

THE CONTEXT OF THE COVENANTS SERIES

Part 5 The Differences between Prediction and Promise

Part 4 in this series sought to give better understanding of the truth that Jesus fulfills the Old Testament promise. Jesus fulfilled Old Testament predictions but He did far more than that. There is a considerable difference between a prediction and a promise. Even in everyday life a promise is more significant than a prediction. Someone might predict a marriage between two people but promising to marry someone in particular is considerably more important.

A promise is made between people. It pre-supposes a relationship between them and may cement or forward that relationship, or depend upon it. A prediction, on the other hand, can be quite impersonal and certainly requires no relationship between the predictor and the person/s about whom the prediction is made.

A promise might involve some degree of prediction (or expectation) but a prediction need not have any promise element to it.

A promise is made to someone. A prediction is made about someone.

In the Old Testament there are many predictions about the nations beyond Israel but they don’t indicate a relationship between God and those nations. In most cases, the nations were unaware of the predictions.

But the promises made to Israel were different. The very existence of Israel at all was the substance of a promise first declared to Abraham. The promise became the immovable foundation on which the relationship between God and the nation survived. At a particular time in history God entered into a commitment to a particular man (Abraham) and his descendants, a commitment to a relationship between himself and them which involved growth, blessing and protection. These three were brought together under the universal goal of bringing blessing the nations through Abraham’s family. This is how the Old Testament declares God’s promise.

On this level, God’s promise to Abraham was a commitment to humanity and not just to Israel, but only by seeing those nations entering into the same saving covenant relationship with God that Israel then enjoyed – enjoyed for the purpose of bringing it to the nations. So to speak of Jesus as the fulfillment of the promise of the Old Testament is to see Jesus not just as Israel’s Messiah but the Saviour of the whole world.

Paul’s whole mission theology hinged on this crucial promise to Abraham and its universal significance. Paul saw the Gospel beginning, not just with Jesus, but with Abraham. The Gospel was God’s commitment to bring blessing to the nations of the world, as announced to Abraham

The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through you.”

                                                                                                        Galatians 3:8

The redeeming work of the Messiah was:

In order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.

                                                                                                        Galatians 3:14

After further discussion about the relationship between this fundamental promise based on grace and other aspects of the Old Testament, especially the law, Paul concludes:

If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to promise.

                                                                                                        Galatians 3:29

Coming back to the differences between a prediction and a promise, a prediction needs no response. It can be made and fulfilled without the persons concerned even knowing about it. The Bible contains many predictions like this.

A promise is different because a promise requires a response. The promise to Abraham was effective because he believed it and acted upon it, continuing to do so long after it had become humanly impossible. The exodus was promised by God but would not have happened had the Israelites not responded to Moses. The same people received the promise of the land but because their faith and obedience failed at the crucial point, they perished in the wilderness and their children saw it fulfilled.

The promise comes at the initiative of God’s grace and continues to depend on His grace. But that grace has to be accepted and responded to by faith and obedience.

Seeing the Old Testament as promise in this way has two effects:

(1) it helps us realise that salvation is and always will be a matter of God’s grace and promise. The idea that salvation in the Old Testament was by works and in the New Testament is by grace is a flawed and false thinking. In the Old as in the New, it is God

who takes the initiative of grace and calls people to faith and obedient response.
 The promise came first, both chronologically and theologically. Our inheritance of salvation and blessing both in the Old and in the New Testament, always depend on the promise (Galatians 3:16ff).

(2) it reinforces the truth that there is a conditional element to the promise. The promise’s fulfillment requires the response of faith and obedience from those who receive it. The prophets continually demolished Israel’s confidence in God’s promise whenever that confidence was inconsistent with their moral response. No biblical theology ever relieves us of the necessity of faith, proven by and worked out through active obedience.

Another difference between prediction and promise is that a prediction is dealt with conclusively. It either came to pass or it didn’t.

A promise is different. Because it involves personal relationship and commitment, it has a dynamic quality to it. When a man and woman commit to marriage, a promise is involved. On one level the promise is fulfilled on their wedding day. But it is surpassed by new exchanged promises on the wedding day “... to have and to hold, from day forth, as long as I live.” Fulfilling wedding day vows makes different demands and calls for different responses than the original promise of marriage. The promise remains but now the relationship determines how the promise will be fulfilled.

Coming back to the Old Testament promise, God’s relationship with Israel through all the centuries was founded on the specific promise to Abraham. But in the Old Testament itself, that promise is seen in different levels of fulfillment. On one level the promise of ‘seed’ was fulfilled the moment Isaac was born. The book of Genesis traces the growth of Abraham’s family through to seventy and then through to millions. The New Testament sees another level of fulfillment in referring to Jesus, singular, as the ‘seed’ of Abraham (Galatians 3:16,19) and still another in regarding believing Gentiles of all nations as sons of Abraham, all fulfilling the same promise; one promise but several levels of fulfillment as history proceeds.

