah 3:9).

Jod predictel an amy of locusts was about to destroy Judah (2:1-11). He then called
for repentance (2:12-13). But what was the expecta#mdoel put it,“Who knows (my
ywd)? [God]may turn bak (yswb) and relentynhm (Joel 2:14). Oncegain, themotivation
for repentance was not that anfan response olgiated Yahweh to relenho one could be
sure if he would turn b&wr not.

A similar situatian also occurred after Nathan prophesied that Bathsheba'’s first child
would die (2 Sam 12:14). David prayal and fasted for the child until the prophecy was
realized as stated. Why did thimg pray? Daid explained,”l thowght, "Who knows (my
ywd")? Yahwehmay bemerciful and pemit the child to lve” (2 Sam 12:22).

The smilar, perhaps fonulaic, character of theshree responsg swggess tha these
theolagical convictions were nomrmative inlsrael. Hopefulgnorance about the future was not
an unusual reaction. Neither prophets nor their listeners dowdd for certain that han
response woulchove Yahweh to relent fra a threatened jupinent. As the case of ad and
his son illustrates, repentance and prayer did not always reswinia fdvor.

Second, Daniel 9 deonstrates that expectations werm mgher with unqualified
predictions of blessg The Mosaic ceenant stated plainly that rebellionlsra¢ would lead
to exile and that repentance would lead to restoration (see4f28431).This basc pattern
had ceenantal certaintyln Jereniah 25:11-12 the prophet announceedre specifically that
the restoration of exiled Judah woul#dgplace in seenty years. YetDanid wrestlel with
Jereniah’s prophecy sme sixty-six years latef’ He suveyed his situation and prayed for
Yahweh to fulfill Jereniah’s prediction (Dan 9:4-19).

Daniel's reaction to Jem@tah's prophecy raises a question. Why did Diapray?
Why did he nat simply wait for the seenty years to pas$®veral interpreters va noted the
similarity between Jereiah’s prophecy and an inscriptiof Essarhadon’ It would appear

*° For ahelpful summery of discus®ns regading the identity of “Darius, ®n of Ahasueus’ (Dan 9:1)

see J.C. Bddwin, Daniel (Downers Gove: InterVarsty, 1978) 23-28. Bdwin corredly obsewes,
“W hatever the identity of Daiius,the witer hadin mind the first yearof the Pergan empire, 539 B.C.”
(Baldwin, Daniel 164).

>1 See the helpful summery of comparative meterials and bibliography in T. E. McComiskey “The

Seventy "Weeks’ of Daniel aganst the Backgound of Ancient Near Eagern Literature® WTJ 47
(1985) 35-40.
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that sevenly yeass was a standard sentence for rebelligaiast agod. Lipinski spe&s of the
desgnation as &un temps dednitence, destidea apaiser la cate du dieu’>

This symbolism pressed hardgainst Daniel as he I&ed at his situation. élrealized
that the exiles had not responded to the#esty year sentence as they shouldeh&o,
Daniel fasted in s&cloth and ashes lgowledjing Israel’s sin befa exile (9:4-12).He also
conceded thatven the punisiment of exile (9:11-12) had not bigit abou repentane (9:13-
14). “Yet we hae not obeyed h,” Daniel confessed (9:14). The proploeied for mercy
becaus Israel’'s continuig rebellion called into question how Je¥ah’'s prophecy would
play out.

Yahweh respondd to Danid throwgh the agel Gabriel. Gabriel announced that
Jeremiah’s “seventy years” had been extended seventy weés of year$ (& bu'im sib"im)
or “seven times seenty years” (Dan 9:24) Yahwehmultiplied the time of exile seen times
accordiig to Mosaic ceenantal structuresn Leviticus 26 Yahweh warned thaontinuing
sin would bring a successke increase of punishents forlsrael. Each the the people refused
to repent, drine curses would increaseseven tmes” (seba’) (26:18,21,24,28), finally
culminating in the exile (Lev 26:23-45).Daniel 9 extended the principle béviticus 26 and
increasd the exile itself seven times because the people lsfael in Daniel's day were in
rebellion>*

From this exanple wemay conclude that theanner in which Yahweh would interact
with human responses to unqualified predictions of blgssmained uncertainSignificant
intervenirg historical contigencies had ten place.So Danid had no assurane how or
whether the prediction would be realized. He rested assured of the lvasiartal structures,
but the specifics of Jareah’s unqualified prediction neained in question.

