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Prophecies are everywhere. 

Radio and TV weather forecasters 

Wall St. experts 

Global warming dangers 

Horoscopes in the daily papers predict what you can expect 

Guaranteed results when you buy this product 

And in the December issues of papers you can buy at the check out aisles what's 

predicted to happen next year. 

I once succeeded in reaching by phone of these "prophets." Her husband answered 

and when I related to him that I wanted to know how his wife arrived at these predictions, 

he just laughed and said it was fun for her to do but actually was a joke (that paid her 

well). 

But what about prophecies in the Bible? Are they reliable? Were any of them false? 

How accurately can we expect yet unfulfilled prophecies to come to pass? What practical 

difference does all this make? Isn't it more important to live biblically than to be 

concerned with what may happen in the future? 

Some facts about prophets and prophecy in the Bible 

1. Who is a true biblical prophet? It is someone who announces God's will to people 

and/or predicts the future. Biblical prophets were sometimes reformers (Isa. 1 forth 

telling) and sometimes predictors (Isa. 2: 1-4 foretelling). 



2. Some were wrong. The first untrue prophecy in the Bible was announced by Satan 

to_Eve ("You surely will not die," Gen. 3:4). But she did. See also Ezekiel 13:1-8 (B.C.) 

Matthew 7:15 (A.D.) and Rev. 20:10 (still future). 

3. In Old Testament times false prophets were to be put to death by stoning (Deut. 

13:5, 10). In New Testament times prophets were to be tested by other prophets (lCor. 

14:29-32). 

4. There are many true and accurate prophecies in the Bible. Many have been fulfilled, 

many are yet to be fulfilled. 

Past fulfillments provide strong evidence of the truth and accuracy of the Bible. 

Similarly, as to future prophecies there ought to be no question about the same certainty 

of their fulfillment. While many evangelicals would not deny that, in practice there seems 

to be a weakening of the existence and/or the accuracy of yet-to-be fulfilled prophecies 

How such weakening is being accomplished is the subject of this essay. 

CHANGE TRADITIONAL DATES 

This approach insists or suggests that traditional dates for some Biblical books must 

have been written later so that prophecies (according to the earlier, traditional dates) were 

actually histories recorded later, after the events happened. 

One such example concerns the prophecies in the book of Daniel. The traditional date 

for that book is that it was written in the sixth century B.C. If so, then the prophecies in 

the book were true prophecies unfulfilled in Daniel's time but to be fulfilled after his 

time. Some were fulfilled by the time of the first coming of Christ (2:38-40) and some 

not until the events surrounding His second coming (2:44; 7:24). 



Critics of the sixth century B.C. date of the writing of the book believe it was 

compiled by an unknown author about 165 B.C. because it contains prophecies about 

post-Babylonian kings and wars which were accurately fulfilled and therefore could not 

have been prophesied but were written after the events occurred. That requires a later 

date for writing the book since critics claim that these traditional prophecies are in reality 

historical records of events after they happened. 

The date of the writing of the book of Revelation has traditionally been in the 90s. 

That means the events described especially in Revelation 4-19 would take place in the 

future to the time of writing. However if the prophecies Christ spoke recorded in 

Matthew 24-25, many of which are similar to those in Revelation 4-19, and if those were 

fulfilled in the immediate future, then the date of the writing of Revelation would have to 

be moved from the 90s back to 64-66 so that those prophecies could be fulfilled by A.D. 

70. 

Change traditional dates to weaken and even eliminate true biblical prophecies. 1 

EMBRACE PRETERJSM 

Preterism is from the Latin and means "past" and teaches that the prophecies in the 

book of Revelation were fulfilled by the time of the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. 

Preterists fall into three groups. Mild preterism holds that the prophecies in Revelation 

were fulfilled in the first three centuries. Extreme preterism includes all future prophecies 

having been fulfilled by A.D.70 including those about the second coming of Christ and 

resurrections. Moderate preterism sees the prophecies iin Revelation 4-19 were fulfilled 

in 70 although some prophecies like those related to Christ's second coming and future 

1 For a survey of this view see J.C. Whitcomb, "Daniel," The New Bible Dictionary 
(Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1962), pp. 290-93. 



resurrections are yet to be fulfilled in the future. Note that all three groups of preterists 

weaken the area of biblical prophecy by teaching that many that traditionally been 

understood as yet future have already been fulfilled. 

Some "proofs" of preterism include the following. 

Many internal struggles within Judaism during the years preceding Titus' destruction 

of Jerualem in A.D.70. The Roman soldiers, not a future person, were "an abomination 

leading to destruction" (Matt. 24:15). 

Since the temple is mentioned in various prophecies, and since it was destroyed in 70, 

and since there will be no temple In the future, then prophecies as in Matthew 24 have to 

be fulfilled by A.D.70. 

Matthew 24:34 means that the generation living at the time Christ spoke these words 

would live to see their fulfillment. Thus the prophecies would have to be fulfilled within 

about 40 years after the time of Christ. 

