
The Interpretation of God’s Word:

Prophecy, Figurative Language, and Gospels



▪ The Nature of God’s Word (Scripture’s Doctrine)

▪ The Makeup of God’s Word (Scripture’s Canon)

▪ The Preservation of God’s Word (Scripture’s Text)

▪ The Transmission of God’s Word (Scripture’s Translation, 3 Parts)

▪ The Interpretation of God’s Word (Scripture’s Meaning, 6 Parts)



▪ Prophecy

What is prophecy?

Prophecy, most generally, is any utterance that speaks the words of God.  This 
doesn’t always, but most famously, includes prediction

Why is prophecy important?

Prophecy helps us to know what is truly God’s word from what isn’t (Deut
18:15-22; Isa 44:6-8) and establishes God’s will for future generations



▪ Prophecy

Not just foretelling!

Large portions of prophecy is taken up with simply declaring God’s will to 
people embedded in a specific historical situation, not looking forward in 

many respects.  See Isaiah 5:1-4; 6:1-10; 7:1-9; 36-39, etc.

These works were important not just for future generations, but for those 
generations that were contemporary with the prophets as well!



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions:

Judgment

Language

Details



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about judgment:

Whenever a judgment is ordered, unless it is specifically and unequivocally 
stated that God will not divert his will, always think that repentance will lead 

to God staying his hand.



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about judgment:

Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, "Arise, go to 
Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me." But 

Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD. He went down to Joppa 
and found a ship going to Tarshish. So he paid the fare and went down into it, to go with 

them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the LORD.

Jonah 1:1-3

Why would Jonah run? The Assyrians were horrible in their atrocities!



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about judgment:

Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying, "Arise, go to 
Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you." So Jonah 

arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the LORD. Now Nineveh was an 
exceedingly great city, three days' journey in breadth. Jonah began to go into the city, 

going a day's journey. And he called out, "Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be 
overthrown!”

Jonah 3:1-4

Notice: Jonah’s message says nothing about repentance or an opportunity to 
avoid destruction…



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about judgment:

And the people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, 
from the greatest of them to the least of them…. When God saw what they did, how they 
turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster that he had said he would do to 

them, and he did not do it.

Jonah 3:5, 10



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about judgment:

But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. And he prayed to the LORD and 
said, "O LORD, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I made 
haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to 

anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster.

Jonah 4:1-2

Jonah knew that forgiveness is at the heart of who God is, and therefore, even 
without mentioning repentance, that mercy was always available



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about judgment:

If at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck up and break 
down and destroy it, and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns from its 
evil, I will relent of the disaster that I intended to do to it. And if at any time I declare 

concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will build and plant it, and if it does evil in my 
sight, not listening to my voice, then I will relent of the good that I had intended to do to 

it.

Jeremiah 18:7-10



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about language:

We must be careful with the cosmic language that is often used in prophecy.  Not all 
is meant as an exact, literal foretelling of events, but used in a poetic way, to inspire 

the right emotional reaction to the coming work of God.



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about language:

Behold, the day of the LORD comes, cruel, with wrath and fierce anger, to make the land 
a desolation and to destroy its sinners from it. For the stars of the heavens and their 

constellations will not give their light; the sun will be dark at its rising, and the moon 
will not shed its light. I will punish the world for its evil, and the wicked for their iniquity; 

I will put an end to the pomp of the arrogant, and lay low the pompous pride of the 
ruthless.

Isaiah 13:9-11

This “cosmic” language sounds like end of the world stuff…



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about language:

The oracle concerning Babylon which Isaiah the son of Amoz saw.

Isaiah 13:1

This “cosmic” language sounds like end of the world stuff… 

And indeed it is, to Babylon.  But the stars still gave light, and the sun still 
shone when it rose. Again, this is emotional, not factual, language.



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about details:

Prophecy is often written with details and implications for those of the culture which 
will certainly pass us by, unless we continuously consult a commentary.  While 

commentaries can be helpful, they can also make reading laborious and unexciting.  
Instead, it is sometimes better to get the gist of the matter, which is almost always 

easy to spot.



▪ Prophecy

Assumptions about details:

Therefore you shall give parting gifts to Moresheth-gath; the houses of Achzib shall be a 
deceitful thing to the kings of Israel. I will again bring a conqueror to you, inhabitants of 
Mareshah; the glory of Israel shall come to Adullam. Make yourselves bald and cut off 

your hair, for the children of your delight; make yourselves as bald as the eagle, for they 
shall go from you into exile.

Micah 1:14-16

Who, or what, is Moresheth-gath, or the houses of Achzib? What is their 
meaning? Whatever it is, Micah is speaking about the judgment of God 

coming on Judah, and a reversal of fortune (what does “parting gifts” remind 
you of?).



▪ Figurative language

While we are speaking of language…

How are we supposed to know when figurative language is being used?  Is 
there a way to tell when, say, exaggeration being used instead of exact 

language?

Yes, and no.

Sometimes it is only context, substance, and common sense that can help us

But there are some hints to help us see figurative language at work:



▪ Figurative language:

▪ The statement is logically impossible

▪ The statement produces conflicts

▪ The statement is interpreted in a non-literal way

▪ The statement is not literally fulfilled

▪ The statement, taken literally, would not achieve the stated goal

▪ The statement uses universal language

▪ The statement uses a form prone to exaggeration



▪ The statement is logically impossible

I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of 
my hands

2 Timothy 1:6



▪ The statement produces conflicts

If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and 
children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.

