[image: image1.wmf]WEST OF ENGLAND MINISTERIAL TRAINING COURSE

Introduction to the Old Testament

Session 6 – Supplementary handout on Foretelling in the Prophets

Messianic Prophecy in the New Testament

The gospels, especially Matthew, give the impression that the prophets were primarily about predicting the coming of Jesus Christ, writing in advance what he would be like and what would happen to him. If, however, one tries to hear the prophets as an Israelite of their time would have done, then very little, if anything, seems to be about a messiah, certainly not in the way the NT speaks of a messiah.

It is worth noting that:

· There is no use of the word 'Messiah' in the OT and the closest term 'anointed one' is used of Cyrus  the Persian king (Is 45:1). In comparison there are 61 uses of messiah and 81 uses of Son of Man in the gospels

· There are a dozen or so references to a new king of David's line, often 'a Branch of the house of David', but many do not go further than the original promise of 2 Sam 7:16 'that the throne of David shall endure for ever'. (e.g. Is 4:2, 9:7, 11:1, 16:5, 55:3; Jer. 17:25, 23:5, 30:9, 33:15; Ezek 34:23-24, 37:24-25; Zechariah 3:8, 6:12,12:8; Mic. 5:2). In contrast there are 16 verses where 'Son of David' is used as a messianic term in the gospels. 

This is not to deny that the prophets are foretellers. They do indeed claim to predict future events, or know what God is going to do. In the early prophets there are many striking examples of fulfilment of short-term predictions (e.g. Elijah – compare 2 Kings 1:6 and 1:17). In the classical prophets, the majority of future predictions are negative, of exile and judgment, and were proved to be correct within a short time. The prophecies of restoration and return from exile were only partially fulfilled – yes, some Jews did return to the land; but many aspects of the prophecies remained unfulfilled – e.g. the return of YHWH’s presence to the Temple, the nations coming to worship YHWH, and a ‘utopian’ peace for creation. The fulfilment of these were inaugurated by Jesus, but we still await their final establishment on earth in the age to come.

Moreover when most of the passages used by Matthew are examined in their context the original passages do not seem to be envisaging a Messianic figure due to come several hundred years later
e.g. Mt. 2:15 'out of Egypt I have called my son' is from Hos 11:1 and refers to the past, it is not a prediction 
e.g. Mt. 2:23 'he shall be called a Nazorean' - does not come directly from the OT
e.g. Mt. 2:18 (Jer. 31:15) refers to weeping for the sons of Israel carried off into exile, followed by a promise of return, rather than the destruction by Herod.

The fact that the biblical prophets don't speak much of 'Messiah' is not surprising, as Messianic thought is primarily a product of the Inter-testamental period and the apocalyptic literature. The 'Anointed One' became a title, a technical term, some time between 400 and 100BC, and a common term by Jesus’ day – many people claimed to be Messiah and sought support from the biblical prophets for that claim.

Matthew however is not necessarily being untrue to the prophets. Study methods of his day searched scriptures to reveal the secrets of God hidden within the text. This was a common rabbinic method of using scripture. The scriptures were God's words for all time, you could expect them to speak to today and tomorrow, no passage was tied down but every passage was relevant. There was no sense of having to take the scriptures literally, the writers were aware of metaphor and imagery and believed that whatever the original purpose God could speak something new for today.

Nowadays, however we are aware of the dangers of this approach, twisting the text to apply to us. Nevertheless we still allow, devotionally, things 'to strike us' and expect God to speak.

Can we talk about messianic prophecy relating to Jesus Christ within the OT?

Yes in several ways:

· From a Christian canonical point of view - there is one God, with the same purpose in the OT and NT. Jesus fulfils God's purposes, which are the same purposes set out in the OT prophets. Therefore we expect to find the purposes of God expounded in the prophets matching with Jesus’ purposes e.g. his appropriation of Isaiah in Luke 4 'He has anointed me to bring good news to the poor' - the prophets provide what is technically called a 'type', which Jesus aligns himself to.
· Jesus seems at times to have acted consciously to fulfil commonly understood prophecies (e.g. Zech 9:9 – riding on a donkey). Indeed, most would-be Messiahs did this, e.g. Bar Kochba, who set up residence at the pinnacle of the temple to fulfil another such expectation
· Most prophetic statements are general enough to be open to further interpretations and new understandings. Part of the Christian understanding is that God can speak anew to each generation through his scriptures. This gives rise to the theory of double/ multiple fulfilment:  although the prophets only saw one meaning in their prophecy for their own day, God intended also to point to Jesus Christ and the final coming age.
· Although the fully developed Messianic ideas of the intertestamental period are not present in the prophets there is the idealised Kingship present, which is open to development and contains the seeds for a view of Jesus as the coming King. The messianic view has its germination in the OT even if it develops the idea much further.
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