°2 E. Lipinski, “Rederches surle livre de Zaharie” VT 20 (1970) 40. Esdaacon adnits that he
deseved seventy yearsof punishment, but prases MarduKor redudng the time to deven years.For
Essahadon's text see R. Brge, Die Inschriten Asarhaddas (Afo 9 Graz: Skbstvedage des
Herausgbers, 1956) 15.

>3 McComiskey corredly warns that the “4 bu'im ae not conceved of as marking predse
chronologicd peiods” (McComiskey, “The Seenty "Weeks™ 41).

> For afuller dscus#on the “seven weeks”of yeas and the mnredion with Leviticus B see K.
Koch, “Die mysteriosen Zahlen der judiischen Konigen und die apokalyptischen Jahrwochen,” VT 28
(1978) 443-41. Sedsm JJ. Collins, Danielwith an Introduction to Apocalyptic Literatu{@OTL 20;
Grand Rapds: Eerdmans, 1984) 91-92For multiples of seven as sandard acient Near Eagern
expressons see McOmiskey, “The Seenty "Weeks™ 3839.
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In summary, the ominal recipients of Old Testaent predictions codlreg assured
that Yahweh would fulfill all of his ogenant praises, but no particular prophecy was
completely free from the potential influence of inteening historical contigencies.In this
sense, those who heard and read the prophets faced a futuegoriods contous remained
hidden.They could hope, but th@anner in which Yahweh would react tonan responses
remained open until thenoment he acted.

Conclusion

Our study of intervening historical contigencies will raise a serious question riayst
evargelicals. Our interpretations of biblical prophecywédeen dminated by a desto
know the future and howvents today fit within it, but our propdsehallerges this approach.
If all Old Testamert predictiors are subject tovariation, andmost may be conpletely
reversedthen wha good are they? Whatalue do they hze, if they do not tell us where we
stand in relation to a fixed future?

As we hae seen, with rare exception, Old Testat prophes did nat spe& of what
hadto be, but of whatnightbe. Bven the few predictions thgtiaranteed fulfilinent did not
address their ming or manner of realization. Therefore, prophepiredictiors were not
desgned to be buildig blodks of a futuristic schee into which currert evensfit in particular
ways. To approach biblical prophecies in thaner is tanisuse the.

Our study sggests that we need a shift in meneutic orientation towaid biblical
prophecyRathe than involving oursebes in ceaseless debatesrahis or that eschataical
schene and how current history relates to it, we should approach biblical prapimesiays
that accordmore with the role of inteening historical contigencies.At leag two principle
hemeneutical concerngiove to the forground. These interpretedi issues parallé popular
approaches to biblical prophecy, but they are different as well.

In the first place, prophetic predictions should salu® us to deep@ our interes in
the future, but with a differentnghasis. Instead of loking at biblical predictioa as
statenents of what has to be, waistview them as announeeents of whamight be coming.
As we have seen, with rare exception, Old Testat prophets did not sgeaf a fixed but
potential future. Neertheless, the first audiences of biblical predidtistill turned their
thoughts towad futurity. The king of Nineveh feared what Yahweh threatened to do to his
city when he head Jonahs messge (Jon 3:6). Rehoboa and the officials of Judagave
attention to the possibility of defeat wh8nemiah predictedshish&’s victory (2 Chr 12:6).
Smilarly, Daniel lodked forward to the restoration tdrael because of Jemah's seenty
year prophecy (Dan 9:2-3). These recipients of predictions didymatei Yahweh's word
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just because it was subject to tacit conditidigrorance © precisey how or if these
predictiors would play out did not cast aside interest in the future. On the contrary,gheearin
thred of judgmert or an offering of blessig was enogh to spak their interests in what
Yahweh intended to do.