Luke 14:26

Honor your father and your mother, as the LORD your God commanded you, that your 
days may be long, and that it may go well with you in the land that the LORD your God is 

giving you.

Deuteronomy 5:16, cf. Mark 7:9-13



▪ The statement produces conflicts

I say to you, Do not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by 
the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do 

not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. Let what 
you say be simply 'Yes' or 'No'; anything more than this comes from evil.

Matthew 5:33-37

Jesus remained silent. And the high priest said to him, "I adjure you by the living God, 
tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” Jesus said to him, "You have said so.” 

Matthew 26:63-64



▪ The statement produces conflicts

He shall judge between the nations, and shall decide disputes for many peoples; and 
they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation 

shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.

Isaiah 2:4

Proclaim this among the nations: Consecrate for war; stir up the mighty men. Let all the 
men of war draw near; let them come up. Beat your plowshares into swords, and your 

pruning hooks into spears; let the weak say, "I am a warrior.”

Joel 3:9-10



▪ The statement produces conflicts

Give to the one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would borrow from 
you.

Matthew 5:42

For even when we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not 
willing to work, let him not eat.

2 Thessalonians 3:10



▪ The statement is interpreted in a non-literal way

And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons 
and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young 
men shall see visions. Even on the male and female servants in those days I will pour 

out my Spirit.” And I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire 
and columns of smoke. The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood, 

before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes. And it shall come to pass that 
everyone who calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved. For in Mount Zion and in 

Jerusalem there shall be those who escape, as the LORD has said, and among the 
survivors shall be those whom the LORD calls.

Joel 2:28-32



▪ The statement is interpreted in a non-literal way

And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons 
and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young 
men shall see visions. Even on the male and female servants in those days I will pour 

out my Spirit.” And I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood and 
fire and columns of smoke. The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to 
blood, before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes. And it shall come to 

pass that everyone who calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved. For in Mount Zion 
and in Jerusalem there shall be those who escape, as the LORD has said, and among the 

survivors shall be those whom the LORD calls.

Joel 2:28-32



▪ The statement is interpreted in a non-literal way

And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the 
Spirit gave them utterance. Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men 
from every nation under heaven. And at this sound the multitude came together, and 

they were bewildered, because each one was hearing them speak in his own language. 
And they were amazed and astonished, saying, "Are not all these who are speaking 

Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language?...  But Peter, 
standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed them: "Men of Judea and all 

who dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and give ear to my words. For these 
people are not drunk, as you suppose, since it is only the third hour of the day. But this is 

what was uttered through the prophet Joel… 

Acts 2:4-16



▪ The statement is not literally fulfilled

And leaving Nazareth he went and lived in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of 
Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: 
“The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, 

Galilee of the Gentiles--the people dwelling in darkness have seen a great light, and for 
those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them a light has dawned." From 

that time Jesus began to preach, saying, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."

Matthew 4:13-17; cf. Isaiah 9:1-2



▪ The statement, taken literally, would not achieve the stated goal

Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So 
run that you may obtain it.

1 Corinthians 9:24



▪ The statement uses universal language

To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all 
people, that by all means I might save some.

1 Corinthians 9:22



▪ The statement uses a form prone to exaggeration

What might some of those forms be?

Proverbs

Poems

Prophecy

Metaphor



▪ Figurative language: Practice

Judge not, that you be not judged.

Matthew 7:1



▪ Figurative language: Practice

And as he came out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, "Look, Teacher, what 
wonderful stones and what wonderful buildings!" And Jesus said to him, "Do you see 

these great buildings? There will not be left here one stone upon another that will not 
be thrown down.” 

Mark 13:1-2



▪ Figurative language: Practice

When he went ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them, because 
they were like sheep without a shepherd…. And when it grew late, his disciples came to 
him and said, "This is a desolate place, and the hour is now late. Send them away to go 
into the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat." 
But he answered them, "You give them something to eat." And they said to him, "Shall 

we go and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?" And he 
said to them, "How many loaves do you have? Go and see." And when they had found 

out, they said, "Five, and two fish…." And he divided the two fish among them all. 

Mark 6:34-41



▪ Figurative language: Practice

I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already 
committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out 

and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your 
whole body be thrown into hell.

Matthew 5:28-30



▪ Gospel

What is a “Gospel”?

The Gospels are like historical narratives, and follow many of the same 
rules.  However, they have a distinct focus, which should be noted, as it 

helps us to clarify confusion and better understand their goals.

Fun Fact:

The books known as Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John) get a capital 
“G,” whereas the “good news” gospel does not



▪ Gospel

How are the Gospels different from historical narrative?

The Gospels are not:

Event focused

Chronologically focused

The Gospels are:

Person focused



▪ Gospel

So, how many trips to Jerusalem does Jesus make, 1 (Matthew, Mark, 
Luke) or 3 (John)?

When was the cleansing of the temple? At the beginning of Jesus’ 
ministry (John) or the end (Matthew, Mark, Luke)?

Will the poor inherit the kingdom of heaven (Luke), or the poor in 
spirit (Matthew)?

When the focus is on what each of these tells us about Jesus, there is 
less confusion.  If you want a detailed, chronological history, you have 

problems!


