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Some7mes the problem is us! 

Revela,on can be a challenging book to read and understand – there’s no doubt! 
However, there’s also no doubt that it’s not all Revela,on’s fault! That is, some of our 
biggest difficul,es with reading Revela,on come from ourselves – from our own blind 
spots and false assump,ons. 

And one of the biggest of these is what we think ‘prophecy’ is. 
In the very first paragraph of Revela,on, John writes, “Blessed is the one who reads the 

words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is 
wriKen in it, because the ,me is near” (Rev 1:3). 

Revela,on is a prophecy. But what is prophecy? 

Prophecy = predic7on? 

The average Chris,an today has a very clear opinion as to what is at the heart of 
prophecy: surely prophecy, if nothing else, is about predic,ng the future. Doesn’t the first 
sentence of Revela,on say just that? “The revela,on of Jesus Christ, which God gave him 
to show his servants what must soon take place.” 

Well, I want to suggest – and I will flesh this claim out in the following pages – that that 
view of prophecy is not, in fact, correct. At its heart, prophecy is not about predic,ng the 
future. Don’t get me wrong: prophecy may include predic,ons about the future, but that 
is not what makes it prophecy. 

No,ce what Jesus commands John in Revela,on 1:19: “Write, therefore: what you 
have seen, what is now, and what will take place later.” Jesus lists three things that John is 
to write about in this book of prophecy: 

• the past (“what you have seen”); 
• the present (“what is now”); 
• and the future (“what will take place later”). 

What has happened in the past and what is going on now are as much a part of John’s 
prophecy as what will happen in the future. In fact, throughout the rest of Revela,on, 
John will show us the past and the present much more frequently than the future. 

Revela,on is not mostly about the future. It is mostly a book about the present, which 
is based on the past, and which gives us confident expecta,on for the future. 

The blessing of John’s opening paragraph is for those who read the words of this 
prophecy, who hear it, and who take to heart what is wriKen in it (Rev 1:3). It’s not a 
book for the dim, distant future. It’s for the present ,me. It’s for us, here and now. It 
offers blessing and comfort and strength for today. 



OK. So if the essence of ‘prophecy’ is not about predic5on, then what is it? Let’s begin 
by going back to the Old Testament, and the first men,on of a ‘prophet’ in the Bible. 

The first prophet in the Bible 

The context is the story of Abraham and King Abimelech. Abraham had told everyone 
that Sarah was his sister. He was scared that if Abimelech discovered Sarah was his wife, 
he would kill him so that he could marry her. (Sarah was extraordinarily beau,ful.) So 
Abimelech, thinking Sarah was available, took her into his harem. But God had different 
ideas: he sent word to Abimelech in a dream, warning him on pain of death not to touch 
Sarah: 
“Return the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and you will live” (Gen 

20:7). 
From the point of view of prophecy, there are two surprising things about this story. 

First, it is Abimelech who has a dream and who receives God’s word, yet it is Abraham 
who is called a prophet. In the whole episode, Abraham sees and hears nothing. 

Second, Abimelech receives God’s word, but this is no guarantee of his safety; God 
requires the intercession of his ‘prophet’ (Abraham) before he will remove his judgment 
on Abimelech. This is exactly what ends up happening: Abraham prays and Abimelech is 
restored. 

What does this tell us about prophecy? It tells us, first, that hearing (or even seeing in a 
dream) a divine message doesn’t make someone a prophet. Second, it tells us that not 
every message from God can be called ‘prophecy’. Third, it tells us that God is the one 
who decides who is or isn’t a prophet (in this story, the only reason we have for thinking 
that Abraham is a prophet is because God says he is). And fourth, it tells us that God’s 
plans and his prophet’s words always line up (God acted in accordance with Abraham’s 
prayer). 

Looking back over the story of Genesis, we can take this last point further: why did God 
only do what Abraham asked? 