Admittedly preterism, especially the moderate form, does not deny that some 

prophecies will be fulfilled in the future, but it does do away with many as already having 

been fulfilled. That eliminates some fulfillment and weakens the entire area of prophecy 

( especially in extreme preterism). 2 

USE GENRE-DEPENDENT HERMENEUTICS 

Genre is "a category of artistic, musical, or literary composition characterized by a 

particular style, form or content." 

2 
For moderate preterism see R.C. Sproul The Last Days According to Jesus (Grand 

Rapids, Baker, 2000), p. 158. 



Hermeneutics is the study of the principles of interpretation. Strictly speaking it is not 

doing interpretation; it is ascertaining the principles which will be used in actually 

interpreting. 

Genre dependent hermeneutics results in a system of hermeneutics which is adapted 

from and affected by the genre of the material that is to be interpreted. For example 

apocalyptic books in the Bible ( especially Revelation) belong to a specific genre, which 

in turn requires a hermeneutic that reflects that genre. The genre of Revelation includes 

the use of many symbols which cannot be he interpreted in the traditional, normal way 

but which need to be interpreted by a genre driven hermeneutic which allows for non

literal understanding and even multiple meanings. Numbers in apocalyptic literature are 

not exact as 144,000 and 1000 in Revelation 7 and 20. 

The recognition of different kinds of material in the Bible may help one' s 

understanding of the text. However, when the meaning of the text is "genre dependent" 

and includes a particular hermeneutic suitable to the particular genre, then such an 

approach can weaken and even change the meaning and precision of prophecies in these 

apocalyptic books. Logically (and with some writers necessarily) every genre will need 

its own set of hermeneutical principles to use in interpreting the material of that particular 

genre. As a result normal or literal interpretation is often jettisoned from the hermeneutic. 

When applied to prophetic passages they become deliteralized and weakened if not 

eliminated. Even principles and symbols must be based on particulars. If a symbol does 

not relate to a literal truth, then it must be a symbol of another symbol and that of another 

symbol etc. and etc. 



To sum up: Use of genre leads to the need for special hermeneutics, which leads to 

non-specific interpretation which leads to symbolic meanings. 3 

BANK ON CHANCE 

If one wants to downplay prophecy why resort to any or all of the above more or less 

sophisticated ways? Wouldn't it be enough simply to depend on chance to account for the 

accuracy of prophecies? People have the notion that giwn enough time almost anything 

can happen by chance. That is easier to believe if one is thinking about a single prophecy 

only. But what about a group of prophecies that focus on a specific area of prophecy? 

Could a group of prophecies relating to an area of prophecy be fulfilled literally by 

chance? This can be answered by testing the detailed accuracy of prophecies fulfilled in 

the past. 

An oft-used test case consists of the group of fulfilled prophecies concerning the first 

coming of Christ. One can think of several specific prophecies: Christ's birthplace as 

Bethlehem (Micah 5 :2) predicted 700 years before; Christ would be announced by a 

forerunner (John the Baptist) announced by Malachi (3:1) 400 years before; many 

specific details about His ministry (Isa. 9:1; 11:2; 42:1); and specific details about 

Christ's death and resurrection (Psa. 22: 15, 18; 16:9-10). It is easy to find at least 30 

predictions related to the first coming of Christ and not difficult to find more, even up to 

one hundred. 

3 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1977), 
--symbolism is ... a matter of literary genre. Apocalyptic language has as one of its basic 
characteristics the cryptic and symbolic use of words and phrases." The fly leaf describes 
the book as taking a "position between an indefensible literalism an a highly imaginative 
subjectivism." 



Either these prophecies and the Bible that recorded them are true and accurate 

prophecies or they happened by chance. 

It is possible to test the reliability of the "chance" option. If you flip a coin twice 

there are four possible results: it will land heads both times, or tails both times, or heads 

then tails, or tails then heads. Pick one, say heads, both times. The chance of that 

happening is one out of four (2 squared). Or to put it another way-if four people flipped 

coin twice, one of them could be expected by chance to come up with two heads in a row. 

Four uninterrupted heads in a row would happen by chance one in sixteen times (one in 2 

to the 4th power). 

If slightly more than a thousand people were all flipping coins a thousand times, the 

chances are that one of them would land heads ten times in a row. Twenty would happen 

once in a million flips. Thirty once in a billion. If every person living at the fust coming 

of Christ made predictions about Him, not one of them would have scored 100%. Every 

living person would have been a false prophet. 

To successfully predict 100 prophecies by chance is less than one in 

1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 (30 zeroes). That fraction is so 

infinitesimally small that the mathematician would declare the chance of the these 

prophecies could have been fulfilled by chance is zero. 

Conclusions: (1) to use chance to account for biblical prophecies not only weakens the 

prophecies, it eliminates them. (2) We can check on the accuracy of past fulfilled 

prophecies and when we do we see that they were plainly, specifically and accurately 

fulfilled. (3) We can be confident that yet unfulfilled future prophecies will also be 

fulfilled plainly, specifically and accurately. 



The study of biblical prophecy guarantees assurance of the truth of the Bible (2 Pet. 

1: 19), gives hope that cleanses the believer ( 1 John 3 :3 ), provides comfort in times of 

persecution and sorrow (2 Cor. 4:7, 14), and promotes worship of the living and true God 

(Rev. 7:9-12). 