This interest in the potential future is understandablenwhie remembe that
prophetic predictions ceryedlsrael'sgreatest fears and hopesa @e ore hand, Yahweh
often threatend to do horrible thigs in the world. When the prophets announced death,
destruction, and exile for the people of God, faittduhelites could hardly tmraded ear.
Unlike our day when seculaninds scoff at the possibility ofdnity intruding into histoy in
violert arger, anciert Israelites belieed such intrusions were real possibilities. For this
reason, the dreadful thght of encounterigthe amger of Yahweh was copelling.

On the other hand, prophetic announerts of Yahwels blessimg touchel on the
highest ideals andreatest desires of faithfidraelites. The prophets announced the prospect
of forgiveness, safety fro enamies, and prosperity beydmmagination. Unlike our day when
hope for the honan race has all bwanished, these hopes held centegesta Israels faith.
When the prophets told of the ways Yahweh offered taltnessimgs to his people,interest
in the futuregrew.

In much the sae way, conteporary readersnust not allev the role of intervening
contirgencies to dissuade ftnefrom contenplating their future. Whe carefu study
detemines that a biblical prediction hasylicatiors for our potentid future, we should
conside wha might be in store for us. The dread of gntent and the exhilaration of
blessimgs should @erwhem us as we encounter biblical predictions of our futureeldging
an intense interest in the future is one of the chiehémeeutical interests we shduhave
toward biblical prophecy.

In the secoml place,our study of intevenirg historical contigencies sggests that we
should also deepen our concerned with thglicatiors of biblical predictiors for our lives
today.Unlike popular approaches, hovex, we should not speculate as to how curregrts
fit within afixed future. To begin with, the future is certain only to God. Beyond this, our
assessens of contanporary &ents are too inadequate tagaete such a projednstead of
looking for how actiors today fit within a fixed future, we should explore how actions today
effectthe futureln a word, ve shoutl be less concernd with foreknaMedgeof the future and
more concerned with &formationof the future.

Biblical exanples we hae alreadymentioned illustrate this heeneutical interest.
The king of Nineveh was not content with hang same idea of whamight happen to his city.
He also applied the prediction to thedry day by tryig to direct the course of effuture
away from the thred of judgment (Jon 3:6-9). Rehobwaand his officials also sght
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Yahwehs favor in orde to avert the threatened defeat (2 Chr 12t6)much the sae way,
Danid tried his best to insure that Jewah’s prediction of restoration wouldkeplace (Dan
9:3). In these and other exples, tle recipiens of predictiors knew tha historical
contirgencies could effect the realizations of the prophetic weodthey respondd with
attampts to thwart judgment and secure blesgin Appropriate repentance, prayer, and a
redirection of lifestyle beceae a chief heneneutical concern.

In much the same way, our focus on current gents in the ght of biblical prophecy
shoud ental our efforts to form the future. The fatais of popular approaches should be
replacel by piety and activism intert on avoiding judgment and secur@ blessig. If we
believe tha human response to biblical predictions effect the ways in which the future
unfolds, we shoutl make certan that our responses direct the future towaxehdi blessig.
Turning away fran sin, offerirg prayers, and w&ing for the kingdom mug becane our
central hemeneutical concern.

Our study of biblical prophecy opens the way for exppamumber of interesting
passges. Perhaps it pves a franewoik for understandig why Jesus tal the apostles,
“same standig here will not taste death before they semkihgdom of God come with
power (Mark 9:1). Did intervening contirgencies delay the return of Christ? Maybe Peter
was operatirg with a smilar concept when he attted that the apparent delay of Christ's
retum was due to the fad tha God “is patient with you, not wantnany to perish, but to
come to repentance (2 Pet 3:9). Does thigiew explain why he then exhorted his readers,
“You should be holy angbdly, lodking forward to the day of God and speegiits caning”

(2 Pet 3:12)? Perhaps John had this oltisde head Jess announce’Yes,| am coming
soon; (Rev 22:20). Was this the reason he respontdeéthen. Come, Lord Jesus” (Rev
22:20)?

If the proposal of this study is correct, we are nablired n an irrelevart acadenic
debate. The way we handle biblical predictions gvéatly effect how they afulfilled. Our
failure to respoiwl properyy may actually extend the suffegs of the church by delaygrour
ultimate victory. Even so,if we make proper use of biblical predictions, they will enhance our
hopes for the future and incite us tové today in ways that will hasten the camsuation of

all things.
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