It’s because of God’s promise to him back in Genesis 12:2-3. You see, Abraham was a 
special case. God chose to ,e his work of salva,on and judgment to Abraham’s personal 
story: 

“I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on 
earth will be blessed through you” (Gen 12:3). 

God restricted himself to ac,ng through Abraham. Abraham would be the channel 
through which all God’s blessings and curses would flow. Blessing could only come to 
Abimelech if Abraham brought it to him, because that’s how God had decided to work. 

Abraham was a prophet because his life itself declared what God is doing in the world. 
And every true prophecy follows in the footsteps of Abraham. 



Prophecy is about what God is doing – his great work of salvation. And what God is doing 
is tied up with the history of his chosen ones – Abraham – Abraham’s descendants (Israel) – 
and, ultimately, Jesus: Abraham’s greatest son (Matthew 1:1). 

To summarise so far, then: 
1. We’ve seen (from Revela,on) that prophecy is not the same thing as predic,on; it can 

be as much about the past and the present as it is about the future. 
2. And we’ve also seen (from Abraham) that not every message from God is prophecy, 

nor is everyone who receives a dream or vision from God a prophet. Prophecy, rather, 
is always linked to the big picture of what God is doing in history – his great plan of 
salva,on announced to Abraham and fulfilled in Christ. 

Let’s now con,nue in the Old Testament, to see what further clarity we can come to 
about prophecy. And we’ll begin with a very strange prophet indeed. 

A very strange prophet 

If the first men,on of a prophet in the Bible is Abraham in Genesis 20, the second 
men,on goes to Aaron in Exodus 7:1. 
Then the LORD said to Moses, “See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother 

Aaron will be your prophet.” 
Aaron is called a prophet, but he’s not a prophet of the Lord God, he’s a prophet of 

Moses! What does this mean? 
Well, in the story of the Exodus, you’ll remember that God commanded Moses to tell 

Pharaoh to let the people of Israel go free. Moses, however, was reluctant. He offered up 
every excuse in the book: 
 “I’m a nobody.” 
 “I don’t know who you are.” 
 “What if they don’t believe me?” 
 “I’m a terrible public speaker.” 
 “Please, please send someone else!” 

Moses was lucky that God didn’t strike him dead on the spot! Instead, God made a 
compromise: Moses would s,ll have to go to Pharaoh with God’s demand, but he 
wouldn’t have to do the actual talking; Aaron would be his spokesman. Aaron, in other 
words, would be his prophet. 

So then, what is a prophet? As Aaron was to Moses and Pharaoh, so the prophets were 
to God and his people; as Aaron brought Moses’ word to Pharaoh, so the prophets 
brought God’s word to his people. The prophets were God’s authorised spokespeople. 

Abimelech (Genesis 20) wasn’t a prophet, because he wasn’t God’s spokesman. The 
message he received was merely a private communica,on; it wasn’t for anyone other 
than himself. Moses’ message communicated through Aaron, though, was anything but 



private. It was a message to the world of the big picture of God’s plan of judgment and 
salva,on, all to the glory of God: 

“The EgypRans will know that I am the LORD when I stretch out my hand against Egypt 
and bring the Israelites out of it.” (Ex 7:5) 

Prophecy isn’t a private word about your future marriage partner, or about what will 
happen to you on the way to work this week; it is a message to the glory of God about his 
plans for his world. And a prophet is a person charged with the task of communica,ng 
that message as God’s spokesperson. 

So now we can add a third point to our summary: 
1. Prophecy is not about predic,on; 
2. Prophecy relates to the big picture of God’s plans; 
3. A prophet is God’s spokesperson to the world. 

But how do we know that a person who claims to be a prophet is a prophet? How do 
we know their message is from God? 

In the Old Testament the answer to that was very clear. It was to be found in ancient 
Israel’s greatest prophet – Moses. 