Another dimension of the Old Testament promise is the way it leads to a recurring pattern of promise-fulfillment-fresh promise-fresh fulfillment, repeating and amplifying itself through history.

Launched at the time of Abraham, God’s promise receives its first specific fulfillment at the time of the exodus. References back to the patriarchs in the exodus narratives are frequent. Israel has become a ‘great’ nation and is being freed to live as such.

But the promise included a special relationship between God and His people and that becomes the focal point at Mount Sinai. “Let my people go that they may serve me” (Exodus 8:1; 9:1:10:3) When they reached Sinai, God tells them that they have been brought to Him for the purpose of entering into a covenant relationship (Exodus 19:4-6). Launched from Mount Sinai, the people of the promise head for the next stage of fulfillment – the gift of the land. After the failure of Kadesh Barnea, the next generation realise the promise under Joshua’s leadership. But although they were in the land they did not possess all of it. Two centuries of tribal federation and in-fighting under the judges followed until there emerged a unified Israel under David – an Israel that finally encompasses all the land promised to Abraham.

The promise received a fresh impetus with the promise to David that God would give him an heir (deliberately echoing the Isaac promise) and that his descendants would reign over Israel forever. But in time the nation’s apostasy led to Jerusalem’s destruction in 587BC. Many of the people still believed a future true son of David would reign over his people in an age of justice and peace. Now hope emerged with the prophets speaking of a new exodus, a new covenant and a new appropriation of the land under the blessing and presence of God Himself.

There is then, a pattern of promise-fulfillment-fresh promise in the Old Testament, built into the ongoing historical relationship between God and Israel over the centuries. When the New Testament talks of Jesus fulfilling the Old Testament promise, it sees Jesus as the final destination of an already well recognised pattern of promise-fulfillment.

It was only as the church reflected on their experience of Jesus in the light of the resurrection that they came to see that ‘no matter how many promises God has made, they are “yes” in Christ’ (2 Corinthians 1:20). He was the singular seed of Abraham through whom all nations would be blessed. To be ‘in Christ’ was to be ‘in Abraham’ and so to share in the blessings of God’s people. That inheritance now transcended national territory.

Jesus was the Passover lamb protecting God’s people from wrath. His death and resurrection had achieved a new exodus. He was the mediator of a new covenant. His sacrificial death and risen life fulfilled and surpassed all that was signified in the tabernacle, the sacrifices and the priesthood. He was the temple not made with hands, the very focus of the name and presence of God. He was the son of David but His messianic Kingship was concealed behind the basin and towel of servanthood and the necessity of obedience unto death.

In terms of the original promise of the Old Testament, all these features were natural and physical in relation to the historical nationhood of Israel. So promises concerning God’s actions in the future had to be made in terms already within the experience and comprehension of those who received them. But the fulfillment of the promise, all that God actually did in Christ, is at a total different level of reality; a different level, but still with continuity of meaning and function in line with the original promise.

The writer of Hebrews addresses those who, having come to faith in Jesus as Messiah, had not fully understood what that meant in terms of the fulfillment of all their Old Testament faith had meant to them as Jews. So he sets out to demonstrate that in Christ we have all that the great institutions and promises of Israel signified, only better. He wanted Jewish Christians to recognise they had not lost anything of their Jewish, biblical inheritance by putting their faith in Jesus as Messiah. In Christ they have it all still, but enriched, enhanced and fulfilled. So much so that to want to go back to the previous era would be a denial of what they possessed in reality in Christ. To seek the original forms of the promise would be like choosing shadows over real objects.

In our day there are those who look for future fulfillments of Old Testament promises in a very literal manner. They expect to see things happening literally in the land of Israel, with a tribal division like Ezekiel describes. They look for a rebuilding of the temple and reconstitution of the priesthood and sacrificial system. They look for a battle between biblically identified enemies, Gentile nations on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem or a revival of the throne of David. 

The difficulty is that this is taking literally what the Bible always intended to be taken figuratively, even in its original form. It means failing to see the living and transformable quality of promises which admittedly, were probably understood literally at the time they were given.

To expect to see all the details of Old Testament prophecies fulfilled literally is to make them all predictions which have to come true. The Old Testament has made predictions that have been fulfilled with remarkable accuracy (as in the case of the events surrounding Jesus’ birth). But the New Testament writers’ understanding of promise and fulfillment was not the same as predictions. To insist on literal fulfillment of prophecies can overlook their actual nature in the category of promise. To look for direct fulfillments of (say) Ezekiel in our day is to bypass the reality and the finality of what we have in Christ as fulfillments of those great assurances.
This study is principally a summary of Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament by Christopher J. H. Wright (InterVarsity Press. Downers Grove IL. 1992) pp.64-77
� In the book of Exodus the first 18 chapters describe God’s mighty act of redemption in fulfillment of His own love and promise - before the giving of the law to a people already redeemed. The law did not set aside the promise but was given to enable those who had already received it, to live according to it within a discipline acceptable to God