Ancient Israel’s greatest prophet 

God once paid Moses an incredible compliment. When Moses’ older brother and sister, 
Aaron and Miriam, complained that Moses seemed to be gejng preferen,al treatment, 
God said to them (Num 12:6-8): 

“Listen to my words: When a prophet of the LORD is among you, I reveal myself to him in 
visions, I speak to him in dreams. But this is not true of my servant Moses […] With him I 

speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles; he sees the form of the LORD. Why then were 
you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” 

No one likes to play second fiddle to liKle brother! But that’s exactly what God said 
must happen in this case. With every other prophet, God’s method was to reveal himself 
obscurely and unclearly (in visions and dreams), but not with Moses. Moses was one of a 
kind: God spoke to him directly; face-to-face. 

And Moses himself says in Deuteronomy 18 that every true prophet must be measured 
up against him (Dt 18:15): 

“The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own 
brothers. You must listen to him.” 

Moses was the touchstone for all the Old Testament prophets. He was the greatest. 
Aner his death, the compiler of Deuteronomy wrote this (Dt 34:10): 

Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, 
whom the LORD knew face to face. 



That’s why the first five books of the Old Testament, known as ‘the Law of Moses’, are 
the founda,on on which the Old Testament is built. Every message that came from God 
had to be weighed up against this Law. In fact, the Old Testament prophets were really 
just declaring all over again what God had already said through Moses. 

The prophets called the people back to obedience to God’s Law, and held out to them 
the promises and curses God had already given them. Their message was rooted in the 
past – God choosing Abraham’s descendants to be his people, rescuing Israel from slavery 
in Egypt, giving them his perfect Law. Anything the prophets said about the future was 
just a straight arrow drawn from the past, through the present, poin,ng ahead to the 
fulfilment of what they already knew. 

And one of the things they knew (from the Law) was that, while Moses was the 
greatest prophet, God promised another Moses to come. Did you no,ce the tension 
between Deuteronomy 18:15 and 34:10? The tension between the promise of a prophet 
like Moses, and the fact that “since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses”? 

Faithful Jews knew that a second Moses must come, through whom God would lay 
another prophe,c founda,on. 

What they didn’t count on was that this second Moses would not just be like Moses, 
but that he would be greater than him. He wouldn’t just speak with God face-to-face, he 
would be God the Son, the perfect revela,on of God in himself: 
“In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets […], but in these last days 

he has spoken to us by his Son […]. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact 
representaRon of his being” (Heb 1:1-3). 

So our summary has grown again! 
1. Prophecy is not predic,on (though it may include predic,on) 
2. Prophecy is a public declara,on by an authorised spokesperson, not a private 

revela,on 
3. Prophecy relates to the big picture of God’s plans for the world, not the small details 

of my life 
4. Prophecy arises out of God’s founda,onal revela,on in the Law of Moses; when the 

prophets predicted  blessing or judgment, they were simply applying what God had 
already said through Moses 

OK. We’re nearly there! But before we turn to the New Testament, and to Revela,on in 
par,cular, let’s just see if this summary about prophecy actually fits the facts! Is this how 
the prophets in the Old Testament actually spoke? 

How the prophets actually spoke 

Of course, to answer that ques,on thoroughly is much more than a humble few pages 
can achieve. However, here’s a small sample of quotes to get you going: 



Prophecy arises out of the past: 
When the Israelites cried to the LORD because of Midian, he sent them a prophet, who 

said, “This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: I brought you up out of Egypt, out of 
the land of slavery … I said to you, ‘I am the LORD your God; do not worship the gods of the 
Amorites, in whose land you live.’ But you have not listened to me” (Jdg 6:7, 10. See also Is 

41:8-10). 

Prophecy is about God’s big plans for the world: 
Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing without revealing his plan to his servants the 

prophets (Amos 3:7. See also Is 49:1-7). 

God’s authorised spokespeople turn his people back to obedience to the Law of Moses: 
This is what the LORD Almighty says: “Do not listen to what the prophets are prophesying 
to you; they fill you with false hopes. They speak visions from their own minds, not from 

the mouth of the LORD … But if they had stood in my council, they would have proclaimed 
my words to my people and would have turned them from their evil ways and from their 

evil deeds” 
(Jer 23:16, 22. See also Neh 9:26; Dan 9:10; Zech 1:1-6). 

Predic7ons for the future (for judgment or blessing) are based on the covenant with 
Moses: 

This is what the Sovereign LORD says: “I will deal with you as you deserve, because you 
have despised my oath by breaking the covenant. Yet I will remember the covenant I made 
with you in the days of your youth, and I will establish an everlasRng covenant with you” 

(Eze 16:59-60. See also Jer 35:15; Hos 6:4-7). 

Prophecy aOer Jesus 

Now it’s ,me to wrap up! 
Of course, there is a lot more that could be said. But what I would simply like to do is to 

see how the founda,onal events of the New Testament (the death and resurrec,on of 
Jesus Christ) affect our understanding of prophecy at the present ,me, and also help us to 
read Revela,on beKer. 

As we have seen in previous weeks, all Old Testament prophecies arose out of God’s 
revela,on in the Law of Moses. Moses was the greatest of all prophets, and the Exodus 
event he guided Israel through and on which the Law was based, was the greatest of all 
God’s ancient acts (See Ex 20:1-3; Dt 4:32-40). 

The Law told Israel that Yahweh is a God who works in history out of faithfulness to his 
covenant to bless the world through Abraham’s descendants. The Exodus was the proof 



of God’s power and faithfulness, and Moses was the prophet who revealed the meaning 
of the Exodus and of God’s plans to his people. 

The Old Testament prophets merely repeated for their own genera,ons what God had 
already revealed through Moses. 

Now fast forward to the Lord Jesus: In him, and especially in his death and 
resurrec,on, we see God performing his great and ul,mate historical work of covenant 
faithfulness; we see God extending blessing to the ends of the earth through Abraham’s 
greatest descendant. Furthermore, in Jesus we find the greatest prophet, who is not just 
a spokesman who transmits God’s words, but he is God himself, revealing the divine glory 
and power in person. 

The death and resurrec,on of Jesus is the ul,mate proof of God’s power and 
faithfulness; it is the final work of divine salva,on; by comparison, the Exodus was just a 
pale shadow. 

But what does this have to do with prophecy in the present? Everything! 
Prophecy in the Old Testament arose out of the primary Old Testament act of God’s 

salva,on (the Exodus) and the primary words of his revela,on (the Law of Moses). New 
Testament prophecy, then – ul5mate prophecy – arises out of the ul,mate act of God’s 
salva,on (the cross and resurrec,on) and the ul,mate word of his revela,on – the 
eternal and incarnate Word of God himself. 

So, what is prophecy? Let’s let Revela,on reveal the great secret! 
The tesRmony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy. (Rev 19:10) 

Consider the enormous implica7ons of this short sentence: 
1. Prophecy is, at heart, witnessing (tes,fying) to the Lord Jesus. 
2. The great prophe,c events aren’t the events of current poli,cal affairs, but they are 

the life, death, resurrec,on and heavenly rule of the Lord Jesus. 
3. Revela,on, as a book of prophecy (Rev 1:3), is therefore first and foremost a 

declara,on of the gospel, applied to the present ,me. John was a prophet, not 
because he predicted what would happen, but because he was God’s authorised 
spokesperson to declare God’s acts to the world. He was a prophet, not because he 
saw the future, but because he saw Jesus and made him known. 

This is what makes Revela,on so valuable and encouraging for us. When we find that 
following Jesus brings us into all kind of trials and afflic,ons, Revela,on points us to Jesus, 
the crucified and risen, the ruling and returning king, and calls us to persevere pa,ently in 
faith as we rejoice in the kingdom and victory we have in him. 

“How happy are those who read and who listen to these words of prophecy, 
and who keep the things wrihen in it, because the big moment is near!” 

(Rev 1:3 – my translaRon)


